THE POPE: AN OVERVIEW OF THE PAPACY

MY STORY
When I was in your position, going through RCIA for the first time, it seemed like everything came back to one topic:  authority.  There are 3 major differences between Catholic and non-Catholic Christians:  authority, salvation, and sola scriptura (the bible alone).  So many of the issues that Protestants typically have trouble with, such as Mary, the Saints, and Purgatory … for me each of these issues came back to authority.  And authority all comes down to the Pope.  So, in essence, if I was to buy into the Catholic Church's position on the Pope, then everything else would fall into place.
So I took nearly a year studying the Pope.  After I thoroughly understood the Catholic Church's position, I began to delve into non-Catholic positions.  I looked into the Eastern Orthodox and mainstream Protestant viewpoints.  I had a fairly thorough back-and-forth conversation with a Methodist minister.  I listened to many debates involving a bible Christian.  And what I found was that there are many, many misleading arguments against the Pope.  For example, many would argue that no man can be perfect.  Well, of course not, but the Catholic Church does not teach that the Pope is perfect.  And there are surprisingly few really compelling arguments against the Pope. This paper will summarize what I found to be the most compelling arguments that back up the Catholic Church's claims of the Pope.
INTRODUCTION
The Pope is the one thing that makes the Catholic Church different from all other Christian churches.  The Real Presence in the Eucharist, for example, is believed by the Eastern Orthodox, and in slight variations, also by Lutherans, Anglicans, and others.  Angels, Saints, devotion to Mary, Purgatory, Lent.  All of these are issues that separate Catholics from some Christians, but the Pope is the single thing that separates the Catholic Church from all other Christians.
When talking about one man, the current leader of Catholics on earth, we talk about the Pope.  When talking about the office of the Pope, all the Popes past, present, and future, we talk about the Papacy.  As the President is to the Presidency, the Pope is to the Papacy.
This will be an overview of the claims of the Papacy and the arguments that back up those claims.  
Claims
Many arguments against the Papacy are really arguments against what someone misunderstands about the Catholic teaching.  But make no mistake – the claims are pretty hefty!  
First, the Catholic Church claims that Jesus left a man on earth to rule in his absence (until he returns at the end of time).  This role is best defined as a Prime Minister.  We refer to this as Primacy.  
Second, the Catholic Church claims that Jesus not only left one man to rule in his absence, but that He established an office, so that when that man died, someone would take his place.  This is called Succession.
Thirdly, the Catholic Church claims that the Pope speaks without error in certain circumstances – Infallibility.  
Finally, the Catholic Church claims that Jesus' call for all people to be united is a literal call, which means there should be only one Christian church on earth, that we should have Unity.
As I said – pretty hefty claims:  Peter was given a primacy among the apostles, after Peter died another took his place as Pope, and in certain cases the Pope speaks infallibly.
To support these claims, we'll take several approaches.  We'll use common-sense logic, bible passages, and quotes that show what the early Christians believed (Tradition).
Now I'm not the sharpest knife in the drawer, so I like to simplify things as much as possible.  For me, anything more than 3 and I'm going to forget.  So I tried to break things down into sets of 3.  
Catholic Claims
1. Primacy
2. Succession
3. Infallibility
Key Biblical Arguments
1. Rock
2. Keys
3. Shepherd
Methods or Approaches 
1. Logical
2. Biblical
3. Tradition
UNITY
Before going to the direct claims of the Papacy, we must first understand why claims of the Catholic Church are important.  
When disputes within the Church occur, who has the final say?  For Catholics, it is the Pope who makes the final decision that avoids schisms (breakups in the Church).  But we can take another step back and ask, why is it important for Christians to be one church?
Non-Catholic Christians believe that this unity is achieved in a more spiritual and symbolic way, where Christians are united in their common belief in the Trinity.  This overview won't go into details of the ramifications of this view, but without the final appeal of the Pope, when there is a disagreement within any Christian church, there is nothing to stop a breakup of the congregation.  One recent example is the Episopal Church breaking up over the ordination of gay priests.
Catholics believe that the call to unity is more literal, and that only one Christian Church on earth can achieve the unity that Jesus called for.
Biblical
There are many bible passages pertaining to the call for unity, such as John 17, where Jesus prayed for unity at the Last Supper:
11 And now I will no longer be in the world, but they are in the world, while I am coming to you. Holy Father, keep them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one just as we are. 12 When I was with them I protected them in your name that you gave me, and I guarded them, and none of them was lost except the son of destruction, in order that the scripture might be fulfilled. … 20 "I pray not only for them, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, 21 so that they may all be one, as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they also may be in us, that the world may believe that you sent me. 22 And I have given them the glory you gave me, so that they may be one, as we are one, 23 I in them and you in me, that they may be brought to perfection as one, that the world may know that you sent me, and that you loved them even as you loved me.”
And in 1st Corinthians 1, Paul addresses potential divisions:
10 I urge you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree in what you say, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and in the same purpose. 11 For it has been reported to me about you … that there are rivalries among you. 12 I mean that each of you is saying, "I belong to Paul," or "I belong to Apollos," or "I belong to Kephas," or "I belong to Christ." 13 Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?”
Paul also in his letter to the Ephesians 4:4-6
1 I … urge you to live in a manner worthy of the call you have received, 2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another through love, 3 striving to preserve the unity of the spirit through the bond of peace: 4 one body and one Spirit, as you were also called to the one hope of your call; 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.
Tradition
From a historical standpoint, the early Church is littered with examples of the struggle to remain one Church.  Time and again, the Popes & Councils struggled to stamp out heresy and preserve the Church unity.  
Along these lines, Eastern Orthodox scholar Alexander Schmemann talks about Christ's call for a true and visible unity: “The important point here is for us to see that in the light of this doctrine the need for and the reality of a universal head, i.e. the Bishop of Rome, can no longer be termed an exaggeration. It becomes not only acceptable but necessary. If the Church is a universal organism, she must have at her head a universal bishop as the focus of their unity and the organ of supreme power. The idea, popular in Orthodox apologetics, that the Church can have no visible head, because Christ is her invisible head, is theological nonsense.” 
Further examples of tradition include the following quotes from the early Church:
Cyprian in 246 says, “God is one, and Christ is one, and the Church is one, and the Chair one, founded, by the Lord’s word, upon a rock … another altar and a new priesthood, besides the one altar and the one priesthood, cannot be set up.”
Optatus of Milevis in 368 said,  “…the possession of the Apostolic Chair of Peter, in which one chair unity is preserved by all.  Nor did the other Apostles each contend for a distinct chair for himself, so that whoso should set another chair against that single chair should be at once a schismatic and a sinner – assuming sacrilegiously the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven; sacrilegiously fighting against the Chair of Peter, by this presumption and audacity.  The possession of the chair is then the first mark of the Church possessed through Peter, and the first mark carries with it the angel of jurisdiction.”  
And in 370 Optatus of Milevis added, “You cannot deny that you know that in the city of Rome the Chair was first conferred on Peter, in which the prince of all the Apostles, Peter, sat. … in which Chair unity should be preserved by all, so that he should now be a schismatic and a sinner who should set up another Chair against that unique one. Therefore in the Single Chair, which is the first of the endowments sat first Peter, to whom succeeded Linus [a long list of popes were here] … to Damasus succeeded Sircius, who is our colleague, with whom the whole world together with us is united in one fellowship of communion…”
Jerome in 395 said,  “But you say, the Church was founded upon Peter: although elsewhere the same is attributed to all the Apostles, and they all receive the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and the strength of the Church depends upon them all alike, yet one among the twelve is chosen so that when a head has been appointed, there may be no occasion for schism.”
And Pope Gelasius in 492 asks if Jesus appointed Peter the head because he was better than the other Apostles?  “Who dare assert this?  No, but that, by a Head being constituted, the occasion of schism might be removed; and that the body of Christ might be one. There were assuredly twelve Apostles, endowed with equal merits and equal dignity; and whereas they all shone equally with spiritual light, yet was it Christ’s will that One amongst them should be the Ruler.”
PRIMACY
One question many non-Catholics bring up is this – was Peter ever afforded a primacy above the other apostles in the first place?  Catholics, of course, consider Peter to be the first Pope – the leader of the Apostles.  
Logical
In the age of Jesus, the entire structure of civilization was hierarchical.  When Jesus establishes his Church, it would make sense that he would put into place one person to rule in his absence – one Pope to govern all the other Bishops.  There is a great deal of historical background that goes along with this simple logical argument, but it will be covered in the section on Succession in the sections on the Keys of the Kingdom and the Chair of Moses.
Biblical
Among the Biblical arguments, the Primacy accorded Peter is noted in the number of times Peter's name shows up and in the order the names of the Apostles are listed.  To Jews, it was very important to record things in a certain way, so that the listed order and recurrence were very significant.  Another example of this is the care that was taken to record the lineage of the various Patriarchs in the Old Testament. 
Among the 12 Apostles, the Peter shows up in the New Testament 195 times.  The rest of the apostles combined total 130, with John being next closest at 29.  Further, whenever a list is produced, Peter’s name is first.
Mathew 10:2-4 is a good example of the order the Apostles are listed.  Additionally, the word "first" can signify also rank, and it means "chief" in this context.  
 2 The names of the twelve apostles are these: first, Simon called Peter, and his brother Andrew; James, the son of Zebedee, and his brother John; 3 Philip and Bartholomew, Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James, the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddeus; 4 Simon the Cananean, and Judas Iscariot who betrayed him.
Other examples of Peter's primacy in the New Testament:
In Acts 1:15,  Peter is the one who directs the appointment of a new Apostle once Judas has died.  
In Acts 2:14,  Peter speaks at Pentecost, the birth of the Church.  
In Acts 4, Peter's pre-eminence further emerges as he exercises his teaching authority over the Jewish senate, the Sanhedrin. It's Peter that is put on trial, so you would expect him to be defensive. But instead he puts the Sanhedrin on trial for crucifying Jesus. The Sanhedrin were indicted by a fisherman!
 In Acts 15, there is disagreement on the circumcision of gentile (non-Jewish) converts.  All the leaders of the Church gathered at a Council of Jerusalem, and there, “After much debate had taken place,” Peter spoke and declared they do not have to be circumcised and “the whole assembly fell silent.”
There are also many other examples in Acts, including the following:  3:1f,  5:1f,  5:3f,  5:15,  8:14f,  8:20f,  10,  11:18.
Another Biblical argument is the change of his name from Simon to Peter.  Whenever there is a name change in the Bible, it signifies a change in mission, such as Abram being changed to Abraham, where his name changed from "father" to "chief of the multitude."  There are numerous other examples, including Jacob being changed to Israel.  Simon means "reed," as in he will bend whichever way the theological wind blows.  Peter means "rock" as in steadfast.  Scholars have found virtually no other use of the word "rock" as a man's name at this time.  In Aramaic, the name was Kephas.  This was translated to the Greek as Petra, and it was then transliterated to English as Peter.  
The Rock
In Mathew 16:13-20, Jesus and the Apostles are in Caesarea Philippi, where there is an enormous rock formation.  Here Jesus asks them, "Who do people say that the Son of Man is?" 14 They replied, "Some say John the Baptist, others Elijah, still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets." 15 Bishop Sheen used to say that this was the democratic approach to theology.  You can’t vote on theology any more than you can vote on math.  It’s either true or it isn’t. Jesus then asked them, "But who do you say that I am?" 16  Father Pacwa said that is sort of the committee approach to theology.  To this question Peter replied, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God." 17 Jesus said to him in reply, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah. For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father. 18  And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it. 19  Recall that Peter means "rock" and repeat this sentence spoken by our Lord.  "…and so I say to you, you are Rock, and upon this rock I will build my church."  There are several Protestant arguments that argue that Jesus is not referring to Peter when he says that he will build the church on "this rock," but I personally found those arguments to be flimsy.  And most Protestant scholars acknowledge that Jesus is referring to Peter, that Jesus is saying he will build the church on Peter.  
The Shepherd
Another Biblical argument is in John 21:15-17, where Jesus asks Peter to tend his sheep.  Jesus has been crucified and has risen from the dead.  He is waiting on the shore at a campfire while Peter and several other apostles are fishing.
15 When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, "Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?" He said to him, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you." He said to him, "Feed my lambs." 16 He then said to him a second time, "Simon, son of John, do you love me?" He said to him, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you." He said to him, "Tend my sheep." 17 He said to him the third time, "Simon, son of John, do you love me?" Peter was distressed that he had said to him a third time, "Do you love me?" and he said to him, "Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you." (Jesus) said to him, "Feed my sheep. 
So here, Peter is established as the Shepherd of Christ’s flock.  The sheep will be under Peter’s care (and all the successors of Peter) until Jesus returns at the end of time.  Jesus says feed and tend MY sheep – Jesus does not dismiss the flock, but instead appoints a shepherd to rule until he returns.  
Again, there are Protestant arguments that claim this to be untrue.  The most popular of these says that at a campfire just before Jesus was crucified, Peter three times denied knowing our Lord.  Therefore, this three-time reaffirmation of Peter is simply reinstating him and not affording him any Primacy.  Catholic scholars generally agree that one of the reasons Peter is asked three times to affirm his faith is to match the three times he denied Jesus.  However, there was also a Near East legal custom that saying something three times would legalize it – would make it contractually binding.  Finally, as Arnobius Junior noted in 440 AD, Peter not only recovered what he lost, but he also gained much more (a primacy): “that he might be proved not only to have recovered what he had lost but also to have acquired even much more by being penitent than he had lost by denying.”
Tradition
Quotes from the early Church history show that Peter was considered the Rock that Jesus referred to, that the Church was built on Peter (and implicitly on the Papacy), and that Peter was considered the leader of the Apostles – that he was indeed afforded a primacy.  
Hippolytus in 225 said, “Peter … The Rock of the Church.”
Origen in 240 said,  “Peter upon whom is built Christ’s Church, against which the gates of hell shall not prevail.”
Gregory of Nazianzen in 370 said, “Peter, the Chief of the disciples”
John Chrysostom in 387 said, “Peter, the leader of the choir, the mouth of all the apostles, the head of that tribe, the rule of the whole world, the foundation of the Church, the ardent lover of Christ … He appointed this man (Peter) teacher, not of that throne, but of the world.”
Asterius in 395 said, “In order that he may show his power, God has endowed none of his disciples with gifts like Peter. But, having raised him with heavenly gifts, he has set him above all. And, as first disciple and greater among the brethren, he has shown, by the test of deeds, the power of the Spirit. The first to be called, he followed at once … The Savior confided to this man, as some special trust, the whole Universal Church, after having asked him three times ‘Lovest thou me?” And he received the world in charge, as one flock one shepherd, having heard, ‘Feed my lambs’; and the Lord gave well nigh in his own stead, that most faithful disciple to the proselytes as a father, and shepherd and instructor.”
Augustine of Hippo in 400 said, speaking of Peter, “…on account of the primacy which he had among the disciples … the first and chief in the order of the Apostles, in whom the Church was figured … To Peter first, because among the Apostles Peter is first.” 
Augustine again: “To be unwilling to give the primacy to the Roman Church either stems from the utmost impiety or from rash arrogance.”
Martin Luther in 1530, referring to Mathew 16, stated the following about Peter's primacy.  This is in reference to the keys of the kingdom, which will be covered in depth below.  Note that this is 13 years after Martin Luther has left the Church.  In this passage Martin Luther is speaking for Jesus in an imagined dialog:  "Why are you searching heavenward in search of my keys? Do you not understand, I gave them to Peter. They are indeed the keys of heaven, but they are not found in heaven for I left them on earth. Peter's mouth is my mouth, his tongue is my key case, his keys are my keys. His office is my office, his binding and loosing are my binding and loosing.”  So Martin Luther acknowledged Peter's primacy.  The only thing Luther didn't admit was that there was succession after Peter died.  However, as we'll see below, this is exactly what the keys denote, given their Old Testament background.
The Russian Orthodox writer Bolotov in 1928 said,  “By virtue of the Primacy of Peter, the Bishop of Rome confirms the decisions of councils, decides most often without councils, receives appeals from everywhere; from which Roman decision there is no appeal.”
Forberg, a more contemporary Lutheran professor of scripture and theology wrote an article entitled, "Peter, High Priest of the New Covenant," in which he insists that Jesus is the ultimate High Priest in the New Testament, but he says, "Peter stands out as a kind of chief Rabbi who binds and looses in the sense of declaring something to be forbidden or permitted. Peter is looked upon as a counterpart to the High Priest. He is the highest representative for the people of God."
SUCCESSION
Once Peter's primacy has been established, there is still the question of succession.  Just because Peter was the leader of the Apostles, did that mean that there would be a successor to the leadership role – a second, third, and fourth pope?  
Biblical & Logical
In the Book of Jude there is a references to Korah (Numbers 16).  Korah and his followers rebelled against Moses and the hierarchy, and the result was divine condemnation as they were swallowed by the earth.  In the Book of Jude, the Nicolaitans break from the Church over the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15) and claim Paul as their authority, asking "Who are these apostles anyway? They are mere men and sinners just like us."  Jude then compares this to Korah and his followers.  This is furthered in Revelations 2:6 and 2:14-15, where the Nicolaitans are condemned for claiming Paul as their authority.  The Bible would not have used the example of Korah if there was no authoritative hierarchy in place in the New Testament.  This is also implicit in Luke 10:16, where Jesus says "If they reject you, they reject me."  God is telling us that there is a hierarchy established by Him and that if we rebel against that established hierarchy, we are rebelling against God.
To establish Papal succession, it's useful to first talk about Apostolic succession.  And certainly there is clear Apostolic succession in the Bible, where one Bishop lays his hands on another man and ordains that man a Bishop.  This can be seen in the Old Testament in Numbers 27 where Moses lays hands on Joshua to mark him as his successor.  This was true in the Old Testament patriarchal succession at every level, including the seventy elders.  When one died, they left empty offices that must be filled. This can also be seen in the New Testament in numerous places, including Acts 6 and 13. 
When Judas died and there were only 11 Apostles, Peter stands up and tells the others that Judas' office needs to be filled.  So they draw lots and lay their hands on Mathias and there are again 12 apostles.
So it follows then that once it is acknowledged that Peter had a leadership role – a primacy – over the apostles, then the argument against succession is fairly weak.  "I think Jesus established a group of men to be religious leaders and I think he established one of the men as the leader of the group.  But whereas the group will have succession, there will be no succession for the leader."  This was essentially Martin Luther’s argument (as will be seen in a forthcoming quote), but it flies in the face of the established historical Jewish tradition, and it flies in the face of logic.
Another logical argument stemming from the Bible is that Peter died between 64-70.  The Gospel of John was written between 80-95.  So John made Peter the shepherd of the flock after Peter died!  There's no reason to afford a primacy to a dead person unless it's to establish an office to guide the Church until Jesus returns.
Chair Of Moses
There is also a quote from Jesus about the Chair of Moses in MT 23.  In this passage, Jesus is speaking so of course Moses has been dead for millennia.
1 Then Jesus spoke to the crowds and to his disciples, 2 saying, "The scribes and the Pharisees have taken their seat on the chair of Moses. 3 Therefore, do and observe all things whatsoever they tell you, but do not follow their example. For they preach but they do not practice. 13-33 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites … blind ones … Blind guides … You are like whitewashed tombs, which appear beautiful on the outside, but inside are full of dead men's bones and every kind of filth … you are filled with hypocrisy and evildoing … You serpents, you brood of vipers”
So there was certainly Old Testament succession for the leader of God’s people.  Why would it be any different in the New Testament?  Pope St. Nicholas made this very same argument in writing to the Byzantine Emperor Michael in 860.
Another very interesting note about this passage is that there is no text in the Old Testament that states that Moses established an endowed chair that will always have successors.  So Jesus appeals to a well-known oral Tradition.  There was oral Tradition even in the Old Testament.  Jesus doesn't quote a biblical text. He is able to assume the Scribes and the Pharisees know about the chair and that his listeners will submit to it.  This is compelling on two fronts – one for the succession that is discussed here, but also because the Catholic Church relies on Tradition and not just Scripture for authoritative teaching.  
Finally, Jesus says this because the people are having problems with priests and bishops that were sometimes just as troublesome as our priests and bishops are today. But we follow the priests and bishops because of their offices – not because they themselves are such paragons of virtue (though of course, they are called to be virtuous).  God established in the Old Testament a Chair of Moses which is replaced in the New Testament with the Chair of Peter.
The Keys In Matthew 16 And Isaiah 22
Before delving into this important point, some Biblical background must be covered.  There are many places in the Bible where Jesus quotes an Old Testament passage.  The Jews of that time knew their Old Testament Bible like the backs of their hands, so as soon as he quoted something, they immediately knew what Jesus was referring to.  One example – in Mathew 27:46, while dying on the cross, Jesus says “My God, my God why have you forsaken me?”  Here Jesus is quoting an Old Testament passage from Psalm 22 that talks about the Messiah.  Jesus is not despairing that God the Father has forsaken him so much as Jesus is again indicating that he is the Messiah referred to in Psalm 22.  
In Mathew 16, Jesus says to Peter, “I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”  This simple statement has far-reaching implications, so the entire scripture passage needs to be reviewed for context:
13  When Jesus went into the region of Caesarea Philippi  he asked his disciples, "Who do people say that the Son of Man is?" 14 They replied, "Some say John the Baptist, others Elijah, still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets." 15 He said to them, "But who do you say that I am?" 16 Simon Peter said in reply, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God." 17 Jesus said to him in reply, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah. For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father. 18  And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it. 19 I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."
The keys that Jesus promises to Peter mean many things:  the power to forgive sins, teaching authority, the power to make rules, the gatekeeper of heaven, and the authority to rule on matters of faith on earth until Christ returns at the end of time.
The power to loose or to bind means to forgive sins or to bind sins (to choose not to forgive sins).  Reconciliation is a separate topic, but worth mentioning.  
The keys also symbolize a teaching authority – the right to allow or disallow certain behaviors.  The Catholic Church has recently invoked this authority and taken controversial stances on issues as varied as birth control, the death penalty, in-vitro fertilization, and stem cell research, to mention a few. 
The keys have also traditionally symbolized the role of Peter and the Papacy as the gatekeeper of heaven.  Everyone has heard the jokes about St. Peter at the Pearly Gates of Heaven.  
But perhaps the most important meaning of the keys is how they symbolize the power of a prime minister ruling on behalf of the king.  In the Old Testament, the Levitical Priests had binding authority to judge and to sentence.  And in Jesus’ time, the established government model was that the King would have full authority over everything, but would appoint a group of ministers (a Minister of Defense, a Minister of State, and so on) to run his everyday affairs.  The leader of this group of ministers, the Prime Minister, would have full authority over everything in the King’s name.  If the Minister of Defense says they should attack another kingdom, but the Prime Minister says no, the Prime Minister rules.  In the language of Jesus’ day, whatever the Prime Minister opened, nobody else could shut, and whatever he shut, nobody else could open.  The role of King passed from generation to generation by birthright, and the role of Prime Minister passed from generation to generation by appointment.  
In kingdoms of this age, there were walls around the cities to protect the citizens.  The Prime Minister, the holder of the keys to the kingdom, saw literally to the opening of the palace gates in the morning so that people could enter and exit.  The Prime Minister would then open the various offices of the palace, and only then would the day begin.  All affairs passed through his hands, all documents received his seal, and all officials were under his order.  He governed in the King’s name.  If the King was away from the kingdom, the Prime Minister was the de-facto king.  If you know your Old Testament, you can think of Joseph acting for Pharaoh in Genesis.  For obvious reasons, the symbol of this authority was the keys of the kingdom.  
So with that as background, the role that Peter and all succeeding popes were given was to be Jesus' Prime Minister, ruling in Christ the King's absence.
There is a solid biblical basis for this conclusion.  Repeat the passage from Mathew 16, where Jesus says to Peter, "I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."
And recall that the Jews in the time of Jesus knew their Old Testament like the backs of their hands, and they immediately knew Jesus was referring to Isaiah 22, where the King said the same thing to his Prime Minister.
19 I will thrust you from your office and pull you down from your station. 20 On that day I will summon my servant Eliakim … 21 I will clothe him with your robe … and give over to him your authority. He shall be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and to the house of Judah. 22 I will place the key of the House of David on his shoulder; when he opens, no one shall shut, when he shuts, no one shall open.
In this passage, the keys are to the Kingdom of David, but at this point in biblical history, David has been dead for about 400 years.  So for 400 years, the office of Prime Minister has been passed down by appointment from person to person.  This shows a clear succession, and it is this succession that Jesus refers to when he gives the keys to Peter.  So Jesus is not only giving Peter the role of leader, but Jesus is establishing an office in which someone can rule for him in his absence.  Jesus has returned to Heaven until the end of time, but he has left a Prime Minister to rule on earthly affairs.  
One interesting thing is that many, most even, Protestant scholars admit this.  Gerhardt Meier, an Evangelical Protestant German scholar says, “There is an increasing consensus now that this verse concerning the power of the keys is talking about the authority to teach and to discipline, including even to absolve sins."
A follow-on to this is that in Matthew 18, all of the Apostles get the power to bind and loose like Peter got in Matthew 16, but with absolutely no mention of the keys. That fits perfectly into this model because in the king's cabinet, all the ministers can bind and loose, but the Prime Minister who holds the keys can bind what the other ministers have loosed, or loose what they have bound.
Tradition
So what did the early Christians have to say about the keys?
Tertullian in the early 200’s said, “Was anything hidden from Peter, who was called the Rock whereon the Church was to be built; who obtained the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and the power of loosing and of binding in heaven and on earth?”
Clement of Rome in 85 said,  “Our Apostles knew through our Lord Jesus Christ that there would be strife for the office of bishop.  For this reason, therefore, having received perfect foreknowledge, they appointed those … and added the further provision that, if they should die, other approved men should succeed to their ministry.”
Cyprian around 250 said, “Our Lord … in establishing the office of a bishop and the constitution of His Church in the Gospel … through the changes and successions of time, the establishment of bishops and the constitution of the Church are handed down, so that the Church is constituted upon bishops, and every act of the Church is directed by these same prelates.”
Ephraem the Syrian in about 360 said, “We hail thee, Peter, the Tongue of the disciples; the Voice of the heralds; the Eye of the Apostles; the Keeper of heaven; the First-born of those that bear the keys.”  
The Bishops of Spain in 440 call the Pope the “vicar of Peter.”
Cyprian in 246 said, “The Lord says to Peter … on this rock … feed my sheep.  On him He builds the Church, and to him He gives the command to feed the sheep; and although He assigns a like power to all the Apostles, yet He founded a single chair, and He established by His own authority a source and an intrinsic reason for that unity … a primacy is given to Peter, whereby it is made clear that there is but one Church and one chair … if someone does not hold fast to this unity of Peter, can he imagine that he still holds the faith?  If he desert the chair of Peter upon whom the Church was built, can he still be confident that he is in the Church?”
Aphraates the Persian Sage in 336 said, “David handed over the kingdom to Solomon, and was gathered to his people; and Jesus handed over the keys to Simon, and ascended and returned to Him who sent Him.”
Ephraem the Syrian in 360,  talking of the Transfiguration, speaks of Peter as “the Second Moses.”
Macarius of Egypt in 371 said, “Moses was succeeded by Peter, who had committed to his hands the new Church of Christ, and the true priesthood.”
Jerome in 395, “…My words are spoken to the successor of the fisherman, to the disciple of the cross. As I follow no leader save Christ, so I communicate with none but your blessedness, that is with the chair of Peter. For this, I know, is the rock on which the church is built! This is the  house where alone the paschal lamb can be rightly eaten. This is the ark of Noah, and he who is not found in it shall perish when the flood prevails.”
Augustine in about 400 wrote a hymn meant to be memorized and sung by the people as an antidote to the Donatist heresy:   “Number the bishops from the see / of Peter itself. / And in that order of Fathers see / who succeeded whom. / That is the rock against which the / gates of hell do not prevail.”
Augustine also wrote, “This Apostolic See, through its succession of bishops, holds the summit of authority.” 
“I am held in the communion of the Catholic Church by … the succession of priests from the very Chair of the Apostle Peter, to whom the Lord, after his resurrection, committed His sheep to be fed, even to the present Episcopate.” 
“Peter was made the pastor of the Church, as Moses was made the ruler of the Jewish people.”
“For if the order of succession of bishops is to be considered, how much more surely, truly and safely do we number them from Peter, to whom, as representing the whole Church, the Lord said: ‘Upon this rock I will build my church …’ For, to Peter succeeded Linus, to Linus Clement, to Clement Anacletus, to Anacletus Evaristus, to Evaristus Sixtus, to Sixtus Telephorus, to Telephorus Hyginus…”
The Council of Epheses in 431 wrote, “Philip the presbyter and legate of the Apostolic See said: ‘There is no doubt, and in fact it has been known in all ages, that the holy and most blessed Peter, prince and head of the Apostles, pillar of the faith, and foundation of the Catholic Church, received the keys of the kingdom from our Lord Jesus Christ, the Savior and Redeemer of the human race, and that to him was given the power of loosing and binding sins: who down even to today and forever both lives and judges in his successors. The holy and most blessed Pope Coelestine, according to due order, is his successor and holds his place.” 
The Council of Chalcedon in 451 states the assembly cried out “Peter has spoken through Leo”
The Sixth General Council in 680: “Peter spoke through Agatho.”  Agatho was a Greek from the Eastern Church, as were many early popes.
St. Bede the Venerable, a Father of the Church, says around 700, “Blessed Peter so received the keys of the kingdom and the supremacy of judicial power, that all who believe throughout the world may understand that whosoever shall cut themselves off in an way … cannot enter the kingdom of Heaven … Peter received the keys to Heaven as a sign to all the children of the Church, so that if they separate from the one faith which he teaches, they give up all hope of being acquitted of their guilt and of entering the eternal portals … And I say unto you that Peter is the doorkeeper whom I will not contradict, but I will obey his decrees in everything, lest when I come to the gates of the kingdom of Heaven there should be no one to open them, since he will be my adversary who is proven to have possession of the keys.”
Infallibility
How could any human being be infallible? Isn't infallibility a prerogative of God alone? How can Catholics possibly claim that the Pope doesn't make mistakes?  That's just a sampling of the common misunderstandings that many have about what the Catholic Church refers to as the Pope's charism of infallibility.  
To clear up one misconception right away – the Catholic Church does not believe any pope to be impeccable.  In other words, all popes make mistakes just like everyone else, and some have been scoundrels!  One main reason the First Vatican Council defined Papal Infallibility was to straighten out a group called the Neo Montanists that wanted to have everything the Pope uttered be considered infallible.  Can you picture it?  A pope says, "I can feel it, Notre Dame is going to win that football game today."  Well, you can take it to the bank, right?  No, of course not, and that's not what Catholics believe.
Definition
Pope John Paul II has written many letters and has spoken about the faith on countless occasions to the world.  Like Moses, his judgments are trustworthy, and demand the assent of God’s people.  When he speaks, he does so with authority.  And Catholics presume that even this ordinary teaching of a pope is true and valuable. Yet not every word of a letter or speech could be claimed to be without the slightest tinge of error – not every word is infallible.
A good summary of the Catholic Church's definition of infallibility:  When the Pope speaks as the universal teacher in defining faith and morals, he does so infallibly.  But there are several criteria that must be met:
1. The Pope must be speaking in his recognized role as teacher of all Christians
2. He must precisely define a doctrine – not merely give general teaching
3. The doctrine only concerns matters of faith or morality
4. The definition is commanded to be obeyed and believed by the whole church
5. Such teachings are irreformable and not subject to denial from the Church
A side note definition:  grace is given to individuals so that they may be better able to get to heaven.  Charisms are given to individuals so that they may be able to help others be better able to get to heaven.
The pope's gift of infallibility is a charism through the Holy Spirit, and allows us to give to him the full assent of our intellect and will, and we can hear the voice of Christ coming to us through the voice of the Pope.
The popes, as persons, might hold the wrong opinion inside their own minds, but the Holy Spirit prevents them from ever sitting down in the Chair of Peter and teaching the wrong opinions as Catholic beliefs.
Logical
The first logical argument is simple enough.  If you believe that Jesus called his Church to be one united Church, then there is a logical need for the gift of infallibility.  To have true unity, there must be someone to judge the truth of any idea that arises.  If there is not a final authority, then true unity is not possible because for every disagreement, it becomes possible that another Christian church could be formed.
Mainstream protestants insist that the Bible alone is our authority because the Bible is infallible.  Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Peter, Paul, James, Jude, all of them wrote infallible truth. If God was capable of using all of these sinners to write the infallibly true Bible, couldn’t God still use sinners to proclaim infallible truth?  
Also, would God not also leave behind an infallible interpreter of the Bible?  It is the same argument as above:  if there is not an infallible interpretation of the Bible, then for each disagreement on the meaning of the text, a different church could be formed.  A reminder that there are now 30,000+ different beliefs based on various interpretations of the Bible.  To steal an analogy – imagine the fathers of our country putting together the U.S. Constitution and mailing it out to every citizen and saying, "With the spirit of Washington you will be guided to your proper interpretation." American would quickly degenerate into anarchy, so the Constitution also established a government structure with a court of final appeal, the Supreme Court, that has the final say.  To further the analogy, America’s forefathers did not set up an office of president expecting Washington to serve and the office to then dissolve.  Once Washington served his term, the office remained, waiting for a successor.
One argument often made against the popes is that there have been several complete scoundrels.  Now, out of the 200+ popes, there have only been 3 or 4 scoundrels, but there have been scoundrels nonetheless.  And the very first pope, Peter, denied Christ 3 times.  And of the 12 Apostles, one was Judas.  Perhaps Jesus allowed this to prepare us for all the weak and evil priests in the generations to come.  Keep in mind that Infallibility does not equal Perfection.
Biblical
The first biblical argument concerns the story of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5. Ananias and Sapphira were husband and wife and were two wealthy members of the early Church.  They sold some land and then lied about how much money they gave to the Church. Peter said to Ananias, "Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit … You have not lied to men but to God.  When Ananias heard this, he fell down and died."  Three hours later, the scene is repeated with his wife Sapphira.  Does the bible say that Ananias and Saphira lying to Peter?  No, the bible states clearly that they were lying to the Holy Spirit!
Another biblical argument is from John 14, where Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit to teach them. 
16 And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate to be with you always, 17 the Spirit of truth, which the world cannot accept, because it neither sees nor knows it. But you know it, because it remains with you, and will be in you. 18 I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you. … 26 The Advocate, the holy Spirit that the Father will send in my name – he will teach you everything and remind you of all that (I) told you. 
And in John 16, Jesus again says that the Holy Spirit will guide the Church:
12 "I have much more to tell you, but you cannot bear it now. 13 But when he comes, the Spirit of truth, he will guide you to all truth. He will not speak on his own, but he will speak what he hears, and will declare to you the things that are coming. 
In these two passages, it is the Holy Spirit that will preserve the Church and the successors of Peter and the Apostles from teaching error. 
Perhaps the most compelling proof-text from the bible that certain Church teachings are infallible is from Mathew 16. Recall that when he gives Peter the Keys, Jesus says that whatever Peter allows or disallows on earth will also be allowed or disallowed in Heaven.  From here it's very straightforward.  If what Peter allows on earth is also allowed in heaven, then it must be absolutely true.  God wouldn't lie or allow false teachings in heaven, so then whatever Peter speaks must be infallibly true.  If when Peter says that the gentiles don’t need circumcision, that is then immediately true in heaven, then it must be infallibly true.  It cannot be true in heaven if it is fallible.  Put another way, God doesn’t lie, so he wouldn’t validate in heaven a false or untrue decision on faith or morals made on earth.
Again in this very powerful passage from Mathew 16, it also says “upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it.”  That is a guarantee that the established church will defeat evil, and that the Holy Spirit will guide the church and its leaders throughout the ages.
In Luke 22, Jesus says "Simon, Simon, behold Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat, I have prayed that your own faith may not fail; and once you have turned back, you must strengthen your brothers."  In this passage, Satan is after Peter, and so Jesus prays for Peter so that after his faith has failed, he will turn back and strengthen his brothers.  Christ personally strengthens Peter so that Peter can then strengthen the others.
Tradition
Irenaeus  in 185 said,  “It is necessary to obey those who are the presbyters in the Church, those who, as we have shown, have succession from the Apostles; those who have received, with the succession of the episcopate, the sure charism of truth according to the good pleasure of the Father.  But the rest, who have no part in the primitive succession and assemble wheresoever they will, must be held in suspicion.”
So in this quote from Irenaeus, we are to regard with suspicion anyone who has not been ordained by a valid bishop.
Alexias Stawrowsky, an Eastern Orthodox scholar, stated in 1966:  “…infallibility is conferred uniquely by the Holy Spirit who acts in many ways in the Church … in certain determined circumstances, precisely in his quality as the First Bishop, a special assistance of the Holy Spirit is given to him to define the sense of such or such doctrine involving faith and morals contained in Divine Revelation and in the common teaching of the Church.  And in these cases it is not possible to say that the Pope has the power of inventing ‘new dogmas,’ for he remains always bound by Divine Revelation and can never act against Holy Scripture, Holy Tradition, or the teaching of Ecumenical Councils and the holy Fathers of the Church.”
Conclusion
So once I studied the Papacy, I was led to study the Catholic faith as a whole.  And as I said in the introduction, for many, many issues there can be a very confusing debate – it seems like both sides have valid arguments.  But the more I studied, the more I found that each and every Catholic teaching was  based on very solid theology.  And then when taken as a whole, all of the teachings fit together perfectly.  It is like one interwoven garment.  (When I studied several other Christian belief systems, any given topic may have a valid debate for and against, but I would eventually run into contradictions in the another belief system as a whole). So for me, once I came to the conclusion that the Pope is who the Catholic Church claims him to be – God's leader on earth – then I was at peace with accepting all Catholic teachings, even those I was unable to come to a definitive conclusion to by myself.  
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