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Roman Catholicism 
 

V. THE PRIEST AND THE PRIESTHOOD 
 
The Roman Catholic Church is a hierarchical organization arranged into ranks of governorship 
over jurisdictions. [771, 779] 
 
Jurisdictional subdivisions 
  Parishes (governed by Priests/Deacons/Brothers/Sisters) 
  Dioceses (governed by Bishops) 
  Provinces (governed by archbishops at the archdioceses) 
  Principle Archdiocese (Pope) 
 
The authority of the hierarchy rests primarily upon three beliefs: 
  1) Christ made Peter the head of the Apostles and the universal church 
  2) The Apostles appointed bishops as their successors 
  3) The pope, as Bishop of Rome, is Peter’s successor 
 
Bishops have inherited a threefold power from the Apostles: 
  1) Teaching power [77, 888-92] 
  The bishops have the authority to “teach all peoples.”  They alone have the right to interpret 

and teach revelation with authority. [85, 100] 
  2) Sanctifying power [893] 
  Bishops have the power “to sanctify men in truth and give them spiritual nourishment.”  Only 

bishops can ordain priests and bishops; they also oversee administration of sacraments. 
  3) Ruling power [883, 894-96] 
  The bishops shepherd and govern the Church; they “have supreme and full authority over 

the universal Church.” 
 
Priests generally serve at the parish level where their responsibilities include [1562-68]: 
  1) Pastoring 
  2) Administering the sacraments 
  3) Offering the sacrifice of the Mass 
  4) Forgiving sins through the sacrament of Penance 

 
"The priest is the man of God, the minister of God...... He that despiseth the priest despiseth 
God; he that hears him hears God.  The priest remits sins as God, and that which he calls his 
body at the altar is adored as God by himself and by the congregation..... It is clear that their 
function is such that none greater can be conceived.  Wherefore they are justly called not only 
angels, but also God, holding as they do among us the power and authority of the immortal 
God." The Council of Trent (1546) 

 
Commonly cited proof texts for Apostolic Succession: 
  Acts 6:2-6  Acts 14:23  John 20:23 
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Roman Catholicism 
 

The Apostle Peter 
 
According to the Roman Catholic Theology, sometime after Pentecost, Peter moved to Rome and 
became its first bishop.  From there he ruled the universal (catholic) church as head of the world’s 
bishops. 
 
Whoever succeeds Peter as Bishop of Rome, succeeds him as Pope [834, 862, 880, 882, 936] 
 
The Roman Catholic Church holds that Scripture teaches that Christ is the “Head” of the church 
( Col 1:17,18), and it also states that Peter was (the Pope is) the “visible head of the whole 
church” [669, 882, 936] as the true vicar of Christ 
 

“.... the Roman Pontiff is the successor of blessed Peter, the prince of the apostles, 
true vicar of Christ, head of the whole church and father and teacher of all 
Christian people. To him, in blessed Peter, full power has been given by our Lord 
Jesus Christ to tend, rule, and govern the universal church.” 
First Vatican Council 

 
 
Four Primary Arguments 
 
 1: Upon this rock 
  Jesus said that Peter was the rock upon which He would build His church ( Mat 16:18)  
 
 2: Keys of the kingdom 
  Jesus gave to Peter the keys of the kingdom of heaven ( Mat 16:19)  
 
 3: Shepherd my sheep 
  Jesus made Peter the shepherd of the universal church ( John 21:16)  
 
 4: Peter led the Apostles 
 Many examples in the New Testament of Peter’s leadership over the apostles  
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Evangelical Protestantism 
 

V. THE PRIEST AND THE PRIESTHOOD 
 
A. What is a priest? 
 • A priest is one who offers sacrifices to God on behalf of men. 
 • A priest is necessary because men and women sin against a holy God and mediation needs to 

take place. 
 
B. Who is a priest? 
 • Jesus is the High Priest 
   Heb 4:14  Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, 

Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 
 
 • As our High Priest, he alone is able to mediate for us before God. 
   1Tim 2:5  For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ 

Jesus 
 

 • All believers are priests belonging to the priesthood of God.  Our sacrifices are not redemptive in 
nature, as that is complete,  Heb 10:10.  Rather, they are spiritual sacrifices, which bring 
praise and glory to God. 

 
   1Pet 2:5, 9  you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy 

priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. … But you 
are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you 
may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 

 
   Heb 13:15,16  Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of 

praise — the fruit of lips that confess his name.  And do not forget to do good and to share 
with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased. 

 
   Rom 12:1  Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as 

living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God — this is your spiritual act of worship. 
 
C. What of Apostolic Succession and Priestly Absolution? 
 • The Bible mentions nothing about such a succession.  The ability to “bind” and “loose” ( Mat 

16:19) speaks to the authority of the church to declare the Gospel of Christ and hold the 
hearers accountable.  This is not the ability to forgive sins in the active sense, but the ability 
to delineate sin, to accurately ‘call it’ as it is.   See Matt 18:15-18 for a clear explanation 
of meaning. 

 
 • Only God can forgive sins  Mark 2:7; Lk 5:21 
   In this light we must understand a passage like  John 20:23 and note that Peter was very 

clear when he preached that it was not him who had the authority to forgive sins, but rather 
that forgiveness was granted by God to those who believed in Christ,  Acts 10:43. 
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Evangelical Protestantism 
 

 
D. What of Peter? 
  Mat 16:15-18 ‘“But what about you?” he asked.  “Who do you say I am?”  Simon Peter 

answered,  “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Jesus replied,  “Blessed are 
you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in 
heaven.  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.” 

 
  While there is clearly a word play involved, the change in Greek words recorded in 

Scripture, which also includes a change in gender from petros (male, ‘stone/small rock’) to 
petra (female, ‘large monolith’) seems to indicate that the “rock” to which Christ was 
referring was not Peter.  The most viable interpretation: 

   Rock  The Truth just revealed, that Jesus is the Messiah. 
 
 
 


