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Upon This Rock: 
Peter and the Papacy 

 
The Texts 

 
Peter in the New Testament 
These twelve Jesus sent out, instructing them, "Go nowhere among the Gentiles and enter no town 
of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. And proclaim as you go, 
saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.' 
-Matthew 10:5-7 
 
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." He 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." He said to him the third time, 
"Simon, son of John, do you love me?" Peter was grieved because he said to him the 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. Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to 
dress yourself and walk wherever you wanted, but when you are old, you will stretch out your 
hands, and another will dress you and carry you where you do not want to go." (This he said to 
show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And after saying this he said to him, "Follow 
me." 
-John 21:15-19 
 
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 again, strengthen your 
brothers." Peter said to him, "Lord, I am ready to go with you both to prison and to death." Jesus 
said, "I tell you, Peter, the rooster will not crow this day, until you deny three times that you know 
me." 
-Luke 22:31-34 
 
Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, "Who do 
people say that the Son of Man is?" And they said, "Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, 
and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets." He said to them, "But who do you say that I am?" 
Simon Peter replied, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." And Jesus answered him, 
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"Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father 
who is in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the 
gates of hell shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 
whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven." 
-Matthew 16:13-19 
 
Peter has been given the office of unity, established through time and across space, to provide the 
church with the means for us to contend with one another so that the gates of hades will not 
prevail against us. Peter was not called to “keep the peace,” but rather to insure that the church has 
the conflicts necessary for its holiness. Without the existence of such a church there will be no 
salvation. Peter is the name necessary to remind Christians that there has been and is a witness, 
across time and space, who has never failed to direct the church and the world to the reality that 
Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ. The question should never be whether Jesus established Peter to 
serve the church, but where and how that service is to be recognized. 
-Stanley Hauerwas, Matthew, p. 151 
 
Peter’s leadership after the Ascension 
But Peter, standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them… 
-Acts 2:14 
 
Now the apostles and the brothers who were throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also had 
received the word of God. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcision party criticized 
him, saying, "You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them." But Peter began and explained 
it to them in order. 
-Acts 11:1-4 
 
She who is at Babylon, who is likewise chosen, sends you greetings, and so does Mark, my son. 
-1 Peter 5:13 
 
The Petrine Ministry in the Early Church 
The Church of God which sojourns at Rome, to the Church of God sojourning at Corinth, to 
those who are called and sanctified by the will of God, through our Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to 
you, and peace, from Almighty God through Jesus Christ, be multiplied.  
-Clement of Rome, To the Corinthians 1 (c. 96) 
 
Ignatius, whose other name is Theophorus, To her who has found mercy in the greatness of the 
All-Highest Father, and Jesus Christ His only Son; to the Church beloved and enlightened in her 
love to our God Jesus Christ by the will of Him who wills all things; to the church holding chief 
place in the territories of the district of Rome—worthy of God, worthy of honor, blessing, praise, 
and success; worthy too in holiness, foremost in love, observing the law of Christ, and bearing the 
Father’s Name. 
-Ignatius of Antioch, To the Romans 1 (d. 107) 
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But since it would be too long, in a work like this, to list the succession in all the churches, we 
shall take only one of them, the church that is greatest, most ancient, and known to all, founded 
and set up by the two apostles Peter and Paul at Rome, while showing that the tradition and the 
faith it proclaims to men comes down through the successions of bishops even to us; thus we shall 
put to shame all who in any way, through infatuation or vainglory or blindness and a wicked 
doctrine, gather together wrongly. For it is necessary for every church—that is, the believers from 
everywhere—to agree with this church, in which the tradition from the apostles has always been 
preserved by those who are from everywhere, because of its more excellent origin. 
-Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies 3.3.2 (d. 202) 
 
If anyone consider and examine these things, there is no need for lengthened discussion and 
arguments.  There is easy proof for faith in a short summary of the truth.  The Lord speaks to 
Peter, saying, “I say unto thee, that thou art Peter; and upon this rock I will build my Church, and 
the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven; and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound also in heaven, and whatsoever 
thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” And again to the same He says, after His 
resurrection, “Feed my sheep.” Upon him, being one, He builds His Church, and commits His 
sheep to be fed. And although to all the apostles, after His resurrection, He gives an equal power, 
and says, “As the Father hath sent me, even so send I you: Receive ye the Holy Ghost: 
Whosesoever sins ye remit, they shall be remitted unto him; and whosesoever sins ye retain, they 
shall be retained;” yet, that He might set forth unity, He arranged by His authority the origin of 
that unity, as beginning from one.  
 
… 
 
Assuredly the rest of the apostles were also the same as was Peter, endowed with a like partnership 
both of honor and power; but the beginning proceeds from unity. And the primacy is given to 
Peter, that there might be shown one Church of Christ and one See; and they are all shepherds, 
and the Rock is one, which is fed by all the apostles with unanimous consent. Which one Church, 
also, the Holy Spirit in the Song of Songs designated in the person of our Lord, and says, “My 
dove, my spotless one, is but one. She is the only one of her mother, elect of her that bare her.” 
Does he who does not hold this unity of the Church think that he holds the faith? Does he who 
strives against and resists the Church, who deserts the chair of Peter, upon whom the Church is 
founded, trust that he is in the Church, when moreover the blessed Apostle Paul teaches the same 
thing, and sets forth the sacrament of unity, saying, “There is one body and one spirit, one hope of 
your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God?” 
-Cyprian of Carthage, On the Unity of the Church 4 
 
But why so late? 
When the Church, then, was thrown upon her own resources, first local disturbances gave exercise 
to Bishops, and next ecumenical disturbances gave exercise to Popes; and whether communion 
with the Pope was necessary for Catholicity would not and could not be debated till a suspension 
of that communion had actually occurred. It is not a greater difficulty that St. Ignatius does not 
write to the Asian Greeks about Popes, than that St. Paul does not write to the Corinthians about 
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Bishops. And it is a less difficulty that the Papal supremacy was not formally acknowledged in the 
second century, than that there was no formal acknowledgment on the part of the Church of the 
doctrine of the Holy Trinity till the fourth. No doctrine is defined till it is violated. 
-John Henry Cardinal Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, p. 151 
 
The Personality Principle 
Omitting many intermediate stages, we can therefore say that Christians’ unity as “we” which has 
been established by God in Christ through the Holy Spirit under the name of Jesus Christ and by 
his witness authenticated in death and resurrection is held together by persons responsible for this 
unity and is represented once again in a personalized form in Peter—in Peter, who receives a new 
name and to that extent is raised up beyond what are merely his own abilities and qualities, but at 
the same time in a name through which his own personal responsibility is laid claim to. In his new 
name that transcends the historical individual Peter becomes that institution which passes through 
history (since this ability of this institution to continue and the fact that it has continued is 
contained in this re-naming), but in such a way that this institution can only exist as a person and 
in personal responsibility tied to a particular name. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), Church, Ecumenism and Politics, p. 36 
 
When it comes to visible unity, it is time for us Protestants to admit that we have failed. We are 
disunified beyond repair and cannot solve our divisions through our traditionally Protestant 
resources. Perhaps it is time to look to the papacy for the necessary visible manifestation of 
Christian unity; perhaps it alone provides the necessary unity of the church through a subjective 
and personal reality that mirrors that of Jesus Christ himself. Christ left us no written sources, no 
legal contracts or juridical means of unity. Instead he mediates God’s presence to us through 
human flesh. Perhaps the papacy bears witness to this reality better than other instruments of 
unity (to trade on an Anglican term). 
-D. Stephen Long, “In Need of a Pope?” Christian Century (17 May 2005) 
 
The Papacy Today 
When Christ instituted the Twelve, "he constituted [them] in the form of a college or permanent 
assembly, at the head of which he placed Peter, chosen from among them." Just as "by the Lord's 
institution, St. Peter and the rest of the apostles constitute a single apostolic college, so in like 
fashion the Roman Pontiff, Peter's successor, and the bishops, the successors of the apostles, are 
related with and united to one another.” 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 880 
 
The Lord made Simon alone, whom he named Peter, the "rock" of his Church. He gave him the 
keys of his Church and instituted him shepherd of the whole flock. "The office of binding and 
loosing which was given to Peter was also assigned to the college of apostles united to its head." 
This pastoral office of Peter and the other apostles belongs to the Church's very foundation and is 
continued by the bishops under the primacy of the Pope. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 881 
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The Pope, Bishop of Rome and Peter's successor, "is the perpetual and visible source and 
foundation of the unity both of the bishops and of the whole company of the faithful." "For the 
Roman Pontiff, by reason of his office as Vicar of Christ, and as pastor of the entire Church has 
full, supreme, and universal power over the whole Church, a power which he can always exercise 
unhindered." 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 882 
 
"The college or body of bishops has no authority unless united with the Roman Pontiff, Peter's 
successor, as its head." As such, this college has "supreme and full authority over the universal 
Church; but this power cannot be exercised without the agreement of the Roman Pontiff." 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 883 
 
Really Infallible? 
[T]he dogma has been divinely revealed: that the Roman Pontiff, when he speaks ex cathedra, that 
is, when carrying out the duty of the pastor and teacher of all Christians by virtue of his supreme 
apostolic authority he defines a doctrine of faith or morals to be held by the universal Church, 
through the divine assistance promised him in blessed Peter, operates with that infallibility with 
which the divine Redeemer wished that His church be instructed in defining doctrine on faith and 
morals; and so such definitions of the Roman Pontiff from himself, but not from the consensus of 
the Church, are unalterable. 
-Vatican I, Session IV (18 July 1870) 
 
In order to preserve the Church in the purity of the faith handed on by the apostles, Christ who is 
the Truth willed to confer on her a share in his own infallibility. By a "supernatural sense of faith" 
the People of God, under the guidance of the Church's living Magisterium, "unfailingly adheres to 
this faith." 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 889 
 
"The Roman Pontiff, head of the college of bishops, enjoys this infallibility in virtue of his office, 
when, as supreme pastor and teacher of all the faithful - who confirms his brethren in the faith he 
proclaims by a definitive act a doctrine pertaining to faith or morals. . . . The infallibility promised 
to the Church is also present in the body of bishops when, together with Peter's successor, they 
exercise the supreme Magisterium," above all in an Ecumenical Council. When the Church 
through its supreme Magisterium proposes a doctrine "for belief as being divinely revealed," and as 
the teaching of Christ, the definitions "must be adhered to with the obedience of faith." This 
infallibility extends as far as the deposit of divine Revelation itself. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 891 
 
Divine assistance is also given to the successors of the apostles, teaching in communion with the 
successor of Peter, and, in a particular way, to the bishop of Rome, pastor of the whole Church, 
when, without arriving at an infallible definition and without pronouncing in a "definitive 
manner," they propose in the exercise of the ordinary Magisterium a teaching that leads to better 
understanding of Revelation in matters of faith and morals. To this ordinary teaching the faithful 
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"are to adhere to it with religious assent" which, though distinct from the assent of faith, is 
nonetheless an extension of it. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 892 
 
In fact, the First Vatican Council had in no way defined the pope as an absolute monarch. On the 
contrary, it presented him as the guarantor of obedience to the revealed Word. The pope’s 
authority is bound to the Tradition of faith…The authority of the pope is not unlimited; it is at the 
service of Sacred Tradition. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), The Spirit of the Liturgy, p. 166 
 
Human Freedom and Largeness of Spirit 
In writing the book, I have been struck by the extent to which the mere existence of the papacy, 
and even its most self-aggrandizing claims, have again and again helped ensure that the local 
churches of Christendom retained something of a universal Christian vision, that they did not 
entirely collapse back into the narrowness of religious nationalism, or become entirely subordinate 
to the will of powerful secular rulers. From Barbarian Italy or Carolingian Europe, to the Age of 
Enlightenment, or the Age of the Dictators, the papacy has helped keep alive a vision of human 
value which transcended the atavisms of history and the rule of mere force, and has borne witness 
to the objectivity of truths beyond the shifts of intellectual fashion. For all its sins, and despite its 
recurring commitment to the repression of ‘error’, the papacy does seem to me to have been on 
balance a force for human freedom, and largeness of spirit. 
-Eamon Duffy, Saints and Sinners, p. xiii (1997) 

 


