
Origen 
Origen is one of my favorite authors. He was a deep and "out of the box" thinker. He was one 

of the most revered teachers of his time, but some of his more innovative ideas were condemned 
by later Christians, including me. Innovation was never a popular thing in the early centuries of 
the church anyway (zzz-find an eloquent way to say this last sentence). 

All of that is irrelevant to this book. What is relevant is that the most educated Christian of 
the early third century was apparently blissfully unaware of any claim by the bishop of Rome to 
supreme authority over all Christians of the world. He wrote a long book on the basic principles 
of the Christianity, in which he refers but once to Rome and that only because he was quoting 2 
Timothy 1:17 on a different subject (De Principiis, Bk. III, ch. 1, par. 20). Apparently the 
authority of Rome was neither a basic principle of the faith nor even known about in Caesarea in 
the first half of the third century. 

If it was not known in Caesarea, where Origen spent most of his teaching career, neither it 
was known in Alexandria, where Origen was taught by his mentor Clement, teacher of the 
catechetical school there.1 

Even more pertinently (zzz-better word?), Origen wrote a commentary on the book of 
Matthew. We don't have all of it, but we do have his commentary on Matthew 16 and Jesus' 
promises to Peter. 

Origen goes verse by verse through the Gospel of Matthew. In Matthew 16:14 the apostles 
tell Jesus that people think he might be John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah or one of the prophets, 
and Origen explains the reasons that the Jews might have suggested each of those. (Commentary 
on Matthew, Bk. XII, ch. 9, zzz-date). In verse 15, Peter answers Jesus, and here we come to the 
chapters relevant to this book. 

First Origen tells us that "perhaps" we can be blessed like Peter was if we confess that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of the living God, and we confess it by revelation from the Father. If we do 
this, he says,  

We become a Peter ... for a rock is every disciple of Christ of whom those drank who drank of 
the spiritual Rock which followed them, and upon every such rock is built every word of the 
Church, and the polity in accordance with it. For in each of the perfect, who have the 
combination of words and deeds and thoughts which fill up the blessedness, is the Church 
built by God. (ibid., ch. 10).  

As said, Origen was an "out of the box" thinker. This passage needs some explanation 
because it is an unusual interpretation of this passage, probably in everyone's eyes. I am not in 
any way suggesting we should all adopt Origen's explanation of Matthew 16. I just want to show 
that neither the bishop of Rome nor any other bishop crosses Origen's mind even when he is 
delving deeply into Matthew 16:15 and forward. That the bishop of Rome or any other bishop is 
shepherd of the whole Church never creeps into Origen's thoughts as he explores all possible 
interpretations of the passage, even interpretations that he has to begin with "perhaps." 

Origen references 1 Corinthians 10:4 in his explanation. Moses twice drew water from a rock 
during Israel's journey to the promised land (zzz-refs), and in 1 Corinthians 10:4, the apostle Paul 
draws from this that the Israelites drank from a spiritual rock: Christ. Origen tells us that we 
become spiritual rocks when we confess Jesus as the Christ by revelation as Peter did. 

                                                        
1 To catechize is to systematically instruct new believers in the faith.  



We must also take note of Origen's reference to "the perfect." He defines them in the quote as 
those "who have the combination of works and deeds and thoughts which fill up the blessedness." 
Simply put, he pictured some Christians as having entered into full maturity in Christ, and he 
calls them by the Greek word for perfect, which can also mean "complete" or "fully matured." 
Since I don't think Origen meant "perfect" when he wrote teleioi in Greek, I am going to use "the 
mature" from here on in. 

This will not be our only encounter with "the mature" in Origen's commentary. 

Origen then contests the idea that the promises apply to Peter alone! 

If you suppose that upon the one Peter only the whole Church is built by God, what would 
you say about John the son of thunder or each one of the apostles? Shall we otherwise dare to 
say that against Peter in particular the gates of Hades shall not prevail, but that they shall 
prevail against the other apostles and the perfect? Does not the saying previously made, "The 
gates of Hades shall not prevail against it," hold in regard to all and in the case of each of 
them? (ibid., ch. 11) 

Origen doesn't stop. He claims all of the promises given to Peter not only for the other 
apostles, but for the mature. He continues: 

And also the saying, "Upon this rock will I build my Church"? Are the keys of the Kingdom of 
Heaven given by the Lord to Peter only, and will no other of the blessed receive them? But if 
this promise, "I will give thee the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven," be common to the others, 
how shall not all the things previously spoken of, and the things which are subjoined as having 
been addressed to Peter, be common to them? (ibid.) 

"The things which are subjoined" means "everything else listed after 'upon this rock' and 'I 
will give thee the keys.'" Origen is rounding up all the promises to Peter and assigning them to 
"the blessed" and the other apostles! 

Again, I am not saying this is the correct way to interpret Matthew 16:14 and forward. I am 
saying that Origen, regarded by all as the most knowledgeable Christian of the early third 
century, had no idea that "Rome has authority over all other churches" was a possible 
interpretation of Matthew 16:15-18. Origen has a lot of detractors, but even his detractors agree 
that he was probably the greatest Christian scholar of his day. 

In History of Christian Thought, Jonathon Hill writes: 

Origen is, together with Augustine and Luther, one of the most important figures in this book. 
Almost single-handedly, the ‘Iron Man’, as he was known, dragged Christianity into intellectual 
respectability. One of the greatest minds of his age, he debated with pagan philosophers as 
their superior. And as the first truly professional theologian, he also created the first true 
Christian philosophy, much of which would remain in place throughout Christendom for 
centuries. Yet this very originality was regarded by many as heresy. The systematic destruction 
of most of his writings after his death—by churchmen unworthy to inherit them—robbed the 
Church of one of its greatest treasures. (Hill, 2003, locations 710-715) 

You or I are free to join many others in condemning Origen for certain liberties he took with 
his theology. No one, however, can honestly deny that if there was anyone in the eastern half of 
the empire who would have known about a current argument in the church of Rome that their 
bishop was the "full, supreme, and universal authority" over every Christian, it would have been 
Origen. Yet it is clear that Origen is unaware of any such argument, and he attributes the 
promises given to Peter to all mature Christians. 



I could go on in Origen's commentary, but we would find nothing but the same. A little 
further down, he writes, "For all bear the surname of 'Rock' who are the imitators of Christ" 
(Commentary on Matthew, Bk. XII, ch. 11). Rome never even gets a mention. 

Catholic Apologists and Origen's Commentary on Matthew 

Despite Origen's clear teaching against the modern Roman Catholic Church's interpretation of 
Matthew 16, their apologists cite him anyway! Stephen Ray, in his book Upon This Rock, praises 
him repeatedly, calling him " the most accomplished biblical scholar of the early Church" (Ray, 
1999, footnote 57, Kindle locations 5308-5309). He makes the point for me that if anyone in the 
church knew about a claim that the bishop of Rome was the supreme authority over all Christians, 
Origen would. He writes 

Origen was probably the brightest scholar and most powerful intellect of all the Fathers living 
at the end of the second century. With unlimited access to historical and ecclesiastical 
documents, both in the library of Alexandria, which was second to none, and also the libraries 
of the Empire and the documents and traditions of the local Churches, Origen was in an 
unparalleled position to speak on the events of the first century, especially since he himself was 
born within eighty-five years of the death of the Apostle John. (ibid., footnote 40, Kindle 
locations 4215-4219) 

Why would a Catholic apologist like Stephen Ray praise the intellect and knowledge of a 
man who interpreted Matthew 16 completely opposite of the way the Roman Catholic Church 
does? It is because they assume, and the want you to assume, that if Peter had any sort of primacy 
among the apostles then their case is made. If Origen said Peter was in Rome, and if Origen says 
that Peter is the primary apostle, then the bishop of Rome is "full, supreme, and universal" 
authority over and shepherd of the whole Church. 

That is a huge jump in logic! And it is in no way justified by the writings of Origen, just as it 
has not been justified in any other author we have looked at in this book. 

Ray cites Origen—always secondhand and usually from Jurgen's Faith of the Early Fathers 
(1970)—to show that Peter was crucified upside down in Rome (1999, Kindle location 566), that 
the Church was built on Peter (ibid., Kindle location 1524), and that the Church should only hold 
to beliefs that have been held in the Church since the time of the apostles (ibid., Kindle location 
1529). 

If a Protestant, or anyone else who opposes Rome's audacious claim of Papal Primacy, does 
not know that Peter was an elder in Rome or that he was crucified upside down in Rome, then 
Upon This Rock by Stephen Ray can accurately correct that person.  

If, however, Ray hopes to prove that Origen believed that the bishop of Rome had inherited 
the primacy of Peter, he will search in vain for confirmation from Origen's writings themselves. 
As pointed out above, Origen's more than 100,000 word book on the central principles of 
Christianity mentions Rome only once and then only because Rome happens to be mentioned in 2 
Timothy 1:17.2 Further, Origen's commentary on Matthew, or at least the parts that we still have 
of it, never mentions Rome at all, despite the fact that he covers Matthew chapter 16. 

                                                        
2 Approximately 112,000 English words in the translation found in Volume IV of the Ante-Nicene Fathers series, which is now 

published by Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. and Hendrickson publishers in hardback. The various books in the series are available 

several places on the internet. I counted the words by copying the Ante-Nicene Fathers volume IV text from 

http://www.earlychristianwritings.com into a Microsoft Word document. Christian Classics Ethereal Library also has convenient online 

access to the early church fathers at http://www.ccel.org/fathers. My count is not exact because it includes headings, and at least one part 

of Origen's book is duplicated in the English translation. The book is, however, at least 100,000 words. 



Ray does not shrink from the task, though. He actually quotes Origen on Matthew 16 (ibid., 
Kindle locations 1534-1546). He has to explain Origen's interpretation in a footnote, of course, 
and he does so by concluding that Origen is only focusing on the allegorical and spiritual 
interpretation in his commentary. He concludes, "We can understand Origen to be simply 
'spiritualizing the text.'" (ibid., footnote 63, Kindle locations 5363-5383). 

The really important thing to focus on, though, is Ray's confusion about Origen's commentary 
on Matthew 16. He writes: 

We have already established that Origen accepted the literal and historical intent of this passage 
by the fact that he clearly states that Peter is the rock upon which the Church is built. So why 
does Origen seem to contradict this later in life? (ibid., emphasis in original) 

Origen does not say anything in his commentary on Matthew 16 that contradicts the fact that 
Peter is the rock upon which the Church is built. He is the rock because he was the first to confess 
that Jesus in the Christ, the Son of the living God. This confession is the rock on which Jesus 
would build the church (Catechism par. zzz; Akin, J. zzz-youtube video), and by being the first to 
confess it, Peter became the rock. 

This, of course, means only that Peter was the first living rock put down on the foundation of 
Christ (1 Cor. 3:11). In Origen's commentary, he says that if we confess by revelation from the 
Father that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, then we become rocks, too. This is 
exactly what Peter tells us in the Scriptures: "Like living stones, let yourselves be built into a 
spiritual house" (1 Pet. 2:5) 

One major success of the Roman Catholic Church has been to convince almost everyone, 
Protestant and Catholic alike, that if Peter really is the rock like Jesus said, and if Peter went to 
Rome, then the bishop of Rome must be the "full, supreme, and universal authority" over the 
church no matter how he behaves. That leap of logic is in no way justified. 

Peter was the rock upon which Jesus built his church. He was the first of the rest of us living 
rocks who have confessed by the revelation of the Father that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. 
Peter did go to Rome. Peter was martyred there. None of this, however, gives the bishop of Rome 
supreme authority over the Church in the whole world. That authority belongs to Jesus himself. 

What is really happening in Origen's writings is that no one in Origen's time was claiming to 
be authority over the whole church just because Peter was the first person to confess Jesus as 
Christ and Son of God. Not being a prophet, Origen was unaware than in the near future, the 
bishop of Rome would make such a claim. Therefore, unlike modern Protestants, he was not 
worried about admitting the obvious truths that Jesus called Peter the rock and that Peter was 
martyred in Rome. Nor was he confused into thinking that if he did, he would then have to submit 
to the bishop of Rome even if the bishop of Rome was wicked (zzz-ref). 

One other Catholic apologist quotes Origen's commentary on Matthew. Jimmy Akin quotes 
Origen's commentary on Matthew 18 in his book, The Fathers Knows Best (2010, Kindle 
locations 2795-2800), passing over the commentary on Matthew 16:14-19 for obvious reasons.  

Origen's commentary on Matthew 18:15-18 is intriguing, to say the least. Akin quotes Origen 
because Origen's commentary says that Peter has "some element superior" and that the things said 
to Peter have "a great difference and preeminence" over the things promised to individual 
Christians in Matthew 18:15-18 (Commentary on Matthew, Bk. XIII, ch. 31). 

Matthew 18:15-18 says that if a brother offends you, you should talk to him. If he doesn't 
listen to you, get another person or two to talk to him with you. If he still doesn't listen, bring him 
before the church. If he won't even listen to the church, then he is to be treated like a Gentile and 
a tax collector. In other words, he is no longer to be regarded as a Christian or part of the church. 



Finally, in verse 18, Jesus repeats the promise that whatever "you" bind or loose on earth will 
be bound or loosed in heaven. The "you" in verse 18 cannot be determined. I would argue that 
Jesus is giving instructions to the apostles, and that "you" refers both to them and the churches he 
will later start. It is clear from Origen's commentary, though, that he thinks Jesus is referring to 
those who admonish the offending one, then bring them to one or two people, then the church. 

Origen repeatedly refers to the person who offended as "the thrice admonished" and people 
who follow these steps as "those who thrice admonished." He uses these terms repeatedly, which 
I found interesting. 

Jimmy Akin, however, either did not notice or did not know about Origen's use of "those who 
thrice admonished." A lot of his quotes are taken from Jurgens' Faith of the Early Fathers, just as 
Scott Hahn's were, but he does not list the quote from Origen's Commentary on Matthew (found 
at Kindle location 2795 in Akins, 2010) in his "Translations Used" section (Kindle locations 
6360-6417), so I do not know his source. Most of his other citations are from secondary source 
books, not original writings, so it is possible, or perhaps likely, that Akin had no idea that Origen 
was comparing Peter to "those who were thrice admonished." In that case, it would be his source 
that misquotes Origen by inserting brackets saying that Origen was comparing Peter to the other 
apostles. Akin's citation reads:  

[I]f we were to attend carefully to the Gospels, we should also find, in relation to those things 
that seem to be common to Peter . . . a great difference and a preeminence in the things [Jesus] 
said to Peter, compared with the second class [of apostles]. (Akin, J. 2010. Kindle location 
2795, ellipse and brackets in original) 

Once we reinsert the words that Akin replaces with an ellipse and replace the misleading 
brackets, the quote reads: 

If we were to attend carefully to the Gospels, we should also find, in relation to those things 
which seem to be common to Peter and those who have thrice admonished the brethren, a 
great difference and preeminence in said to Peter compared with the second class. (Origen, 
Commentary on Matthew, Bk. XIII, ch. 31) 

The "second class," then are "those who have thrice admonished the brethren," not the other 
apostles. 

The difference between Peter and "those who have thrice admonished" would be strange to 
all of us, Catholic and non-Catholic alike. Peter, Origen say, has the keys to many heavens, while 
"those who thrice admonished" have the key to only one heaven (ibid.). 

Origen nowhere suggests that Peter is superior to or has more authority than the other 
apostles, except in Jimmy Akin's misquote. Again, to be fair, Akin may not have known he was 
misquoting, but if he did not, then his source did. 

Either way, Origen is making an effort in the commentary on Matthew 18 to turn a promise 
made to any individual Christian who "thrice admonishes" into less of a promise than the one 
made to Peter in Matthew 16. Of course, in his commentary on Matthew 16, he applied the 
promise made to Peter to any Christian who confesses, by the revelation of the Father, that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of the living God. To Origen, then, it was a greater thing to say Jesus is 
Christ and Son of God by revelation than to thrice admonish someone who offends you. You get 
a key to one heaven if you do the latter and a key to multiple heavens if you do the former. 

I find Origen's comparison of Matthew 16 and Matthew 18 incorrect and almost bizarre. I 
cannot agree Peter has keys to multiple heavens while "those who thrice admonish" have a key to 
just one heaven. I have given my much more reasonable interpretation of the keys of the 



Kingdom in a previous chapter. I have alos shown that Tertullian, the first Christian in history 
known to have discussed those keys, agreed with my interpretation. 

My concerns about Origen's beliefs are irrelevant, though. What is relevant is that " brightest 
scholar and most powerful intellect of all the Fathers living at the end of the second century" is 
blissfully unaware of any claim by Rome or any other bishop to be the sole authoritative 
descendant of Peter who must be followed as the Vicar of Christ. 

 


