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Why is Peter’s name change important?

How do we know that Peter is “the rock” on which Christ built his Church?
What promises were made to Peter alone, and how do they establish the
papacy?

Where did Jesus change Peter’s name, and why was this location
important?

2. Peter the Rock

Does the Greek word for Peter, petros, mean “little stone” while the word
for “big rock” is petra?

How does the original Aramaic of the New Testament clarify the meaning
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baptism?
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18. Baptism: Immersion Only?
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¢ Does the Catholic Church teach that Christ is re-crucified at every Mass?
Didn’t Christ die “once for all”?

e Which Old Testament passage predicted that Christ would offer a true
sacrifice to God using the elements of bread and wine?

¢ In the Old Testament, a repeated blood sacrifice was necessary for
remission of sins. How can the bloodless sacrifice of the Catholic Mass be
effective?
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How should a Catholic prepare for reception of Communion?

Can non-Catholics ever receive Communion? What about non-Christians?
How should one receive Communion?

22. Anointing of the Sick

e Where is this sacrament in the Bible?

e What gifts does the anointing of the sick provide?

What did the early Church Fathers say about the practice of anointing the
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27. Myths about Indulgences
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Salvation

28. Grace: What It Is and What It Does

e What are the two kinds of grace?
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e Does sanctifying grace actually cleanse the soul, or is the soul simply
covered in the cloak of Christ’s righteousness?
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e Do Catholics believe that they must be “born again” to be saved?



e Does the Bible use the phrase “born again”?

e What did the early Christians say about the connection between baptism
and being “born again”?
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33. The Rapture

e How is the Millennium understood in Rapture theology, and where is it
found in the Bible?



What three views are held about the Millennium and end times?
Which view focuses on the Rapture, and what are some of its defects?
What do Catholics believe about the Millennium and the Rapture?

34. Hunting the Whore of Babylon

Why do anti-Catholics insist that the Catholic Church is the “Whore of
Babylon™?
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The Whore is clothed in purple and scarlet. Don’t Catholic bishops and
cardinals wear these colors?

35. The Whore of Babylon
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be the Whore of Babylon?

What are some likely candidates for the Whore?

How are we to understand the seven heads and ten horns of the beast ridden
by the Whore?

What kind of authority does the Whore possess, and what is her role in
world commerce?

Why is the Catholic Church often described as the Whore?

Morality and Science
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How long has birth control been around?

Why is contraception referred to as “Onanism”?

What did the early Church Fathers, as well as Protestant leaders, say about
birth control?

What did Pope Paul VI predict about widespread use of contraception?

37. Homosexuality
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Aren’t homosexuals born that way? How can someone be blamed for a
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e Why was the Catholic Church involved in a scientific discussion?

Anti-Catholicism

40. The Anti-Catholic Bible

e What is the main source for anti-Catholic materials?
e What does this anti-Catholic “Bible” claim, and who is its author?
e How should Catholics refute the claims of anti-Catholics?

41. Anti-Catholic Whoppers

e Who was Maria Monk, and what did she say about Catholicism?
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Books?

Wasn’t the eucharistic cup forbidden to the people by a council during the
fifteenth century?

43. More Catholic “Inventions”

Why do Fundamentalists claim that Rome is steadily departing from the
gospel and thus cannot be the Church established by Christ?
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How did Seventh-day Adventism begin, and where did its name originate?
What do Seventh-day Adventists believe?

What are the names of Adventist publications, and how are these materials
marketed?

Why is Seventh-day Adventist theology intensely anti-Catholic?

What is the main focus of Seventh-day Adventism?

53. History of the Jehovah’s Witnesses
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1
Peter and the Papacy

There is ample evidence in the New Testament that Peter was first in authority
among the apostles. Whenever they were named, Peter headed the list (Matt.
10:1-4; Mark 3:16-19; Luke 6:14-16; Acts 1:13); sometimes the apostles were
referred to as “Peter and those who were with him” (Luke 9:32). Peter was the
one who generally spoke for the apostles (Matt. 18:21; Mark 8:29; Luke 12:41;
John 6:68-69), and he figured in many of the most dramatic scenes (Matt.
14:28-32; 17:24-27; Mark 10:23—-28). On Pentecost it was Peter who first
preached to the crowds (Acts 2:14-40), and he worked the first healing in the
Church age (Acts 3:1-7). It is Peter’s faith that will strengthen his brethren
(Luke 22:31-32) and Peter is given Christ’s flock to shepherd (John 21:15-17).
An angel was sent to announce the resurrection to Peter (Mark 16:5-7), and the
risen Christ first appeared to Peter (Luke 24:34). He headed the meeting that
elected Matthias to replace Judas (Acts 1:13-26), and he received the first
converts (Acts 2:37—-41). He inflicted the first punishment (Acts 5:1-11), and
excommunicated the first heretic (Acts 8:18-24). He led the first council in
Jerusalem (Acts 15), and announced the first dogmatic decision (Acts 15:7-11).
It was to Peter that the revelation came that Gentiles were to be baptized and
accepted as Christians (Acts 10:46-48).



Peter the Rock

Peter’s preeminent position among the apostles was symbolized at the very
beginning of his relationship with Christ. At their first meeting, Christ told
Simon that his name would thereafter be Peter, which translates as “Rock” (John
1:42). The startling thing was that—aside from the single time that Abraham is
called a “rock” (Hebrew: tsur; Aramaic: kepha) in Isaiah 51:1-2—in the Old
Testament only God was called a rock. The word rock was not used as a proper
name in the ancient world. If you were to turn to a companion and say, “From
now on, your name is Asparagus,” people would wonder: Why Asparagus?
What is the meaning of it? What does it signify? Indeed, why call Simon the
fisherman “Rock™? Christ was not given to meaningless gestures, and neither
were the Jews as a whole when it came to names. Giving a new name meant that
the status of the person was changed, as when Abram’s name was changed to
Abraham (Gen. 17:5), Jacob’s to Israel (Gen. 32:28), Eliakim’s to Joakim

(2 Kgs. 23:34), or the names of the four Hebrew youths—Daniel, Hananiah,
Mishael, and Azariah to Belteshazzar, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego (Dan.
1:6-7). But no Jew had ever been called “Rock.” The Jews would give other
names taken from nature, such as Deborah (“bee”) and Rachel (“ewe”), but
never “Rock.” In the New Testament, James and John were nicknamed
Boanerges, meaning “Sons of Thunder,” by Christ, but that was never regularly
used in place of their original names, and it certainly was not given as a new
name. But in the case of Simon-bar-Jonah, his new name Kephas (Greek:
Petros) definitely replaced the old.



Look at the Scene

Not only was there significance in Simon being given a new and unusual name,
but the place where Jesus solemnly conferred it upon Peter was also important. It
happened “when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi” (Matt. 16:13),
a city that Philip the Tetrarch built and named in honor of Caesar Augustus, who
had died in A.D. 14. The city lay near cascades in the Jordan River and near a
gigantic wall of rock, a wall about 200 feet high and 500 feet long, which is part
of the southern foothills of Mount Hermon. The city no longer exists, but its
ruins are near the small Arab town of Banias; and at the base of the rock wall
may be found what is left of one of the springs that fed the Jordan. It was here
that Jesus pointed to Simon and said, “You are Peter” (Matt. 16:18).

The significance of the event must have been clear to the other apostles. As
devout Jews, they knew at once that the location was meant to emphasize the
importance of what was being done. None complained of Simon being singled
out for this honor, and in the rest of the New Testament he is called by his new
name, while James and John remain just James and John, not Boanerges.



Promises to Peter

When he first saw Simon, “Jesus looked at him, and said, ‘So you are Simon the
son of John? You shall be called Cephas’ (which means Peter)” (John 1:42). The
word cephas is merely the transliteration of the Aramaic kepha into Greek.
Later, after Peter and the other disciples had been with Christ for some time,
they went to Caesarea Philippi, where Peter made his profession of faith: “You
are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). Jesus told him that this
truth was specially revealed to him, and then he solemnly reiterated: “And I tell
you, you are Peter” (Matt. 16:18). To this was added the promise that the Church
would be founded, in some way, on Peter (cf. Matt. 16:18).

Then two important things were told to the apostle. “Whatever you bind on
earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed
in heaven” (Matt. 16:19). Here Peter was singled out for the authority that
provides for the forgiveness of sins and the making of disciplinary rules. Later
the apostles as a whole would be given similar power (cf. Matt.18:18), but here
Peter received it in a special sense.

Peter alone was promised something else also: “I will give you the keys of the
kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 16:19). In ancient times, keys were the hallmark of
authority. A walled city might have one great gate, and that gate had one great
lock, worked by one great key. To be given the key to the city—an honor that
exists even today, though its import is lost—meant to be given free access to and
authority over the city. The city to which Peter was given the keys was the
heavenly city itself. This symbolism for authority is used elsewhere in the Bible
(cf. Is. 22:22; Rev. 1:18).

Finally, after the Resurrection, Jesus appeared to his disciples and asked Peter
three times, “Do you love me?” (cf. John 21:15-17). In repentance for his
threefold denial, Peter gave a threefold affirmation of love. Then Christ, the
Good Shepherd (cf. John 10:11, 14), gave Peter the authority he earlier had
promised: “Feed my sheep” (John 21:17). This specifically included the other
apostles, since Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love me more than these?” (John
21:15), the word these referring to the other apostles who were present (cf. John
21:2). Thus was completed the prediction made just before Jesus and his
followers went for the last time to the Mount of Olives.

Immediately before his denials were predicted, Peter was told, “Simon, Simon,
behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I

have prayed for you that your faith may not fail; and when you have turned
aoain [after the denialcl ctrenothen vanr hrathren” (T 1ike 22-231_20) Tt wac Pater
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whom Christ prayed would have faith that would not fail and that would be a
guide for the others. His prayer, being perfectly efficacious, was sure to be
fulfilled.



Who Is the Rock?

Now take a closer look at the key verse: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will
build my Church” (Matt. 16:18). Disputes about this passage have always been
related to the meaning of the term rock. To whom, or to what, does it refer?
Since Simon’s new name of Peter itself means “rock,” the sentence could be
rewritten as: “You are Rock, and on this rock I will build my Church.” The play
on words seems obvious, but commentators who wish to avoid what follows
from this—namely the establishment of the papacy—have suggested that the
word rock could not refer to Peter but must refer to his profession of faith or to
Christ.

From the grammatical point of view, the phrase “this rock” must relate back to
the closest noun. Peter’s profession of faith (“You are the Christ, the Son of the
living God”) is two verses earlier, while his name, a proper noun, is in the
immediately preceding clause.

As an analogy, consider this artificial sentence: “I have a car and a truck, and it
is blue.” Which is blue? The truck, because that is the noun closest to the
pronoun it. This is all the more clear if the reference to the car is two sentences
earlier, as the reference to Peter’s profession is two sentences earlier than the
term rock.



Another Alternative

The previous argument also settles the question of whether the word refers to
Christ himself, since he is mentioned within the profession of faith. The fact that
he is elsewhere, by a different metaphor, called the cornerstone (Eph. 2:20; 1
Pet. 2:4-8) does not disprove that here Peter is the foundation. Christ is naturally
the principal and, since he will be returning to heaven, the invisible foundation
of the Church that he will establish. But Peter is named by him as the secondary
and—because he and his successors will remain on earth—the visible
foundation. Peter can be a foundation only because Christ is the cornerstone.

In fact, the New Testament contains five different metaphors for the foundation
of the Church (cf. Matt. 16:18; 1 Cor. 3:11; Eph. 2:20; 1 Pet. 2:4; Rev. 21:14).
One cannot take a single metaphor from a single passage and use it to twist the
plain meaning of other passages. Rather, one must respect and harmonize the
different passages, for the Church can be described as having different
foundations since the word foundation can be used in different senses.



Look at the Aramaic

Opponents of the Catholic interpretation of Matthew 16:18 sometimes argue that
in the Greek text the name of the apostle is Petros, while “rock” is rendered as
petra. They claim that the former refers to a small stone, while the latter refers to
a massive rock. So, if Peter was meant to be the massive rock, why isn’t his
name Petra?

Note that Christ did not speak to the disciples in Greek. He spoke Aramaic, the
common language of Palestine at that time. In that language the word for rock is
kepha, which is what Jesus called Peter in everyday speech. (Note that in John
1:42 he was told, “You will be called Cephas.”) What Jesus said in Matthew
16:18 was: “You are Kepha, and upon this kepha I will build my Church.”

When Matthew’s Gospel was translated from the original Aramaic to Greek,
there arose a problem that did not confront the evangelist when he first
composed his account of Christ’s life. In Aramaic the word kepha has the same
ending whether it refers to a rock or is used as a man’s name. In Greek, though,
the word for “rock,” petra, is feminine in gender. The translator could use it for
the second appearance of kepha in the sentence, but not for the first because it
would be inappropriate to give a man a feminine name. So he put a masculine
ending on it, and hence Peter became Petros.

Furthermore, the premise of the argument against Peter being the rock is
simply false. In first-century Greek the words petros and petra were synonymes.
They had previously possessed the meanings of “small stone” and “large rock”
in some early Greek poetry, but by the first century this distinction was gone, as
Protestant Bible scholars admit (see D. A. Carson’s remarks on this passage in
The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Zondervan, 8:368).

Some of the effect of Christ’s play on words was lost when his statement was
translated from the Aramaic into Greek, but that was the best that could be done
in Greek. In English, like Aramaic, there is no problem with endings; so an
English rendition could read: “You are Rock, and upon this rock I will build my
church.”

Consider another point: If “the rock” really did refer to Christ as some claim,
based on 1 Corinthians 10:4 (“and the Rock was Christ,” though the rock there
was a literal, physical rock), then why did Matthew leave the passage as it was?
In the original Aramaic—and in the English, which is a closer parallel to it than
is the Greek—the passage is clear enough. Matthew must have realized that his
readers would conclude the obvious.



If he meant Christ to be understood as the rock, why didn’t he say so? Why did
he take a chance and leave it up to Paul to write a clarifying text? This presumes,
of course, that 1 Corinthians was written after Matthew’s Gospel. If it came first,
it could not have been written to clarify it.

The reason, of course, is that Matthew knew full well that what the sentence
seemed to say was just what it really was saying. It was Simon, weak as he was,
who was chosen to become the rock and thus the first link in the chain of the

papacy.



2
Peter the Rock

One of the points I try to emphasize when giving a seminar is that you can begin
to be an effective apologist right away; you don’t have to wait until you become
a theological whiz. Just work with what you know, even if it’s only one fact.

[ illustrate this from my own experience, and you can use this technique the
next time you have verses thrown at you by an anti-Catholic.

Some years ago, before I took a real interest in reading the Bible, I tried to
avoid missionaries who came to the door. I had been burned too often. Why
open the door, or why prolong the conversation (if they caught me outside the
house), when I had nothing to say?

Sure, I had a Bible. I used it perhaps the way you use yours today: to catch dust
that otherwise would gather on the top shelf of the bookcase. It was one of those
“family” Bibles, crammed with beautiful color plates and so heavy that my son
didn’t outweigh it until he was five.

As I said, I had a Bible, but I didn’t turn to it much, so I had little to say about
the Bible when missionaries cornered me. I didn’t know which verses I should
refer to when explaining the Catholic position.

For a layman, I suppose I was reasonably well informed about my faith—at
least I never doubted it or ceased to practice it—but my own reading had not
equipped me for verbal duels.

Then, one day, I came across a nugget of information that sent a shock wave
through the next missionary who rang the bell and that proved to me that
becoming skilled in apologetics isn’t really all that difficult. Here’s what
happened.

When I answered the door, the lone missionary introduced himself as a
Seventh-day Adventist. He asked if he could “share” with me some insights
from the Bible. I told him to go ahead.

He flipped from one page to another, quoting this verse and that, trying to
demonstrate the errors of the Church of Rome and the manifest truth of his own
denomination’s position.



Not Much to Say

Some of the verses I had encountered before. I wasn’t entirely illiterate with
respect to the Bible, but many verses were new to me. Whether familiar or not,
the verses elicited no response from me, because I didn’t know enough about the
Bible to respond effectively.

Finally the missionary got to Matthew 16:18: “You are Peter, and on this rock I
will build my Church.”

“Hold it right there!” I said. “I know that verse. That’s where Jesus appointed
Simon the earthly head of the Church. That’s where he appointed him the first
pope.” I paused and smiled broadly, knowing what the missionary would say in
response.

I knew he usually didn’t get any defense of the Catholic position at all as he
went door to door, but sometimes a Catholic would speak up as I had. He had a
reply, and I knew what it would be, and I was ready for it.

“I understand your thinking,” he said, “but you Catholics misunderstand this
verse because you don’t know any Greek. That’s the trouble with your Church
and with your scholars. You people don’t know the language in which the New
Testament was written. To understand Matthew 16:18, we have to get behind the
English to the Greek.”

“Is that so?” I said, leading him on. I pretended to be ignorant of the trap being
laid for me.

“Yes,” he said. “In Greek, the word for rock is petra, which means a large,
massive stone. The word used for Simon’s new name is different; it’s petros,
which means a little stone, a pebble.”

In reality, what the missionary was telling me at this point was false. As Greek
scholars—even non-Catholic ones—admit, the words petros and petra were
synonyms in first-century Greek. They meant “small stone” and “large rock™ in
some ancient Greek poetry, centuries before the time of Christ, but that
distinction had disappeared from the language by the time Matthew’s Gospel
was rendered in Greek. The difference in meaning can be found only in Attic
Greek, but the New Testament was written in Koine Greek—an entirely different
dialect. In Koine Greek, both petros and petra simply meant “rock.” If Jesus had
wanted to call Simon a small stone, the Greek lithos would have been used. The
missionary’s argument didn’t work and showed a faulty knowledge of Greek.
(For an Evangelical Protestant Greek scholar’s admission of this, see D. A.
Carson, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984],



Frank E. Gaebelein, ed., 8:368).

“You Catholics,” the missionary continued, “because you don’t know Greek,
imagine that Jesus was equating Simon and the rock. Actually, of course, it was
just the opposite. He was contrasting them. On the one side, the rock on which
the Church would be built, Jesus himself; on the other, this mere pebble. Jesus
was really saying that he himself would be the foundation, and he was
emphasizing that Simon wasn’t remotely qualified to be it.”

Case closed, he thought.

It was the missionary’s turn to pause and smile broadly. He had followed the
training he had been given. He had been told that a rare Catholic might have
heard of Matthew 16:18 and might argue that it proved the establishment of the
papacy. He knew what he was supposed to say to prove otherwise, and he had
said it.

“Well,” I replied, beginning to use that nugget of information I had come
across, “I agree with you that we must get behind the English to the Greek.” He
smiled some more and nodded. “But I'm sure you’ll agree with me that we must
get behind the Greek to the Aramaic.”

“The what?” he asked.

“The Aramaic,” I said. “As you know, Aramaic was the language Jesus and the
apostles and all the Jews in Palestine spoke. It was the common language of the
place.”

“I thought Greek was.”

“No,” I answered. “Many, if not most of them, knew Greek, of course, because
Greek was the lingua franca of the Mediterranean world. It was the language of
culture and commerce; and most of the books of the New Testament were
written in it, because they were written not just for Christians in Palestine but
also for Christians in places such as Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch, places
where Aramaic wasn’t the spoken language.

“I say most of the New Testament was written in Greek, but not all. Many hold
that Matthew was written in Aramaic—we know this from records kept by
Eusebius of Caesarea—but it was translated into Greek early on, perhaps by
Matthew himself. In any case the Aramaic original is lost (as are all the originals
of the New Testament books), so all we have today is the Greek.”

I stopped for a moment and looked at the missionary. He seemed a bit
uncomfortable, perhaps doubting that I was a Catholic because I seemed to know
what I was talking about. I continued.



Aramaic in the New Testament

“We know that Jesus spoke Aramaic because some of his words are preserved
for us in the Gospels. Look at Matthew 27:46, where he says from the cross,
‘Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?’ That isn’t Greek; it’s Aramaic, and it means, ‘My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’

“What’s more,” I said, “in Paul’s epistles—four times in Galatians and four
times in 1 Corinthians—we have the Aramaic form of Simon’s new name
preserved for us. In our English Bibles it comes out as Cephas. That isn’t Greek.
That’s a transliteration of the Aramaic word kepha (rendered as kephas in its
Hellenistic form).

“And what does kepha mean? It means a rock, the same as petra. (It doesn’t
mean a little stone or a pebble.) What Jesus said to Simon in Matthew 16:18 was
this: “You are Kepha, and on this kepha I will build my Church.’

“When you understand what the Aramaic says, you see that Jesus was equating
Simon and the rock; he wasn’t contrasting them. We see this vividly in some
modern English translations, which render the verse this way: “You are Rock,
and upon this rock I will build my church.’ In French one word, pierre, has
always been used for both Simon’s new name and the rock.”

For a few moments the missionary seemed stumped. It was obvious he had
never heard such a rejoinder. His brow was knit in thought as he tried to come
up with a counter. Then it occurred to him.

“Wait a second,” he said. “If kepha means the same as petra, why don’t we
read in the Greek, ‘You are Petra, and on this petra I will build my Church’?
Why, for Simon’s new name, does Matthew use a Greek word, petros, which
means something quite different from petra?”

“Because he had no choice,” I said. “Greek and Aramaic have different
grammatical structures. In Aramaic you can use kepha in both places in Matthew
16:18. In Greek you encounter a problem arising from the fact that nouns take
differing gender endings.

“You have masculine, feminine, and neuter nouns. The Greek word petra is
feminine. You can use it in the second half of Matthew 16:18 without any
trouble. But you can’t use it as Simon’s new name, because you can’t give a man
a feminine name—at least back then you couldn’t. You have to change the
ending of the noun to make it masculine. When you do that, you get Petros,
which was an already-existing word meaning ‘rock.’

“I admit that’s an imperfect rendering of the Aramaic; you lose part of the play



on words. In English, where we have Peter and rock, you lose all of it. But that’s
the best you can do in Greek.”

Beyond the grammatical evidence, the structure of the narrative does not allow
for a downplaying of Peter’s role in the Church. Look at the way Matthew
16:15-19 is structured. After Peter gives a confession about the identity of Jesus,
the Lord does the same in return for Peter. Jesus does not say, “Blessed are you,
Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father
who is in heaven. And I tell you, you are an insignificant pebble and on this rock
I will build my Church. . . . I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven.”
Jesus is giving Peter a threefold blessing, including the gift of the keys to the
kingdom, not undermining his authority. To say that Jesus is downplaying Peter
flies in the face of the context. Jesus is installing Peter as a form of chief steward
or prime minister under the King of Kings by giving him the keys to the
kingdom. As can be seen in Isaiah 22:22, kings in the Old Testament appointed a
chief steward to serve under them in a position of great authority to rule over the
inhabitants of the kingdom. Jesus quotes almost verbatim from this passage in
Isaiah, and so it is clear what he has in mind. He is raising Peter up as a father
figure to the household of faith (cf. Is. 22:21), to lead them and guide the flock
(cf. John 21:15-17). This authority of the prime minister under the king was
passed on from one man to another down through the ages by the giving of the
keys, which were worn on the shoulder as a sign of authority. Likewise, the
authority of Peter has been passed down for 2,000 years by means of the papacy.



My Turn to Pause

I stopped and smiled. The missionary smiled back uncomfortably but said
nothing. We exchanged smiles for about thirty seconds. Then he looked at his
watch, noticed how time had flown, and excused himself. I never saw him again.

So what came of this encounter? Two things—one for me, one for him.

I began to develop a sense of confidence. I began to see that I could defend my
faith if I engaged in a little homework. The more homework, the better the
defense.

I realized that any literate Catholic—including you—could do the same. You
don’t have to suspect that your faith might be untrue when you can’t come up
with an answer to a pointed question.

Once you develop a sense of confidence, you can say to yourself, “I may not
know the answer to that, but I know I could find the answer if I hit the books.
The answer is there, if only I spend the time to look for it.”

And what about the missionary? Did he go away with anything? I think so. I
think he went away with a doubt regarding his understanding (or lack thereof) of
Catholics and the Catholic faith. I hope his doubt has since matured into a sense
that maybe, just maybe, Catholics have something to say on behalf of their
religion and that he should look more carefully into the faith he once so
confidently opposed.

—XKarl Keating
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Was Peter in Rome?

Like other Protestants, Fundamentalists say Christ never appointed Peter as the
earthly head of the Church for the simple reason that the Church has no earthly
head and was never meant to have one. Christ is the Church’s only foundation,
in any possible sense of that term.

The papacy, they say, arose out of fifth- or sixth-century politics, both secular
and ecclesiastical; it has no connection with the New Testament. It has not been
established by Christ, even though supposed “successors” to Peter (and their
defenders) claim it was. At best the papacy is a ruse; at worst, a work of the
devil. In any case, it is an institution designed to give the Catholic Church an
authority it doesn’t have.

A key premise of their argument is the assertion that Peter was never in Rome.
It follows that if Peter was never in Rome, he could not have been Rome’s first
bishop and so could not have had any successors in that office. How can
Catholics talk about the divine origin of the papacy, Fundamentalists argue,
when their claim about Peter’s whereabouts is wrong?



How to Understand the Argument

At first glance, it might seem that the question of whether Peter went to Rome
and died there is inconsequential. And in a way it is. After all, his being in Rome
would not itself prove the existence of the papacy. In fact, it would be a false
inference to say he must have been the first pope since he was in Rome and later
popes ruled from Rome. With that logic, Paul would have been the first pope,
too, since he was an apostle and went to Rome.

On the other hand, if Peter never made it to the capital, he still could have been
the first pope, since one of his successors could have been the first holder of that
office to settle in Rome. After all, if the papacy exists, it was established by
Christ during his lifetime, long before Peter is said to have reached Rome. There
must have been a period of some years in which the papacy did not yet have its
connection to Rome.

So, if the apostle got there only much later, that might have something to say
about who his legitimate successors would be (and it does, since the man elected
bishop of Rome is automatically the new pope on the notion that Peter was the
first bishop of Rome and the pope is merely Peter’s successor), but it would say
nothing about the status of the papal office. It would not establish that the
papacy was instituted by Christ in the first place.

No, somehow the question, while interesting historically, isn’t crucial to the
real issue: whether the papacy was founded by Christ. Still, most anti-Catholic
organizations take up the matter and go to considerable trouble to “prove” Peter
could not have been in Rome. Why? Because they think they can get mileage out
of it.

“Here’s a point on which we can point to the lies of Catholic claims,” they say.
“Catholics trace the papacy to Peter, and they say he was martyred in Rome after
heading the Church there. If we could show he never went to Rome, that would
undermine—psychologically if not logically—their assertion that Peter was the
first pope. If people conclude the Catholic Church is wrong on this historical
point, they’ll conclude it’s wrong on the larger one, the supposed existence of
the papacy.” Such is the reasoning of some leading anti-Catholics.



The Charges in Brief

The case is stated perhaps most succinctly, even if not so bluntly, by Loraine
Boettner in his best-known book, Roman Catholicism: “The remarkable thing,
however, about Peter’s alleged bishopric in Rome is that the New Testament has
not one word to say about it. The word Rome occurs only nine times in the Bible
[actually, ten times in the Old Testament and ten times in the New], and never is
Peter mentioned in connection with it. There is no allusion to Rome in either of
his epistles. Paul’s journey to the city is recorded in great detail (Acts 27 and
28). There is in fact no New Testament evidence, nor any historical proof of any
kind, that Peter ever was in Rome. All rests on legend” (117).

Well, what about it? Admittedly, the Bible nowhere explicitly says Peter was
in Rome; but, on the other hand, it doesn’t say he wasn’t. Just as the New
Testament never says, “Peter then went to Rome,” it never says, “Peter did not
go to Rome.” In fact, very little is said about where he, or any of the apostles
other than Paul, went in the years after the Ascension. For the most part, we have
to rely on books other than the New Testament for information about what
happened to the apostles, Peter included, in later years. Boettner is wrong to
dismiss these early historical documents as conveyors of mere “legend.” They
are genuine historical evidence, as every professional historian recognizes.



What the Bible Says

Boettner is also wrong when he claims “there is no allusion to Rome in either of
[Peter’s] epistles.” There is, in the greeting at the end of the first epistle: “The
Church here in Babylon, united with you by God’s election, sends you her
greeting, and so does my son, Mark” (1 Pet. 5:13, Knox). Babylon is a code
word for Rome. It is used that way multiple times in works like the Sibylline
Oracles (5:159f), the Apocalypse of Baruch (2:1), and 4 Esdras (3:1). Eusebius
Pamphilius, in The Chronicle, composed about A.D. 303, noted, “It is said that
Peter’s first epistle, in which he makes mention of Mark, was composed at Rome
itself; and that he himself indicates this, referring to the city figuratively as
Babylon.”

Consider now the other New Testament citations: “Another angel, a second,
followed, saying, ‘Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great, she who made all nations
drink the wine of her impure passion’” (Rev. 14:8). “The great city was split into
three parts, and the cities of the nations fell, and God remembered great
Babylon, to make her drain the cup of the fury of his wrath” (Rev. 16:19). “And
on her forehead was written a name of mystery: ‘Babylon the great, mother of
harlots and of earth’s abominations’” (Rev. 17:5). “And he called out with a
mighty voice, ‘Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great’” (Rev. 18:2). “They will stand
far off, in fear of her torment, and say, ‘Alas! alas! thou great city, thou mighty
city, Babylon! In one hour has thy judgment come’” (Rev. 18:10). “So shall
Babylon the great city be thrown down with violence” (Rev. 18:21).

These references can’t be to the one-time capital of the Babylonian empire.
That Babylon had been reduced to an inconsequential village by the march of
years, military defeat, and political subjugation; it was no longer a “great city.” It
played no important part in the recent history of the ancient world. From the
New Testament perspective, the only candidates for the “great city” mentioned
in Revelation are Rome and Jerusalem.

“But there is no good reason for saying that ‘Babylon’ means ‘Rome,’” insists
Boettner. But there is, and the good reason is persecution. The authorities knew
that Peter was a leader of the Church, and the Church, under Roman law, was
considered organized atheism. (The worship of any gods other than the Roman
was considered atheism.) Peter would do himself, not to mention those with him,
no service by advertising his presence in the capital—after all, mail service from
Rome was then even worse than it is today, and letters were routinely read by

Roman officials. Peter was a wanted man, as were all Christian leaders. Why
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cities under symbolic names (cf. Rev. 11:8).

In any event, let us be generous and admit that it is easy for an opponent of
Catholicism to think, in good faith, that Peter was never in Rome, at least if he
bases his conclusion on the Bible alone. But restricting his inquiry to the Bible is
something he should not do; external evidence has to be considered, too.



Early Christian Testimony

William A. Jurgens, in his three-volume set The Faith of the Early Fathers, a
masterly compendium that cites at length everything from the Didache to John
Damascene, includes thirty references to this question, divided, in the index,
about evenly between the statements that “Peter came to Rome and died there”
and that “Peter established his See at Rome and made the bishop of Rome his
successor in the primacy.” A few examples must suffice, but they and other early
references demonstrate that there can be no question that the universal—and
very early—position (one hesitates to use the word tradition, since some people
read that as “legend”) was that Peter certainly did end up in the capital of the
empire.



A Very Early Reference

Tertullian, in The Demurrer against the Heretics (A.D. 200), noted of Rome,
“How happy is that church . . . where Peter endured a passion like that of the
Lord, where Paul was crowned in a death like John’s [referring to John the
Baptist, both he and Paul being beheaded].” Fundamentalists admit that Paul
died in Rome, so the implication from Tertullian is that Peter also must have
been there. It was commonly accepted, from the very first, that both Peter and
Paul were martyred at Rome, probably in the Neronian persecution in the 60s.

In the same book, Tertullian wrote that “this is the way in which the apostolic
churches transmit their lists: like the church of the Smyrnaeans, which records
that Polycarp was placed there by John; like the church of the Romans, where
Clement was ordained by Peter.” This Clement, known as Clement of Rome,
later would be the fourth pope. (Note that Tertullian didn’t say Peter consecrated
Clement as pope, which would have been impossible since a pope doesn’t
consecrate his own successor; he merely ordained Clement as priest.) Clement
wrote his Letter to the Corinthians perhaps before the year 70, just a few years
after Peter and Paul were killed; in it he made reference to Peter ending his life
where Paul ended his.

In his Letter to the Romans (A.D. 110), Ignatius of Antioch remarked that he
could not command the Roman Christians the way Peter and Paul once did, such
a comment making sense only if Peter had been a leader, if not the leader, of the
church in Rome.

Irenaeus, in Against Heresies (A.D. 190), said that Matthew wrote his Gospel
“while Peter and Paul were evangelizing in Rome and laying the foundation of
the Church.” A few lines later he notes that Linus was named as Peter’s
successor, that is, the second pope, and that next in line were Anacletus (also
known as Cletus), and then Clement of Rome.

Clement of Alexandria wrote at the turn of the third century. A fragment of his
work Sketches is preserved in Eusebius of Caesarea’s Ecclesiastical History, the
first history of the Church. Clement wrote, “When Peter preached the word
publicly at Rome, and declared the gospel by the Spirit, many who were present
requested that Mark, who had been for a long time his follower and who
remembered his sayings, should write down what had been proclaimed.”

Lactantius, in a treatise called The Death of the Persecutors, written around
318, noted that “when Nero was already reigning (Nero reigned from 54—68),
Peter came to Rome, where, in virtue of the performance of certain miracles that



he worked by that power of God that had been given to him, he converted many
to righteousness and established a firm and steadfast temple to God.”

These citations could be multiplied. (Refer to Jurgens’s books or to the
Catholic Answers tract Peter’s Roman Residency.) No ancient writer claimed
Peter ended his life anywhere other than in Rome. On the question of Peter’s
whereabouts, they are in agreement, and their cumulative testimony carries
enormous weight.



What Archaeology Proved

There is much archaeological evidence that Peter was at Rome, but Boettner,
like other Fundamentalist apologists, must dismiss it, claiming that “exhaustive
research by archaeologists has been made down through the centuries to find
some inscription in the catacombs and other ruins of ancient places in Rome that
would indicate Peter at least visited Rome. But the only things found which gave
any promise at all were some bones of uncertain origin” (118).

Boettner saw Roman Catholicism through the presses in 1962. His original
book and the revisions to it since then have failed to mention the results of the
excavations under the high altar of St. Peter’s Basilica, excavations that had been
underway for decades but were undertaken in earnest after World War II. What
Boettner casually dismissed as “some bones of uncertain origin” were the
contents of a tomb on Vatican Hill that was covered with early inscriptions
attesting to the fact that Peter’s remains were inside.

After the original release of Boettner’s book, evidence had mounted to the
point that Pope Paul VI was able to announce officially something that had been
discussed in archaeological literature and religious publications for years: that
the actual tomb of the first pope had been identified conclusively, that his
remains were apparently present, and that in the vicinity of his tomb were
inscriptions identifying the place as Peter’s burial site, meaning early Christians
knew that the prince of the apostles was there. The story of how all this was
determined, with scientific accuracy, is too long to recount here. It is discussed
in detail in John Evangelist Walsh’s book The Bones of St. Peter. It is enough to
say that the historical and scientific evidence is such that no one willing to look
at the facts objectively can doubt that Peter was in Rome. To deny that fact is to
let prejudice override reason.



4
Papal Infallibility

The Catholic Church’s teaching on papal infallibility is one that is generally
misunderstood by those outside the Church. In particular, Fundamentalists and
other “Bible Christians” often confuse the charism of papal infallibility with
“impeccability.” They imagine that Catholics believe the pope cannot sin.
Others, who avoid this elementary blunder, think the pope relies on some sort of
amulet or magical incantation when an infallible definition is due.

Given these common misapprehensions regarding the basic tenets of papal
infallibility, it is necessary to explain exactly what infallibility is not. Infallibility
is not the absence of sin, nor is it a charism that belongs only to the pope.
Indeed, infallibility also belongs to the body of bishops as a whole, when, in
doctrinal unity with the pope, they solemnly teach a doctrine as true. We have
this from Jesus himself, who promised the apostles and their successors (the
bishops, the magisterium of the Church): “He who hears you hears me” (Luke
10:16), and “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven” (Matt.
18:18).



Vatican II’s Explanation

Vatican II explained the doctrine of infallibility as follows: “Although the
individual bishops do not enjoy the prerogative of infallibility, they can
nevertheless proclaim Christ’s doctrine infallibly. This is so, even when they are
dispersed around the world, provided that while maintaining the bond of unity
among themselves and with Peter’s successor, and while teaching authentically
on a matter of faith or morals, they concur in a single viewpoint as the one that
must be held conclusively. This authority is even more clearly verified when,
gathered together in an ecumenical council, they are teachers and judges of faith
and morals for the universal Church. Their definitions must then be adhered to
with the submission of faith” (Lumen Gentium 25).

Infallibility belongs in a special way to the pope as head of the bishops (cf.
Matt. 16:17-19; John 21:15-17). As Vatican II remarked, it is a charism the
pope “enjoys in virtue of his office, when, as the supreme shepherd and teacher
of all the faithful, who confirms his brethren in their faith (cf. Luke 22:32), he
proclaims by a definitive act some doctrine of faith or morals. Therefore his
definitions, of themselves, and not from the consent of the Church, are justly
held irreformable, for they are pronounced with the assistance of the Holy Spirit,
an assistance promised to him in blessed Peter” (LG 25).

The infallibility of the pope is not a doctrine that suddenly appeared in Church
teaching; rather, it was implicit in the early Church. It is only our understanding
of infallibility that has developed and been more clearly understood over time. In
fact, the doctrine of infallibility is implicit in these Petrine texts: John 21:15-17
(“Feed my sheep”), Luke 22:32 (“I have prayed for you that your faith may not
fail”), and Matthew 16:18 (“You are Peter”).



Based on Christ’s Mandate

Christ instructed the Church to preach everything he taught (Matt. 28:19-20) and
promised the protection of the Holy Spirit to “guide you into all the truth” (John
16:13). That mandate and that promise guarantee that the Church will never fall
away from his teachings (cf. Matt. 16:18; 1 Tim. 3:15), even if individual
Catholics might.

As Christians began to more clearly understand the teaching authority of the
Church and the primacy of the pope, they developed a clearer understanding of
the pope’s infallibility. This development of the faithful’s understanding has its
clear beginnings in the early Church. For example, Cyprian of Carthage, writing
about 256, put the question this way: “Would the heretics dare to come to the
very seat of Peter whence apostolic faith is derived and whither no errors can
come?” (Letters 59 [55], 14). In the fifth century, Augustine succinctly captured
the ancient attitude when he remarked, “Rome has spoken; the case is
concluded” (Sermons 131, 10).



Some Clarifications

An infallible pronouncement—whether made by the pope alone or by an
ecumenical council—is usually made only when some doctrine has been called
into question. Most doctrines have never been doubted by the large majority of
Catholics.

Pick up a catechism and look at the great number of doctrines, most of which
have never been formally defined. But many points have been defined, and not
just by the pope alone. There are, in fact, many major topics on which it would
be impossible for a pope to make an infallible definition without duplicating one
or more infallible pronouncements from ecumenical councils or the ordinary
magisterium (teaching authority) of the Church.

At least the outline, if not the references, of the preceding paragraphs should be
familiar to literate Catholics, to whom this subject should appear
straightforward. It is a different story with “Bible Christians.” For them, papal
infallibility often seems a muddle because their idea of what it encompasses is
often incorrect.

Some ask how popes can be infallible if some of them lived scandalously. This
objection, of course, illustrates the common confusion between infallibility and
impeccability. There is no guarantee that popes won’t sin or give bad example.
(The truly remarkable thing is the great degree of sanctity found in the papacy
throughout history; the “bad popes” stand out precisely because they are so rare.)

Other people wonder how infallibility could exist if some popes disagreed with
others. This, too, shows an inaccurate understanding of infallibility, which
applies only to solemn, official teachings on faith and morals, not to disciplinary
decisions or even to unofficial comments on faith and morals. A pope’s private
theological opinions are not infallible. Only what he solemnly defines is
considered to be infallible teaching.

Even Fundamentalists and Evangelicals who do not have these common
misunderstandings often think that infallibility means that popes are given some
special grace that allows them to teach positively whatever truths need to be
known. But that is not quite correct, either. Infallibility is not a substitute for
theological study on the part of the pope.

What infallibility does do is prevent a pope from solemnly and formally
teaching as “truth” something that is, in fact, error. It does not help him know
what is true, nor does it “inspire” him to teach what is true. He has to learn the
truth the way we all do—through study—though, to be sure, he has certain
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Peter Not Infallible?

As a biblical example of papal fallibility, Fundamentalists like to point to Peter’s
conduct at Antioch, where he refused to eat with Gentile Christians in order not
to offend certain Jews from Palestine (cf. Gal. 2:11-16). For this Paul rebuked
him. Did this demonstrate that papal infallibility was non-existent? Not at all.
Peter’s actions had to do with matters of discipline, not with issues of faith or
morals.

Furthermore, the problem was Peter’s actions, not his teaching. Paul
acknowledged that Peter very well knew the correct teaching (Gal. 2:12-13).
The problem was that he wasn’t living up to his own teaching. Thus, in this
instance, Peter was not doing any teaching; much less was he solemnly defining
a matter of faith or morals.

Fundamentalists must also acknowledge that Peter did have some kind of
infallibility—they cannot deny that he wrote two infallible epistles of the New
Testament while under protection against writing error. So, if his behavior at
Antioch was not incompatible with this kind of infallibility, neither is bad
behavior contrary to papal infallibility in general.

Turning to history, critics of the Church cite certain “errors of the popes.”
Their argument is really reduced to three cases: those of Popes Liberius,
Vigilius, and Honorius. All opponents of papal infallibility turn to these three
cases, because they are the only ones that do not collapse as soon as they are
mentioned. There is no point in giving the details here—any good history of the
Church will supply the facts—but it is enough to note that none of the cases
meet the requirements outlined by the description of papal infallibility given at
Vatican I (cf. Pastor Aeternus 4).



Their “Favorite Case”

According to Fundamentalist commentators, their best case lies with Pope
Honorius. They say that he specifically taught Monothelitism, a heresy that held
that Christ had only one will (a divine one), not two wills (a divine one and a
human one) as all orthodox Christians hold.

But that’s not at all what Honorius did. Even a quick review of the records
shows that he simply decided not to make a decision at all. As Ronald Knox
explained, “To the best of his human wisdom, he thought the controversy ought
to be left unsettled, for the greater peace of the Church. In fact, he was an
inopportunist. We, wise after the event, say that he was wrong. But nobody, I
think, has ever claimed that the pope is infallible in not defining a doctrine.”

Knox wrote to Arnold Lunn (a future convert who would become a great
apologist for the faith—their correspondence is found in the book Difficulties):
“Has it ever occurred to you how few are the alleged ‘failures of infallibility’? I
mean, if somebody propounded in your presence the thesis that all the kings of
England have been impeccable, you would not find yourself murmuring, ‘Oh,
well, people said rather unpleasant things about Jane Shore . . . and the best
historians seem to think that Charles II spent too much of his time with Nell
Gwynn.” Here have these popes been, fulminating anathema after anathema for
centuries—certain in all human probability to contradict themselves or one
another over again. Instead of which you get this measly crop of two or three
alleged failures!” While Knox’s observation does not establish the truth of papal
infallibility, it does show that the historical argument against infallibility is
weak.

The rejection of papal infallibility by “Bible Christians” stems from their view
of the Church. They do not think that Christ established a visible Church, which
means that they do not believe in a hierarchy of bishops headed by the pope.

This is no place to give an elaborate demonstration of the establishment of a
visible Church. But it is simple enough to point out that the New Testament
shows the apostles setting up, after their Master’s instructions, a visible
organization, and every Christian writer in the early centuries—in fact, nearly all
Christians until the Reformation—fully recognized that Christ set up an ongoing
organization.

One example of this ancient belief comes to us from Ignatius of Antioch. In his
second-century letter to the church in Smyrna, he wrote, “Wherever the bishop
appears, let the people be there; just as wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the



Catholic Church” (Letter to the Smyrnaeans 8, 1 [A.D. 110]).

If Christ did set up such an organization, he must have provided for its
continuation, for its easy identification (that is, it had to be visible so it could be
found), and—since he would be gone from earth—for some method by which it
could preserve his teachings intact.

All this was accomplished through the apostolic succession of bishops. The
preservation of the Christian message, in its fullness, was guaranteed through the
gift of infallibility of the Church as a whole but mainly through its Christ-
appointed leaders: the bishops (as a whole) and the pope (as an individual).

It is the Holy Spirit who prevents the pope from officially teaching error, and
this charism follows necessarily from the existence of the Church itself. If, as
Christ promised, the Church will be shielded from the gates of hell, then it must
be protected from fundamentally falling into error and thus away from Christ. It
must prove itself to be a perfectly steady guide in matters pertaining to salvation.

Of course, infallibility does not include a guarantee that any particular pope
won’t “neglect” to teach the truth, or that he will be sinless, or that mere
disciplinary decisions will be intelligently made. It would be nice if he were
omniscient or impeccable, but his not being so will fail to bring about the
destruction of the Church.

But he must be able to teach rightly, since instruction for the sake of salvation
is a primary function of the Church. For men to be saved, they must know what
is to be believed. They must have a perfectly steady rock to build upon and to
trust as the source of solemn Christian teaching. And that’s why papal
infallibility exists.

Since Christ said that the gates of hell would not prevail against his Church (cf.
Matt. 16:18), this means that his Church can never pass out of existence. But if
the Church ever apostatized by teaching heresy, then it would cease to exist. It
would cease to be Jesus’ Church. Thus the Church cannot teach heresy; anything
it solemnly defines for the faithful to believe is true. This same reality is
reflected in the apostle Paul’s statement that the Church is “the pillar and
bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). If the Church is the foundation of religious
truth in this world, then it is God’s own spokesman. As Christ told his disciples:
“He who hears you hears me, and he who rejects you rejects me, and he who
rejects me rejects him who sent me” (Luke 10:16).



5
Scripture and Tradition

Protestants claim that the Bible is the only rule of faith, meaning that it contains
all the material one needs for theology and that this material is sufficiently clear
that one does not need apostolic Tradition or the Church’s magisterium (teaching
authority) to help one understand it. In the Protestant view, the whole of
Christian truth is found within the Bible’s pages. Anything extraneous to the
Bible is simply non-authoritative, unnecessary, or wrong—and may well hinder
one in coming to God.

Catholics, on the other hand, recognize that this view is not endorsed in the
Bible; in fact, it is repudiated in Scripture. The true “rule of faith”—as expressed
in the Bible itself—is Scripture plus apostolic Tradition, as manifested in the
living teaching authority of the Catholic Church, to which were entrusted the
oral teachings of Jesus and the apostles, along with the authority to interpret
Scripture correctly.

In the Second Vatican Council’s document on divine revelation, Dei Verbum
(Latin: “The Word of God”), the relationship between Tradition and Scripture is
explained: “Hence there exists a close connection and communication between
sacred Tradition and sacred Scripture. For both of them, flowing from the same
divine wellspring, in a certain way merge into a unity and tend toward the same
end. For sacred Scripture is the word of God inasmuch as it is consigned to
writing under the inspiration of the divine Spirit. To the successors of the
apostles, sacred Tradition hands on in its full purity God’s word, which was
entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit.

“Thus, by the light of the Spirit of truth, these successors can in their preaching
preserve this word of God faithfully, explain it, and make it more widely known.
Consequently it is not from Sacred Scripture alone that the Church draws her
certainty about everything that has been revealed. Therefore both Sacred
Tradition and Sacred Scripture are to be accepted and venerated with the same
devotion and reverence” (DV 9).

But Evangelical and Fundamentalist Protestants, who place their confidence in
Martin Luther’s theory of sola scriptura (Latin: “Scripture alone”), will usually
argue for their position by citing a couple of key verses. The first is this: “These
are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that



believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31). The other is this: “All
scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be
complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17). According to these
Protestants, these verses demonstrate the reality of sola scriptura (the “Bible
only” theory).

Not so, reply Catholics. First, the verse from John refers to the things written in
that book. (Read it with John 20:30, the verse immediately before it to see the
context of the statement in question.) If this verse proved anything, it would not
prove the theory of sola scriptura but that the Gospel of John is sufficient.

Second, the verse from John’s Gospel tells us only that the Bible was
composed so we can be helped to believe Jesus is the Messiah. It does not say
the Bible is all we need for salvation, much less that the Bible is all we need for
theology; nor does it say the Bible is even necessary to believe in Christ. After
all, the earliest Christians had no New Testament to which they could appeal;
they learned from oral, rather than written, instruction. Until relatively recent
times, the Bible was inaccessible to most people, either because they could not
read or because the printing press had not been invented. All these people
learned from oral instruction, passed down, generation to generation, by the
Church.

Much the same can be said about 2 Timothy 3:16—17. To say that all inspired
writing is “profitable” is one thing; to say that only inspired writing need be
followed is something else. Besides, there is a telling argument against claims of
Evangelical and Fundamentalist Protestants. John Henry Newman explained it in
an 1884 essay entitled “Inspiration in its Relation to Revelation.”



Newman’s Argument

He wrote: “It is quite evident that this passage furnishes no argument whatever
that the sacred Scripture, without Tradition, is the sole rule of faith; for, although
sacred Scripture is profitable for these four ends, still it is not said to be
sufficient. The Apostle [Paul] requires the aid of Tradition (cf. 2 Thess. 2:15).
Moreover, the Apostle here refers to the scriptures that Timothy was taught in
his infancy.

“Now, a good part of the New Testament was not written in his boyhood:
Some of the Catholic epistles were not written even when Paul wrote this, and
none of the books of the New Testament were then placed on the canon of the
Scripture books. He refers, then, to the scriptures of the Old Testament, and, if
the argument from this passage proved anything, it would prove too much, viz.,
that the scriptures of the New Testament were not necessary for a rule of faith.”

Furthermore, Protestants typically read 2 Timothy 3:16-17 out of context.
When read in the context of the surrounding passages, one discovers that Paul’s
reference to Scripture is only part of his exhortation that Timothy take as his
guide Tradition and Scripture. The two verses immediately before it state: “But
as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing
from whom you learned it, and how from childhood you have been acquainted
with the sacred writings which are able to instruct you for salvation through faith
in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:14-15).

Paul tells Timothy to continue in what he has learned for two reasons: first,
because he knows from whom he has learned it—Paul himself—and second,
because he has been educated in Scripture. The first of these is a direct appeal to
apostolic Tradition, the oral teaching that the apostle Paul had given Timothy. So
Protestants must take 2 Timothy 3:16—-17 out of context to arrive at the theory of
sola scriptura. But when the passage is read in context, it becomes clear that it is
teaching the importance of apostolic Tradition!

The Bible denies that it is sufficient as the complete rule of faith. Paul says that
much Christian teaching is to be found in Tradition, which is handed down by
word of mouth (cf. 2 Tim. 2:2). He instructs us to “stand firm and hold to the
traditions which you were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by letter” (2
Thess. 2:15).

This oral teaching was accepted by Christians, just as they accepted the written
teaching that came to them later. Jesus told his disciples: “He who hears you
hears me, and he who rejects you rejects me” (Luke 10:16). The Church, in the
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would be his representative. He commissioned them, saying, “Go therefore and
make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19).

And how was this to be done? By preaching, by oral instruction: “So faith
comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ”
(Rom. 10:17). The Church would always be the living teacher. It is a mistake to
limit “Christ’s word” to the written word only or to suggest that all his teachings
were reduced to writing. The Bible nowhere supports either notion.

Further, it is clear that the oral teaching of Christ would last until the end of
time. “‘But the word of the Lord abides for ever.” That word is the good news
which was preached to you” (1 Pet. 1:25). Note that the word has been
“preached”—that is, communicated orally. This would endure. It would not be
supplanted by a written record like the Bible (supplemented, yes, but not
supplanted), and would continue to have its own authority.

This is made clear when the apostle Paul tells Timothy: “What you have heard
from me before many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach
others also” (2 Tim. 2:2). Here we see the first few links in the chain of apostolic
Tradition that has been passed down intact from the apostles to our own day.
Paul instructed Timothy to pass on the oral teachings (Tradition) that he had
received from the apostle. He was to give these to men who would be able to
teach others, thus perpetuating the chain. Paul gave this instruction not long
before his death (cf. 2 Tim. 4:6-8) as a reminder to Timothy of how he should
conduct his ministry.



What Is Tradition?

In this discussion it is important to keep in mind what the Catholic Church
means by Tradition. The term does not refer to legends or mythological
accounts, nor does it encompass transitory customs or practices that may change,
as circumstances warrant, such as styles of priestly dress, particular forms of
devotion to saints, or even liturgical rubrics. Sacred or apostolic Tradition
consists of the teachings that the apostles passed on orally through their
preaching. These teachings largely (perhaps entirely) overlap with those
contained in Scripture, but the mode of their transmission is different.

They have been handed down and entrusted to the Church. It is necessary that
Christians believe in and follow this Tradition as well as the Bible (cf. Luke
10:16). The truth of the faith has been given primarily to the leaders of the
Church (cf. Eph. 3:5), who, with Christ, form the foundation of the Church (cf.
Eph. 2:20). The Church has been guided by the Holy Spirit, who protects this
teaching from corruption (cf. John 14:25-26; 16:13).



Handing on the Faith

Paul illustrated what Tradition is: “For I delivered to you as of first importance
what I also received, that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the
scriptures. . . . Whether then it was I or they, so we preach and so you believed”
(1 Cor. 15:3, 11). The apostle praised those who followed Tradition: “I
commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the
traditions even as I have delivered them to you” (1 Cor. 11:2).

The first Christians “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42)
long before there was a New Testament. From the very beginning, the fullness of
Christian teaching was found in the Church as the living embodiment of Christ,
not in a book. The teaching Church, with its oral, apostolic Tradition, was
authoritative. Paul himself gives a quotation from Jesus that was handed down
orally to him: “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35).

This saying is not recorded in the Gospels and must have been passed on to
Paul. Indeed, even the Gospels themselves are oral Tradition that has been
written down (cf. Luke 1:1-4). What’s more, Paul does not quote Jesus only. He
also quotes from early Christian hymns, as in Ephesians 5:14. These and other
things have been given to Christians “through the Lord Jesus” (1 Thess. 4:2).

Fundamentalists note that Jesus said, “And why do you transgress the
commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?” (Matt. 15:3). Paul warned,
“See to it that no one makes a prey of you by philosophy and empty deceit,
according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe,
and not according to Christ” (Col. 2:8). But these verses merely condemn
erroneous human traditions, not truths that were handed down orally and
entrusted to the Church by the apostles. These latter truths are part of what is
known as apostolic Tradition, which is to be distinguished from human traditions
or customs.



“Commandments of Men”

Consider Matthew 15:6-9, which Fundamentalists and Evangelicals often use to
defend their position: “So, for the sake of your tradition, you have made void the
word of God. You hypocrites! Well did Isaiah prophesy of you, when he said:
“This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do
they worship me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.’”

Look closely at what Jesus said. He was not condemning all traditions. He
condemned only those that made God’s word void. In this case, it was a matter
of the Pharisees feigning the dedication of their goods to the temple so they
could avoid using them to support their aged parents. By doing this, they dodged
the commandment to “honor your father and your mother” (Ex. 20:12).

Elsewhere, Jesus instructed his followers to abide by traditions that are not
contrary to God’s commandments. “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’
seat; so practice and observe whatever they tell you, but not what they do; for
they preach, but do not practice” (Matt. 23:2-3).

What Fundamentalists and Evangelicals often do, unfortunately, is see the
word tradition in Matthew 15:3 or Colossians 2:8 or elsewhere and conclude that
anything termed a “tradition” is to be rejected. They forget that the term is used
in a different sense, as in 1 Corinthians 11:2 and 2 Thessalonians 2:15, to
describe what should be believed. Jesus did not condemn all traditions; he
condemned only erroneous traditions, whether doctrines or practices, that
undermined Christian truths. The rest, as the apostles taught, were to be obeyed.
Paul commanded the Thessalonians to adhere to all the traditions he had given
them, whether oral or written.



The Indefectible Church

The task is to determine what constitutes authentic tradition. How can we know
which traditions are apostolic and which are merely human? The answer is the
same as how we know which books of Scripture are apostolic and which are
merely human—by listening to the magisterium or teaching authority of Christ’s
Church. Without the Catholic Church’s teaching authority, we would not know
with certainty which purported books of Scripture are authentic. If the Church
revealed to us the canon of Scripture, it can also reveal to us the “canon of
Tradition” by establishing which traditions have been passed down from the
apostles. After all, Christ promised that the gates of hell would not prevail
against the Church (cf. Matt. 16:18) and the New Testament itself declares the
Church to be “the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15).



6
Proving Inspiration

The Protestant Reformers said that the Bible is the sole authoritative source of
religious truth whose proper understanding must be found by looking only at the
words of the text itself. This is the Protestant teaching of sola scriptura (Latin:
by Scripture alone). According to this teaching, no outside authority may
mandate an interpretation, because no outside authority, such as the Church, has
been established by Christ as an arbiter to determine which of the conflicting
interpretations is correct.

There is perhaps no greater frustration in dealing with Evangelical and
Fundamentalist Protestants than trying to pin them down on why the Bible
should be taken as a rule of faith at all, let alone the sole rule. It reduces to the
question of why Fundamentalists accept the Bible as inspired, since the Bible
can be taken as a rule of faith only if it is first held to be inspired and, thus,
inerrant.

Now, this is a problem that doesn’t keep many nominal Christians awake at
night. Most have never even given it any serious thought. To the extent that they
believe in the Bible, they do so because they operate in a milieu that is, if post-
Christian in many ways, still steeped in Christian presuppositions and ways of
thought.

A lukewarm Christian who would not give the slightest credence to the Qur’an
would think twice about casting aspersions on the Bible. It has a certain official
status for him, even if he cannot explain why. You might say that he accepts the
Bible as inspired (whatever that may mean to him) for some “cultural” reason,
but that is hardly an adequate reason, since on such a basis that would mean the
Qur’an rightly would be considered inspired in a Muslim country.



“It Inspires Me”

Some Fundamentalists say they believe the Bible is inspired because it is
“inspirational,” but that is an ambiguous term. On the one hand, if used in the
strict theological sense, it clearly begs the question, which is: How do we know
the Bible is inspired, that is, “written” by God, using human authors as
instruments?

But if “inspirational” means nothing more than “inspiring” or “moving,” then
someone might decide that the works of Shakespeare are inspired. Furthermore,
parts of the Bible, including several whole books of the Old Testament, cannot at
all be called “inspirational” in this sense. One bears no disrespect in admitting
that some parts of the Bible are as dry as military statistics—indeed, some parts
are military statistics—and offer little to move the emotions.



Witness of the Bible

What about the Bible’s own claim to inspiration? There are not many places
where such a claim is made even elliptically, and most books in the Old and
New Testaments make no such claim at all. In fact, no New Testament writer
explicitly claims that he himself is writing at the direct behest of God, with the
exception of John, the author of Revelation.

Besides, even if every biblical book began with the phrase “The following is
an inspired book,” this would prove nothing. A book of false scriptures can
easily assert that it is inspired, and many do. The mere claim of inspiration is
insufficient to establish that something is bona fide.

These tests failing, most Fundamentalists fall back on the notion that “the Holy
Spirit tells me the Bible is inspired,” an exercise in subjectivism akin to their
claim that the Holy Spirit guides them in interpreting the text. For example, the
anonymous author of How Can I Understand the Bible?, a booklet distributed by
the Evangelical organization “Radio Bible Class,” lists twelve rules for Bible
study. The first is “Seek the help of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit has been given to
illumine the scriptures and make them alive to you as you study them. Yield to
his enlightenment.”

If one takes this to mean that anyone asking for a proper interpretation will
receive one from God—and that is exactly how most Fundamentalists
understand the assistance of the Holy Spirit to work—then the multiplicity of
interpretations, even among Fundamentalists, should give people a gnawing
suspicion that the Holy Spirit has not been doing his job very well.



No Rational Basis

Most Fundamentalists do not say in so many words that the Holy Spirit has
spoken to them directly to assure them of the inspiration of the Bible. Rather, in
reading the Bible they say that they are “convicted” that it is the word of God,
they get a positive “feeling” that it is inspired, and that’s that. But this reduces
their acceptance of the Bible to the influence of their culture, habit, or any
number of other emotional or psychological factors.

No matter how it is examined, the Fundamentalist position is not one that is
rig