
Apostolic Succession 

 
     As the previous chapter demonstrates, Jesus founded an Apostolic Church, that is He 

conferred His very authority upon the Apostles, with Peter as their head, and sent them to preach 

His Gospel and convert people into His Church.  These truths are clearly demonstrated from the 

Scriptures themselves, but now it is necessary to demonstrate that, beyond the death of the 

Apostles, their office and authority were passed on to others.  But first, let’s take one quick look 

at the Bible to cite the instances where we read of the Apostles’ office being conferred on 

another, specifically the office of Peter. 

 

• The election of Matthias has already been discussed, so here we will only consider the 

significance of the time frame.  Matthias is given the office of Apostle at the very 

beginning of the life of the Church and the Apostles’ ministry.  This is significant in that 

it demonstrates that passing on their office was part of the ministry Jesus had given them.  

On the other hand, if, as the Apostles began to die off the few who remained realized that 

they had better make provisions for when there were no more leaders, it could be 

interpreted as a merely pragmatic decision, not the explicit will and command of God.   

 

• St. Paul also wrote of ordination, the Sacred Rite by which Apostolic authority is passed 

on.  In First Timothy, chapter four, St. Paul reminds his disciple of the day he was 

ordained by the laying on of hands. 

 

• Likewise, in his letter to Titus, St. Paul instructs him to ordain priests in the places where 

he evangelizes. 

 

Now, however, we will move beyond the Apostolic age and demonstrate that the Church has 

always had the same structure which she has today, and that Apostolic Succession was an 

essential component.  Let’s look at a few excerpts from early Church history… 

 

• Through the countryside and city the apostles preached, and they appointed their earliest 

converts, testing them by the Spirit, to be the bishops and deacons of future believers.  

Nor was this a novelty, for bishops and deacons had been written about a long time 

earlier…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 who should succeed to their ministry. 

- Pope St. Clement I, Letter to the Corinthians, A.D. 80 

 

This excerpt speaks for itself and has no need of summary, but two relevant points are worth 

mentioning. 

 

1. St. Clement would have certain knowledge of these things, as he was ordained a priest by St. 

Peter learned these matters directly from him. 

 

2. The larger context of this letter is that the Pope Clement, the Bishop of Rome, is writing to 

the Corinthians in an authoritative manner to resolve a dispute they are having.  Corinth had 

its own bishop, so they clearly recognize the supremacy of the Successor to the Apostle 

Peter.  Secondly, St. John the Apostle was still alive at this time, and lived closer to Corinth; 

yet, the Corinthians do not make their appeal to him, but to Clement. 



 

• But since it would be too long to enumerate in such a volume as this the successions of 

all the churches, we shall confound all those who, in whatever manner, whether through 

self-satisfaction or vainglory, or through blindness and wicked opinion, assemble other 

than where is proper, by pointing out here the succession of bishops of the greatest and 

most ancient church known to all, founded and organized at Rome by the two most 

glorious Apostles, Peter and Paul; that Church which has the Tradition which comes 

down to us after having been announced to men by the Apostles.  For with this Church, 

because of its superior origin, all churches must agree, that is, all the faithful of the whole 

world.  And it is in her that the faithful have maintained the Apostolic Tradition.” 

- St. Irenaeus of Lyons, “Against the Heresies,” A.D. 189 

 

St. Irenaeus wrote that, well over one hundred years before Christianity became legal in Rome, 

Rome was nonetheless the principal city of the Church.  Here are some key  points: 

 

1. We see the structure of Roman Catholicism firmly in place.  Rome holds the primacy over all 

other places, all of the other churches must agree with Rome (meaning that the Pope is the 

chief teacher and guardian of doctrine), and that this Tradition comes from the Apostles. 

 

2. The objection is often raised that the Church had Rome as its capitol simply because it was 

the Capitol of the empire, and therefore is not truly the head of all churches.  It is likewise 

concluded that the popes only had such authority for this same reason, not by Divine 

election.  Yet, Irenaeus refutes this, as he teaches that Rome is the head of the Church 

because Peter and Paul died there, not because it was the capitol.   

 

3. People who may claim that Irenaeus only made these assertions to bolster his own authority 

will be disappointed to learn that he did not live in Rome, rather modern day France. 

 

• In order that the full and living Gospel might always be preserved in the Church, the 

Apostles left bishops as their successors, giving them “their own position of teaching 

authority.” 

- St. Irenaeus 

 

1. It is noteworthy that the Apostles handed on their office, not an office. 

 

2. Irenaeus states that the reason for this was for the full Gospel to be preserved.  Implicit in this 

is the danger that the integrity of the Gospel would suffer where this succession was absent: 

this was precisely his point in writing “Against the Heresies.” 

 

• Polycarp also was not only instructed by Apostles, and conversed with many who had 

seen Christ, but was also, by apostles in Asia, appointed bishop of the Church in Smyrna.  

I saw him in my early youth, for he tarried on earth a very long time, and when a very old 

man, gloriously and most nobly suffering martyrdom, departed this life, having always 

taught the things which he head learned from the apostles, and which the Church has 

handed down, and which alone are true.  To these things all the Asiatic Churches testify, 

as do also those men who have succeeded Polycarp down to the present time.   

- St. Irenaeus 

 



1. First of all, this contributes to the authority contained in the writings of Irenaeus, as he 

learned about Apostolic Succession from one who learned directly from the Apostles 

themselves, and others who spoke directly with Christ. 

 

2. Polycarp was a disciple of St. John, who ordained him a priest, so his teachings have 

authority and the reliability of having come directly from an apostle. 

 

3. The words, “which alone are true…” teach that, where this Apostolic connection to Christ is 

severed, so is true doctrine.   

 

• Respect the bishop as a type of God, and the presbyters as the Council of God and the 

College of Apostles.  Apart from these there is not even the name of a church. 

- St. Ignatius of Antioch, before 107 A.D. 

 

1. St. Ignatius was taught by St. John, and therefore is an authority on these matters. 

 

2. Where there is no Apostolic Succession and rightful clergy, there is no church. 

 

3. Here we see that the bishops have the same office as the Apostles before them.  Just as Jesus 

told His Apostles, “whoever hears you hears Me,” Ignatius refers to the bishops as a “type of  

God.”   

 

• The Blessed Apostles [Peter & Paul], having founded and built up the Church [of Rome], 

they handed over the office of the episcopate to Linus. 

- St. Irenaeus 

 

This is an essential witness to the historical continuity of the Papacy.  The fact that Peter chose 

his successor prior to his death demonstrates that this was his explicit will, and not simply the 

decision to replace him by those left behind. 

 

A final historical fact to note which supports the perpetual existence and primacy of the Papacy 

from the time of St. Peter is to be found in the actions of the Church’s enemies.  In the first two 

hundred years of the Church, every pope but one was martyred.  The popes were always primary 

targets when a persecution broke out, and more than one was betrayed from within.  In fact, Pope 

Clement suggests that this may have been the case with St. Peter, as he wrote of the “unrighteous 

jealousy” which led to his martyrdom.  After executing Pope Fabian in 250 A.D., the emperor 

declared: “I would far rather receive news of a rival to the throne than of another bishop of 

Rome.” 

 

In Summary, what can be ascertained from these sources are the following: 

 

• It is obvious from the Scriptures that Jesus built His Church on Peter, and conferred on 

all of the Apostles His own authority, while Peter was pre-eminent among his brothers. 

 

• The Apostles, from the beginning and in obedience to Jesus, conferred this very office 

upon others.   

 

• The successors, the bishops, were given their same authority. 

 



• As Peter was the head of the Apostles, the Pope was the head of the Universal Church.  

What are listed above are but a few of scores of quotations from the early centuries to this 

effect.   

 

• The claim that the Catholic Church merely imitated Imperial Rome once Constantine 

legalized Christianity is simply unfounded and easily disproven.  The essential structure 

of the Church was instituted by Christ, passed on by the Apostles, and remains in tact to 

this day. 

 
Photo: The Mamerine Prison – the cell shared by Peter and Paul for nine months prior to their executions.  The 

enclosed pillar is where the Apostles were bound, and the spring in the floor is said to have burst through due to the 

prayers of St. Peter, who desired it to baptize the guards he had converted.  From here St. Peter and St. Paul penned 

their farewells to the church; “shortly I must put off this, my tabernacle, even as our Lord Jesus Christ has shown 

me” (Peter), and, “The time of my departure is at hand.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have 

kept the faith” (St. Paul).  This is most likely the place where St. Peter conferred upon St. Linus his own office as the 

head of the Church. 

 

“The dread and gloom of the ponderous, obdurate old prison are on it; as if they had come up in a dark mist through 

the floor…It is all so silent and close, and tomblike; and the dungeons below are so black, and stealthy, and 

stagnant, and naked; that this little dark spot becomes a dream within a dream: and in the vision of great churches 

which come rolling past me like a sea, it is a small wave by itself, that melts into no other wave, and does not flow 

on with the rest.”  -Dickens 

 

 

 

 

 



At this point, a slight detour would prove expedient.  As we have demonstrated the Primacy of 

Peter and the succession of his office to the Popes, a few words should be said about Papal 

Infallibility.  A full treatment would be a book unto itself, so here I will only mention a few 

essentials.  The Doctrine of Infallibility is something akin to Apostolic Succession:  It is God’s 

guarantee that the True Faith be preserved, whole and inviolate, until the end of the ages.   

 

So many times in the Gospel, Jesus spoke of the centrality of Truth.  He told Pilate, “I have come 

to testify to the Truth, and those on the side of Truth hear my voice.”  He likewise assured His 

Apostles that the Holy Spirit would guide them in all Truth, and he assured each believer that 

“The Truth will set you free.”  Yet, how can the Truth set us free if we have no way of knowing 

with certainty what the Truth is?  Jesus instituted the Church, “the pillar and bulwark of Truth,” 

and set the Pope at the head of the Church to ensure that His children would always have sure 

knowledge of what was true and necessary for their salvation. 

 

By way of analogy, we can look to the life of Leonardo DaVinci.  While dying, he expressed his 

regrets that so much of his work would never be followed.  Always suspicious about his ideas 

being stolen, DaVince made his notes in a code which only he could decipher; a great part of his 

work died with him, and he lamented this fact.  Yet, if Jesus left us no certain way to know what 

was true and right, He would have failed as well.  However, we can certain that The Son of God 

did not suffer His bitter passion for our salvation only to leave the way to that salvation obscure. 

   

In this we see that so many of the doctrines which non-Catholics have difficulty accepting are 

not only possible and reasonable, they are in fact necessary.  If the Roman Catholic Church is not 

what she says she is, what possible way is there to know the Truth?  Every other way has led to 

division upon division, faction upon faction, contradiction upon contradiction, confusion upon 

confusion.  Did Jesus truly intend for a simple soul seeking nothing else but the true way to have 

to decipher thirty thousand denominations worth of contradictory teachings and claims, or did He 

institute One Church alone to endure to the end of time, as He promised, to assure those 

redeemed by His Blood of the way to their salvation?  To ask the question is to answer it. 

 

Still, let’s return to the topic of Infallibility.  It is oftentimes a stumbling block to seekers because 

it is not well understood.  The most essential element about this doctrine is that it is primarily not 

about the Pope, but about The Holy Spirit.  This doctrine ensures the faithful that God has 

established a means by which we can always know what is true, and by His election that means 

is the Papacy.  In the end, people need to keep in mind this important distinction:  God does not 

guarantee that something will become true because the Pope has taught it, rather He guarantees 

that the Pope will teach it because it is true.  History offers a wonderful demonstration of this 

point. 

 

In the sixth century, the eastern emperor’s wife, Theodora, supported a heretical movement.  She 

was determined to convince a Pope to agree with her, and many heads turned her way when Pope 

Agapetus “mysteriously” died.  There were no such suspicions regarding his successor, Pope 

Silverius – she killed him.  He died of starvation in exile.  An ambitious cleric, Vigilius, assured 

that, if she secured the Papacy for him, he would pronounce as doctrine the heresy she held.  The 

clergy of Rome (who elected Popes) were in a terrible dilemma.  They finally decided that they 

could not elect one of their brother priests to a virtual death sentence and that they would simply 

have to give the emperor’s wife the Pope she desired, and trust Jesus to keep his promise and 

somehow make things right.   



On the day he became Pope, not only did Pope Vigilius not declare the heresy as doctrine, he 

professed his orthodoxy and sent word to Theodora that he had “formerly spoken wrongly and 

foolishly.”  The queen punished him for his betrayal, and perhaps God punished him for his 

treachery, as he spent the next ten years in prison.  However, he never wavered, and Jesus’ 

promise that “the gates of hell will not prevail,” was proven true. 

 

This episode also points out another often misunderstood element of Papal Infallibility:  in no 

way does it claim to ensure a Pope’s personal qualities, individual morality, or decision making 

abilities.  It is strictly limited to those things which are necessary for our salvation, even though 

the others may be useful. 

 

And so it has been, for two thousand years, the Catholic Church has possessed and handed on the 

fullness of Truth (doctrine) and grace (the sacraments), and will continue to do so just as Jesus 

promised in the Gospel of St. Matthew, “until the end of the ages.”  Now, let’s investigate some 

of those doctrines which the Church has taught all these years… 
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…that the tomb of St. Peter is directly beneath St. Peter’s Basilica (shown on the cover)?  If you 

were to drop a plum line from the cross atop the dome, it would pass directly through the high 

altar and go to the exact spot where the Prince of the Apostles is buried.  When the Emperor 

Constantine legalized Christianity in 312 A.D., he offered to build basilicas for the church.  Pope 

Sylvester graciously accepted the offer, and told him the most appropriate place would be over 

St. Peter’s tomb.  Constantine was known to go to the construction site and personally partake of 

the menial labor of carrying stones, as he considered it a privilege to share in so noble a cause. 

 

St. Peter’s actual tomb, pictured to the left, was newly 

excavated during the 1930’s.  It was part of an ancient 

cemetery, and the graves of other Christians are tightly 

arranged near Peter’s, as they wanted the honor of being 

buried near him; yet, there is an empty perimeter directly 

around his tomb, as a sign of respect for the final resting 

place of the Prince of the Apostles.  Scratched into the walls 

are petitions of the early Christians, such as “Peter, pray for 

us.” 

 

 

     

During those excavations, all of St. Peter’s bones could be 

accounted for, except his feet.  The most reasonable 

hypothesis is the following:  St. Peter was executed as a 

criminal, therefore the Romans would not allow his body to 

be removed for funeral honors.  In order to procure the 

body, the Christians most likely had to bribe a guard once 

the crowd had dispersed.  As the guard himself would be 

punished for this action, he was obviously in a hurry and did 

not exercise great care in removing Peter’s body from the 

cross upon which he had been martyred.  As St. Peter was 

crucified upside down (at his request, deeming himself 

unworthy to die in a manner identical to the Lord’s), his 

ankles would have been tightly bound to the cross.  The soldier would most likely have used his 

sword to sever Peter’s feet in order to make the transaction as swiftly as possible.                                                            

     The foundation stone for the current basilica was laid on 

April 18, 1506.  As the church is built on a spot which made 

construction difficult, the great architect Bramante asked Pope 

Julius II for permission to move the tomb of Peter (inside 

view shown on the left) in order to have the basilica face a 

different direction.  Pope Julius is legendary for his iron will 

and fearlessness, yet even he was known to be intimidated by 

Bramante’s genius and somewhat over accommodating to his 

demands.  Yet, even Julius drew the line here.  He understood 

the symbolic significance of such a gesture and told Bramante 

that the tomb of the apostle would not be moved to suit where 

he wanted to build his church, but that his church would be 

built where Peter’s tomb was.                           


