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We Really Need To Get the Issue of Authority Right 
 

Someone has quoted St. Augustine as saying, "If you believe what you like in the gospels, and reject what 

you don't like, it is not the gospel you believe, but yourself."  
 

Understanding this is at the heart of Catholic faith. By what authority does someone interpret Scripture and 

establish doctrine? 
 

All Christians assume what they believe is “right.” But.... who’s in charge? It can’t be a theological free-

for-all....  So, by what authority does someone interpret Scripture and establish doctrine? 
 

To find the answer, we need to go back to what the original 12 Apostles believed and why they believed it. 

There, we find the origin of Church rooted in the Apostolic Rule of Faith. The Bible itself points to the 

reality of Apostolic Authority. Saint Peter’s New Testament letter refers to Saint Paul’s letters and 

associates them with “other scriptures.”  Paul himself tells both Timothy and Titus to hand on “the 

tradition” they received from him. Of course, we can’t neglect the commission of Jesus to Peter, “the rock” 

on which Jesus would build his Church, and against whom the gates of Hell would not prevail. 
 

Many Christians in traditions that arose during the Reformation ignore the question of teaching authority 

within the Church. The lack of teaching authority in many churches has led to confusion, conflict, further 

splits among denominations, a proliferation of new churches, and a breakdown in Biblical standards in 

morality and prayer.  
 

Even though most Christians don’t consciously spend time thinking about the authority to interpret Sacred 

Scripture, the words and teaching of the Bible, it is an extremely important issue. The various Christian       

groups have varying approaches. Authority to interpret Scripture may be 

based on a democratic consensus in their churches…or because the pastor 

went to seminary…or a teacher seemed wise and holy…or the interpreter is 

personally charismatic…or maybe the person speaking says things that “ring 

true” or resonate with their hearers. But, at the heart of it, the question of 

authority—on what our ultimate beliefs are based—triggers a debate most 

people don’t really want to have. 
 

Assumptions play heavily in any answer, if an answer comes at all. People 

assume that it’s “understood” where the Authority rests, in the same way that 

they assume that a chair is reliable and will hold them up if they sit on it—or 

that the person in the uniform flying the airplane is qualified to do it. 



 

 

It’s a vague and mysterious trust in the established order of things.... and most let it go at that. 

 

The one thing most people don’t want challenged are the core assumptions in their worldview. Usually it 

takes a personal trauma or cataclysm to make people re-think those assumptions: God didn’t behave the 

way they thought.... there is a terrible sickness or death.... a horrible act of evil.... a natural catastrophe. 

Other than that, why bother?  To ask such a thing is like throwing a brick through a carefully crafted 

Tiffany window. Yet a mature faith needs to understand this. 

 

Long before there were “denominations,” the Catholic Church wrestled with the question of authority to 

interpret the Bible and address the important questions of the day.  In the first few centuries of the 

Church there were so many questions about theology (particularly who Jesus was as God and man and 

savior, and how Jesus related to the other persons of the Divine Trinity) that the Church almost split 

apart.  What held it together?  The authority established by Jesus himself!   

 

In 449, Pope Saint Leo the Great wrote a lengthy letter to the Archbishop of Constantinople.  In it, he 

addressed the theological controversies swirling about the Church.  He also spoke of Apostolic 

Authority in the Church. His letter was read out loud in its entirety at the world-wide Church’s Council 

of Ephesus in 451.  The acts of the council report the results:  “After the reading of the foregoing epistle, 

the most reverend bishops cried out: This is the faith of the fathers, this is the faith of the Apostles. So 

we all believe, thus the orthodox believe. Anathema to him who does not thus believe. Peter has spoken 

thus through Leo. So taught the Apostles.”   

 

In a nutshell, the Catholic understanding of Apostolic Authority is exactly what Pope Leo the Great 

explained and the Council of Ephesus affirmed: each Believer is empowered by the Holy Spirit to read 

and understand the Bible and its teachings, and apply that in their lives. A Bishop, as a successor of the 

Apostles, is empowered by ordination and mission to interpret the Bible with authority for the 

community of Believers, the Church.  If bishops disagree, or if the matter requires interpretation for the 

entire Church, the Bishop of Rome – the successor of Peter – is empowered to interpret the Bible and 

teach for the universal Church.  This is how Jesus set up the authority within his Church.  By 

abandoning Apostolic Authority, many sects set themselves on a path of growing dissent and division, 

adrift as the world constantly pressures us to abandon Biblical faith and values. 

 

The Catholic faith is an assault that challenges the assumptions not only of “generic Christians,” the so-

called “non-denominational” Believers, but indeed of most people. In our fluid and impulsive society 

Catholic teaching remains solid, rigorous and unique––and therefore foreign and frightening and 

dangerous to those who want to flow with the values of contemporary culture. It is the answer to an 

unwelcome question: What is our understanding of Truth? How is that authority established? Catholics 

believe it is the magisterium, or the teaching authority of the Church established by Jesus Christ. It is the 

answer to the question of authority in the Church. So, how do we get people to ask this question most 

don’t want to face? That’s one of the challenges of the New Evangelization. 
 

 


