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SHAKY FOUNDATIONS: THE RISE OF THE PAPACY  

IN THE PATRISTIC ERA 

Thesis: The Roman Catholic doctrine of the pope does not have a firm foundation 

from the patristic era. 
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B. That the office of supreme leader is permanent and transferable 
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The Roman Catholic Church believes that the Pope is a symbol of unity within the 

church. By their definition, the Pope becomes equivalent with the church, which forces 

them to say that anyone not adhering to the Pope is outside of the Church. This includes the 

entire Protestant movement.  And yet the word “pope” is not in the Bible.  Where did the 

papacy come from?  The doctrine of the papacy rests on four assertions, but first it will be 

helpful to briefly sketch the context in which the church hierarchy developed. 

Christianity grew out of Judaism (see Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:17).  God called 

Israel “A kingdom of priests and a Holy Nation” (Exodus 19:6), and yet he also 

commanded Moses to set apart certain individuals and groups to act as clergy for this 

kingdom of priests.  From the nation of Israel, Aaron was appointed high priest.  Aaron’s 

family was set apart as priests (Lev 8), and the tribe of Levi was set apart as God’s servants 

(Num 8).  

The Roman Catholic hierarchy can be seen as the Christian counterpart to the 

Jewish priesthood.1 The High priest was the spiritual head of Israel.2 The Pope is the 

spiritual head of the church.  Levites are replaced by deacons, and the Levitical priesthood 

is replaced by the Roman Catholic priesthood.   

The Bible sets out a model for church government: Deacons (διακόνος) and Elders.  

The terms “bishop” (ἐπισκοπῆς) and “elder” (πρεσβυτέρος) both appear in the Bible, but 

are used interchangeably (see Titus 1:5-7).   

                                                 

1 Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christianity Volume 1: Beginnings to 1500, 2d ed, (New 

York, NY: Harper and Row Publishers, Inc., 1975), 183. 

2 J.I. Packer, Merrill Chapin Tenney, and William White Jr. “The Priesthood,” Nelson’s Illustrated 

Manners and Customs of the Bible, (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1997), 400. 
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The Roman Empire had an Emperor as the head of state, Proconsuls in charge of a 

province, Consuls in charge of a city, Senators to advise the Consuls, and a number of other 

city officials, such as praetors (judges) (and propraetors over a province), censors (public 

servant in charge of keeping track of the population), aediles (watching over public places), 

tribunes (plebeian judges) and quaestors (in charge of finances and other jobs).3 

The eventual structure of the church hierarchy was borrowed from the Roman 

Empire.4 Although elder (presbyter) and bishop were interchangeable terms in New 

Testament times, eventually they became two distinct ranks within the church hierarchy.  

Bishops were like consuls (but the job of bishop also included praetors and tribunes; the 

judges), Constantine used bishops as Roman magistrates, and had conferred upon them 

judicial powers parallel with those of the civil judges.5 Presbyters were like a mini Senate.  

As Christianity expanded in the Empire, the church used political divisions to guide church 

organization. Emperor Constantine split the Empire into four areas, with capital cities for 

each area: Rome, Constantinople, Antioch and Alexandria. These capital cities became 

capitals for the church as well, and the bishops of those cities were called “Metropolitans,” 

(Jerusalem was eventually added to the list of Metropolitans).6 The metropolitans were 

                                                 

3 Barbara McManus, “Roman Cursus Honorum,” VRoma, [document on-line]; available from 

http://www.vroma.org/~bmcmanus/romangvt.html; Internet; accessed 15 August 2013. 

4 Latourette, A History of Christianity Volume 1: Beginnings to 1500, 183. 

5 H.W. Household, Rome Republic and Empire, Volume 2, (London: J.M. Dent and Sons, Ltd, 

1938), 267. 

6 Richard Gamble, The Ancient Church, Institute of Theological Studies, [audio lectures], (Discovery 

House Publishers, 2009), Lecture 16. 

http://www.vroma.org/~bmcmanus/romangvt.html
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parallel in power to proconsuls in the government.  Deacons were like quaestors, 

subdeacons could be compared to censors, and sextons were like aediles. 

 Of the Metropolitans, Rome considered itself preeminent, but the others did not 

agree. Leo I insisted that he was Peter's successor, and some suggest he was the first real 

Pope.7  (He is 45th in the Catholic Church's official lists8).  

The Emperor eventually moved the seat of government to Constantinople.  As 

imperial power declined in Rome, papal power increased.9  The Pope was the church 

equivalent to the Roman Emperor. 

With this background in mind, it is possible that the Roman Catholic hierarchy was 

not established by Christ through his apostles, but rather culturally influenced by the Jewish 

priesthood and the Roman government. 

The Roman Catholic theology of the Pope rests on four assertions: 

1) That Christ instituted the office of supreme leadership with Peter 

2) That the office of supreme leader is permanent and transferable 

3) That Peter became the bishop of Rome 

4) That those who succeed in power in Rome, succeed Peter as supreme leader10 

Logically, in order for the theory to work, every assertion must be true.  

                                                 

7 Ibid.  Leo was pope from 440 to 461.  Others propose Siricius was the one who invented the papacy 

in 386.  See François-J. Lessard, Les héritiers de l’impérialisme romain, (St-Zénon, Quebec : Louise 

Courteau), 2005, 42. 

8 “The List of Popes,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, [document on-line]; available from 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12272b.htm; Internet; accessed 11 August 2013.    

9 Latourette, A History of Christianity Volume 1: Beginnings to 1500, 186. 

10 G. Joyce, “The Pope,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, [document on-line]; available from 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12260a.htm; Internet; accessed 23 July 2013. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12272b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12260a.htm
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First, Roman Catholics use Matthew 16:18-19 to assert that Jesus Christ instituted 

the office of supreme leadership with Peter.11   

“And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the 

gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; 

whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will 

be loosed in heaven.” (NIV) 

In order to prove the assertion that the office of supreme leader is permanent and 

transferable, the Roman Catholic Church relies on logic and reasoning, starting with the 

assumption that Christ established the church with Peter as the supreme head.  They claim 

that “the Church must endure to the end the very same organization 

which Christ established.”12 It is argued that any modifications to this structure would be a 

corruption of Christ’s design. 

 

The Roman Catholic Church turns to the patristic era to prove that Peter became the 

bishop of Rome.  Several examples will be laid out below13: 

Cyprian (b. 200-258 AD) refers to Rome as Peter’s see when he says, “Moreover, 

Cornelius was made bishop … when the place of Fabian, that is, when the place of Peter 

and the degree of the sacerdotal throne was vacant…”14 (Epistle 51:8)  

                                                 

11 Ibid. 

12 Joyce, “The Pope,” The Catholic Encyclopedia. 

13 The following patristic sources were referenced in Joyce, “The Pope,” The Catholic Encyclopedia.   
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In a controversy about the baptism of heretics, Firmilian of Caesarea wrote a letter to 

Cyprian in which he points out that Stephen (the current bishop of Rome) is Peter’s successor 

(also pointing out that Stephen is arrogantly prideful of the fact).   

Stephen, that he who so boasts of the place of his episcopate, and contends 

that he holds the succession from Peter, on whom the foundations of the 

Church were laid, should introduce many other rocks and establish new 

buildings of many churches  ...Stephen, who announces that he holds by 

succession the throne of Peter... (74:17)15 

 Tertullian (155-220?), in a work called “On Modesty,” writes: 

you therefore presume that the power of binding and loosing has derived to 

you, that is, to every Church akin to Peter, what sort of man are you, 

subverting and wholly changing the manifest intention of the Lord, 

conferring (as that intention did) this (gift) personally upon Peter?16 

Peter is listed as the first Roman bishop in the Liberian Catalogue17 (the first part of 

which might have been written by Hippolytus d.235)18 

There is a collection called “Five Books in Reply to Marcion” ("Adversus 

Marcionem"), from about the same time period as Tertullian, in which there is a stanza in a 

poem that says: 

                                                                                                                                                     

14 Cyprian, “Epistle 51,” Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novatian, Appendix, The Ante-Nicene Fathers: 

The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 5, 2d ed.,  ed. by Alexander Roberts and James 

Donaldson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 359.  

15 Firmilian of Caesarea, “Epistle 74,” Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novatian, Appendix, The Ante-

Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 5, 2d ed.,  ed. by Alexander Roberts 

and James Donaldson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 394. 

16 Tertullian, “On Modesty,” 21 Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts 

First and Second, The Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 4, 2d ed.,  

edited by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 99. 

17 “The Chronography of 354 AD,” Part 13: Bishops of Rome.  MGH Chronica Minora I (1892), 

pp.73-6 ed. Roger Pearse, (Ipswich, UK, 2006), [document on-line]; internet; available at 

http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/chronography_of_354_13_bishops_of_rome.htm, accessed 16 August 2013. 

18 Joyce, “The Pope,” The Catholic Encyclopedia. 

http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/chronography_of_354_13_bishops_of_rome.htm
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Whom Peter bade to take his place and sit 

Upon this chair in mightiest Rome where he 

Himself had sat, was Linus, great, elect, 

And by the mass approved. (Book 3, 360)19 
 

Irenaeus (b. 140), in his work Against the Heresies, used the argument of apostolic 

succession to show that Christianity was trustworthy, and Gnosticism had no foundation.  

Irenaeus writes that Peter and Paul were the founders and organizers of the Church in Rome 

“of the very great, the very ancient, and universally known Church founded and organized 

at Rome by the two most glorious apostles, Peter and Paul;”20 He uses phrases like “the 

time of Hyginus, who was the ninth bishop”21 and “in the time of Hyginus, who held the 

ninth place in the episcopal succession from the apostles downwards.”22  Ireneaus lists 

every bishop between Peter and Hyginus as part of his argument.23 

To establish this pillar, the Roman Catholic Church uses examples from the patristic 

era where the bishop of Rome exercises authority over other churches as supreme leader, 

and they assert that this leadership is universally accepted.24  This is to prove that those 

who succeed in power in Rome, succeed Peter as supreme leader. 

                                                 

19 “Five Books Against Marcion” Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, 

Parts First and Second, The Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 4, 

2d ed.,  edited by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995) 156. 

20 Ireneaus, “Against Heresies,” III:3:2, The Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus. The Ante-

Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 1, 2d ed., ed. by Alexander Roberts 

and James Donaldson, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 415. 

21 Ibid, III:4:3, 417. 

22 Ibid, I:27:1, 352. 

23 Ibid, III:3:3, 416. 

24 Joyce, “The Pope,” The Catholic Encyclopedia. 
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In Eusebius’ Church History, we learn that Victor (who “presided over the church at 

Rome” 189-199 AD), excommunicated other churches over a controversy concerning the 

date of Easter.25  

Tertullian sarcastically refers to (sometime after 208 AD) “The Pontifex 

Maximus—that is, the bishop of bishops”26 when the Roman bishop issued an edict that he 

did not agree with.  

The third canon of the first Council of Constantinople (381 AD) seems to favor the 

rank of Rome.  “The Bishop of Constantinople, however, shall have the prerogative of 

honour after the Bishop of Rome; because Constantinople is New Rome.”27  Rome usually 

doesn’t use this example, however, for reasons that will be explained below. 

In order to refute the Roman Catholic claim that Peter was commissioned as the 

supreme leader of the church on the basis of Matthew 16:18, it is sufficient to show that 

this interpretation was not held universally.   

The Bible itself casts doubt on the Roman Catholic interpretation.  For example, in 

Ephesians 2:20 the apostles and prophets are listed as the foundation. No apostle is singled 

out, yet Jesus Christ himself is referred to as the chief corner stone.  In Matthew 18:18, the 

“power” of binding and loosing is given to all the disciples.  Peter first used the keys on the 

                                                 

25 Eusebius, “Church History,” V.24.9 Eusebius Pamphilus, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 

2 Volume 1, 2d ed., ed. by Philip Schaff, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 242. 

26 Tertullian, “On Modesty,” ch 1, Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, 

Parts First and Second, The Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 4, 

2d ed.,  edited by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 74.   

27 Canon 3, “The Second Ecumenical Council: The First Council of Constantinople,” The Seven 

Ecumenical Councils, Series 2 Volume 14, 2d ed., ed. by Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1995), 178. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05617b.htm
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Day of Pentecost. They were not given to him exclusively, but as a representative of all the 

disciples.28   

In reference to Jesus’ words that “the gates of Hades will not prevail against it,” the 

Greek word for “it” (αὐτῆς) is feminine, so the antecedent can be either the rock (πέτρᾳ) or 

the church (ἐκκλησίαν), since both are feminine. The Roman Catholic argument seems to 

assume that “it” is referring to the rock, and therefore to Peter.  However, it could just as 

easily refer to the church.   

Tertullian believed that “the rock” is Peter’s confession that Christ is the Son of the 

living God, the truth on which the church is founded.29  John Chrysostom also preached 

that the rock of Matthew 16:18 was “the faith of his confession.”30 Jerome and Augustine 

believed the term “rock” is referred to Christ Himself.31 Hippolytus believed that the Holy 

Spirit was the rock when he wrote “By this Spirit the rock of the Church was stablished.”32   

Chrysostom continues in his sermon, “And if not against it, much more not against 

me”.33 Chrysostom saw the authority of Christ in this passage, not the commissioning of a 

                                                 

28 W. MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, ed., A. Farstad, 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995). 

29 MacDonald,  Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, (Mt 16:17–18).  However, 

he inconsistently applies this interpretation, as in chapter 8 of “On Monogamy,” he says “Peter … by 

consideration of the Church, which, built upon him…” 65. 

30 John Chrysostom, “Homily LII Matthew XV 21, 22.” Chrysostom: Homilies on the Gospel of 

Saint Matthew. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers.  Series 1 Volume 10. 2d ed. Edited by Philip Schaff.  (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 319. 

31 Lange, J. P., & Schaff, P. (2008). A commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Matthew, (Bellingham, 

WA: Logos Bible Software), 296. 

32 Hippolytus, “The Discourse of the Holy Theophany,” 9,  Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novatian, 

Appendix, The Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 5, 237. 

33 John Chrysostom, “Homily LII Matthew XV 21, 22.” 319-320. 
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supreme leader (although he did refer to Peter as the chief apostle and the “leader of them 

all” in the same sermon34).  The leading thought in the section on the gates of Hades is the 

triumph of life over death,35 

In the patristic era, Matthew 16:18 was not consistently thought to be a 

commissioning of the supreme leader of the church.  Even as late as Chrysostom, who died 

in 407.36 The cracks in the foundation of the papacy can be clearly seen. 

Roman Catholic lists assume that leaders of the church of Rome were always Popes, 

and some even go so far as to talk about receiving tiaras or ascending to the pontifical 

throne as early as Linus (67-79) and Anacletus (79-89) (although these phrases seem to be 

just expressions for becoming pope).37 However, the rise of the papacy was actually a 

gradual process, as can be shown by the attitudes of the earliest bishops of Rome: that is, 

that they didn’t act like they were the supreme leaders of the church. 

Peter himself did not act like he was the supreme leader of the church.  He wrote in 

1 Peter 2:4-8 that every Christian is a living stone, and then talks about Christ as the chief 

corner stone.  In his letters he introduces himself merely as “an apostle” (1 Pet 1:1) and “a 

bond-servant and apostle” (2 Pet 1:1). Furthermore, Paul publically challenged Peter on his 

                                                 

34 Ibid, 320-321. 

35 J. P. Lange & P. Schaff, A commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Matthew, (Bellingham, WA: 

Logos Bible Software, 2008), 298. 

36 Everett Ferguson, “John Chrysostom,” Introduction to the History of Christianity, (Minneapolis, 

MN: Fortress Press, 2002), 199. 

37 Pierre Norma, Dictionnaire chronologique des papes, (Nîmes, France : Maxi-Livres, 2003), 11-12. 
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behaviour (Gal 2:11-16).  As well, Peter sat by while James presided over the council in 

Jerusalem (Acts 15).   

Not much can be said about Linus and Anacletus, other than that they were both 

martyred.  Some suggest that Linus is the same Linus mentioned in 2 Timothy 4:21.38   

Clement, fourth on the list of popes, wrote a letter to Corinth, which can be seen as 

Rome intervening in the affairs of others.  However, Clement does not “write like a pope 

exercising his extraordinary jurisdiction,”39 but rather as a “brother” and a “friend” (two 

words he uses often in the letter). 

In fact, it is highly doubtful that Rome even had one bishop in charge in the early 

years.  There was no bishop (in the modern sense) during the apostolic age.40 As 

Christianity spread, within large cities, there would be several presbyters. They would form 

a group, and would elect a president. The president was still considered equal with the other 

presbyters.  Eventually, the president came to be called the bishop, whereas the others were 

still called presbyters. This was inconsistent, and didn't become clearly distinguished until 

the 3rd Century. Until then, the terms were interchangeable, as they are in Scripture.41 

By 250 AD, Steven was the bishop of Rome, and was the first to invoke Matthew 

16:18 while in a conflict with Cyprian.42  The Council of Nicea (325) declared in their 6th 

                                                 

38 Ibid, 12. 

39 Andrew Louth, Early Christian Writings: The Apostolic Fathers, (Maxwell Staniforth: Penguin 

Books, 1987), 20. 

40 William Cunningham, Historical Theology, V.1, (Edmonton, AB: Still Waters Revival Books, 

1991), 21. 

41 Gamble, The Ancient Church, Lecture 16. 

42 Henry Chadwick, The Early Church, (Great Britain: Penguin Books, 1967), 237. 
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canon “Let the ancient customs in Egypt, Libya and Pentapolis prevail, that the Bishop of 

Alexandria have jurisdiction in all these, since the like is customary for the Bishop of Rome 

also.”43 This shows that by 325, Rome was acting with the authority of a metropolitan 

center.  But that is all.  They did not have authority over other metropolitans.  

In 382, Damasus used Matthew 16:18 again, and started issuing letters in the same 

form as the emperor.44  By the time of Leo I (440-461), Rome had complete authority in the 

West, since Emperor Valentinian II issued a decree (in the Western Empire) that all bishops 

submit to the authority of the Pope.45 

If the office of supreme leader is permanent and transferable, then surely the 

supreme leaders themselves would have been aware of the office right from the start.  Such 

authority did not come until the 5th century.  The statue of the papacy may have a gold 

head, but the feet are clay. 

Peter’s presence in Rome is assured.  He probably came sometime between 41 and 

44 AD.46  However, Peter was probably not the founder of the church in Rome.  Rome 

simply enjoyed the prestige of his presence (and that of Paul).47  This means that there 

could have been other, older church leaders.  Perhaps even converts from Pentecost (Acts 

2).  Although Peter was in Rome, his role was not defined.  There was no “bishop of 

                                                 

43 Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, ed., The Seven Ecumenical Councils, Series 2 Volume 14, 2d ed., 

ed. by (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 15. 

44 Gamble, The Ancient Church, Lecture 16. 

45 Ibid. 

46 C. Poulet, Histoire de L’Église Tome 1 : Antiquité et Moyen Age, (Paris, rue de Rennes : Gabriel 

Beauchesne), 1926, 15. 

47 Latourette, A History of Christianity Volume 1: Beginnings to 1500, 118. 
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Rome” until the middle of the second century.48 Even then, the bishop of Rome was not 

considered the Vicar of Christ.49 

The term “pope” means “father”, and was often used of church leaders in the early 

church.50  The term was not used exclusively for the bishop of Rome until Siricius in 386.51  

To refer to Peter as a Pope is to apply the title retroactively.52  The papacy 

developed gradually.  It was not instituted with Peter.  Peter probably wasn’t even the 

“bishop of Rome” since such a position did not exist at the time.  This leaves the third pillar 

in dust. 

The final pillar of the Roman Catholic argument is that Peter’s successors 

succeeded Peter as the supreme leader of the church.  If any example of Rome asserting 

authority is taken as evidence for this, then any example of others not respecting Rome as 

the supreme leader will serve as evidence against this assertion. 

Eusebius’s tale on Victor excommunicating other churches (cited above) may 

demonstrate that Victor thought he had the authority to do so, but the story clearly shows 

                                                 

48 François-J. Lessard, Les héritiers de l’impérialisme romain, (St-Zénon, Quebec : Louise 

Courteau), 2005, 30. 

49 Tertullian actually refers to the Holy Spirit as the Vicar of Christ.  See Tertullian, “The 

Prescription Against Heretics” 28, Latin Christianity:  Its Founder, Tertullian.  The Ante-Nicene Fathers: The 

Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 3, 2d ed., edited by Alexander Roberts and James 

Donaldson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995),  256. 

50 Gamble, The Ancient Church, Lecture 16. 

51 Lessard, Les héritiers de l’impérialisme romain, 41. 

52 Ibid, 27. 
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that the authority was not universally accepted.  Eusebius tells us that many, including 

Ireneaus, wrote to Victor saying he was making a mistake and to change his mind.53 

The third canon from Constantinople (elevating the Bishop of Constantinople) was 

rejected by Rome.  Regardless of Rome’s rejection, it happened anyway, and 

Constantinople was thereafter superior in rank to both Alexandria and Antioch.54  Rome’s 

disapproval made little difference. 

Earlier, Firmilian of Caesarea was quoted as proof that Peter was the bishop of 

Rome.  However, the same passage also denies that he was the supreme ruler of the church, 

since the very next line in Firmilian’s letter is: 

And again, in the Gospel, when Christ breathed on the apostles alone, 

saying, “Receive ye the Holy Ghost: whose soever sins ye remit they are 

remitted unto them, and whosesoever sins ye retain they are retained.” 

Therefore the power of remitting sins was given to the apostles, and to the 

churches which they, sent by Christ, established, and to the bishops who 

succeeded to them by vicarious ordination. (74:17) 55 

Thereby proclaiming that all the apostles and all their successors had such authority, and 

not just Rome in particular.  Although he was bishop of Rome, Stephen was certainly not 

seen as the supreme leader of the church, here.  Firmilian and Cyprian strongly disagreed 

with his policies. 

                                                 

53 Eusebius, “Church History,” V.24.10ff Eusebius Pamphilus, 242. 

54 Ibid, 178. 

55 Firmilian of Caesarea, “Epistle 74,” Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novatian, Appendix, The Ante-

Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325, Volume 5, 2d ed.,  ed. by Alexander Roberts 

and James Donaldson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 394. 
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 Earlier, Tertullian’s “On Modesty” was also quoted to show that he believed the 

power of loosing and binding is a gift specifically for Peter.  However, in the same 

paragraph Tertullian also says, 

And accordingly “the Church,” it is true, will forgive sins: but (it will be) the 

Church of the Spirit, by means of a spiritual man; not the Church which 

consists of a number of bishops. For the right and arbitrament is the Lord’s, 

not the servant’s; God’s Himself, not the priest’s.56 

In context, it can therefore be seen that Tertullian did not think Peter’s successor was the 

supreme leader of the church, but that the Lord himself was the supreme leader. 

One of the problems in arguing that Peter was the supreme leader and that his 

successors were supreme leaders, is that it places Peter’s immediate successor over other 

surviving apostles.57  In other words, Linus became the lord and master of people like the 

Apostle John.  Such an assertion seems untenable.  That, put together with the opposing 

evidence of the church not respecting Rome as supreme, leaves the fourth pillar in ruins. 

It has been pointed out that the only way a Protestant would swallow the Roman 

Catholic arguments for the theology of the Pope is that if all of them could be proven from 

scripture.58  In other words, the Roman Catholic Church must prove from the Bible not only 

that Christ made Peter the supreme leader, but that Christ directed Peter to become the 

bishop of Rome, and appoint his successors in Rome.  Such a command does not exist in 

the Bible, and the Roman Catholic Church is unable to give a reply to this challenge. 

                                                 

56 Tertullian, “On Modesty,” ch 21, 99. 

57 William Cunningham, Historical Theology, V.1, (Edmonton, AB: Still Waters Revival Books, 

1991), 215. 

58 Cunningham, Historical Theology, V.1, 214. 
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When studying the patristic era, the Roman Catholic Church will grab any phrase 

that says anything positive about Peter or Rome, or any example of Rome offering 

assistance or advice or interference or any contribution, and such a passage will be put 

down as proof of papal supremacy in the first three centuries.59 

As an exercise to show the fallacious nature of this form of logic, I shall now 

“prove” that the bishop of Antioch should be the supreme leader of the church, using the 

same sorts of evidence.  It is true that Antioch competed for a controlling influence.60 

First, in the Bible, after a great persecution, believers came to Antioch and a large 

number were converted.  Barnabas was sent to investigate, and he then brought Paul (Acts 

11:19-30).  The two of them spent an entire year there establishing the church, and the 

Bible even points out that the disciples were first called “Christians” in Antioch (Acts 

11:26).  The beginning of the church in Antioch is thus clearly established in scripture, 

along with the stamp of apostolic authority in the ministry of Paul, before Paul ever reached 

Rome. 

Eusebius points out that Peter was a leader in Antioch, Naturally the supremacy of 

Peter would have to be assumed, and primacy would be given to where someone started, 

not where they died.  Eusebius tells us the names of Peter’s successors in Antioch: first 

Evodius, then Ignatius.61   Much can be said about Ignatius, of course, since we have 

several epistles from him.  The fact that he would write epistles to the other churches, 

                                                 

59 Ibid, 221. 

60Mark Noll, Turning Points, (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2000), 72. 

61 Eusebius, “Church History” Book 3, 22; 36:2, Eusebius Pamphilus, Nicene and Post-Nicene 

Fathers, Series 2 Volume 1, 2d ed. Ed. by Philip Schaff, 149, 166. 
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including a letter to Rome itself could be argued that he considers himself superior in rank 

to other churches, even Rome.  In fact, in Ignatius’ other epistles, he talks of obedience to 

bishops, but in his Epistle to Rome, he does not even mention a bishop,62 perhaps Rome did 

not have one.63 

Rome likes to point out their list of successors since Peter64.  Antioch has a similar 

list of their patriarchs up to the present day.65  

Antioch influenced emperors.  Anthanasius was called to Antioch to counsel 

emperor Jovian.66  As for examples of excommunication, such decisions were not 

centralized around a supreme leader.  During the Nestorian crisis, at the council of Ephesus 

(431), two groups met separately and excommunicated each other.  One group was even 

known as having the “Antiochene” view.67 

The fact that Antioch can be shown to have taken a leadership role is because it was 

a metropolitan center of a province.  The same can be said of Rome.  All that can be proven 

                                                 

62 Andrew Louth, Early Christian Writings, (England: Penguin Classics, 1987), 84. 

63 This is an argument from silence, of course.  One could just as easily say everyone in Rome 

recognized papal supremacy and already obeyed their bishop without question, so such an exhortation was 

unnecessary.  The point is that the patristic evidence can be skewed and reinterpreted to further an agenda. 

64 “The List of Popes,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, [document on-line]; available from 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12272b.htm; Internet; accessed 11 August 2013. 

65“Patriarchs of Antioch, Chronological List,” Syriac Orthodox Resources, [document on-line], 

available from http://sor.cua.edu/Patriarchate/PatriarchsChronList.html, internet.  Accessed 11 August 2013. 

66 Justo Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity Volume 1, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1984), 180. 

67 Mark Noll, Turning Points, 73.  The Antiochene camp was heretical, but the point is that 

excommunication was not the sole prerogative of a “supreme leader” of the church, so examples of Rome 

excommunicating others is not a valid argument for papal supremacy. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12272b.htm
http://sor.cua.edu/Patriarchate/PatriarchsChronList.html
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from the first three centuries is that Rome was also a metropolitan center.  Not the capital of 

all Christendom. 

In conclusion, the historical data used to support papal claims is highly selective, 

and logically fallacious.  In the end, the papacy is a matter of theological conviction, more 

than historical research.68 The body of patristic literature can be (mis)used to further any 

agenda by use of selective evidence.  Such evidence should be regarded with suspicion, 

since the very same sources can work against the arguments.  The papacy developed 

gradually, possibly with cultural influences.  The theology to support the papacy came later.   

                                                 

68 Mark Noll, Turning Points, (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2000), 110. 
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