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The Road to Rome 
 

It is difficult to conceive of the thought that the Roman Catholic Church traces its origins 

to the simple New Testament church established on Pentecost. This is not to say that it 

is the same church—its identity was lost centuries ago—but herein is a lesson for us.  If 

the church of the first century could so change as to lose its identity, so can the church 

of the 21st century.  It is important, therefore, that we analyze the changes that produced 

this sad digression.  
 

The Steps of Apostasy: 

1. The Steps Were Small. The Roman Catholic Church did not become what it is 

overnight. Indeed, it has taken nearly twenty centuries. Each step taken has been so 

small as to be almost imperceptible.  Few have been so revolutionary as to be 

particularly disturbing. Surely no one could have envisioned the eventual destiny to 

which these small steps would lead.  

2. The Steps Were Logical. They appealed to human wisdom and appeared to be 

improvements.  Even more significantly, each seemed to be required (or at least 

justified) by the preceding one. The first involved elevation of one of the elders to be a 

kind of permanent president or overseer (bishop). Next, smaller churches in nearby 

communities who did not have such an able leader came to depend on the bishop in the 

city.  Soon the bishops of the smaller cities were looking to those of the larger cities for 

leadership, and in turn these began to gather on occasions for discussion of various 

problems.  Each step seemed altogether reasonable and productive of greater efficiency.  

3. The Steps Were Successful—successful at least in the eyes of men.  As organization 

increased, the church became more “visible” and more influential. By AD 313, the 

mighty Roman Empire ceased to persecute and began to listen to the church.  With this 

new recognition came large numbers of converts and acquisition of large and impressive 

buildings. Success indeed!  And who can argue with success?  

4. The Steps Were Always an Enhancement of Human Vanity. The primitive church 

offered unlimited opportunity for service, but none for worldly honor.  Even the apostles 

said of themselves: “For, I think, God hath set forth us the apostles last of all, as men 

doomed to death: for we are made a spectacle unto the world, both to angels and men. 

We are fools for Christ’s sake, . . . we are weak, . . . we have dishonor” (1 Cor. 4:9-10). 

All of the glory and honor which the church had to give was for the Lord.  When the 

Corinthian church began to exalt men, they were sternly rebuked by Paul (1 Cor. 1–4). 

Later John the apostle wrote reproving “Diotrephes, who loveth to have the 

preeminence” (3 John 9). With the removal of the apostles’ influence, however, the 

leaven worked more effectively, culminating in the revelation of “the man of sin . . . so 

that he sitteth in the temple of God, setting himself forth as God” (2 Thess. 2:3-4).  

5. The Steps Were away from Divine Authority. As men were elevated in the church, 

they exercised increasing authority over the faith of the members. Soon they were 

making creeds and anathematizing all who disagreed.  These creeds which were, at first, 

an effort to expound Scripture, gradually became statements of doctrine far beyond 

anything hinted at in Scripture. Tradition was eventually recognized as equal in 

authority with the Bible.  

6. The Steps Were Predicted.  Paul warned the elders of the church in Ephesus: “I 

know that after my departing, grievous wolves shall enter in among you, not sparing 

the flock; and from among your 
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the flock; and from among your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after 

them” (Acts 20:29-30). Similar warnings and predictions are found in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12; 1 Timothy 4:1-3; 2 

Timothy 4:1-4; 2 Peter 2:1-3 and elsewhere.  
 

It has often been observed that the primary thing we learn from history is that men do not learn from history.  But this 

does not have to be true of us personally. Surely, we must be warned. Surely, we must learn from the facts observed 

from the past. The predictions of apostasy are as relevant today as in New Testament times. Every preceding 

generation has experienced apostasy. There is no reason to suppose that ours is to be the exception. Indeed, the radical 

changes taking place in society all about us make us all the more likely to be drawn away from “the old paths” (cf. 

Jer. 6:16).   Every new proposal, every new doctrine must be studied in the light of God’s word.  We must not allow 

ourselves to be intimidated by charges of “legalism” and “book religion.” The New Testament in its entirety is the 

doctrine of Christ. “Whosoever goeth onward and abideth not in the teaching of Christ, hath not God: he that abideth 

in the teaching, the same hath both the Father and the Son” (2 John 9).  
 

To argue that a departure is “such a small step” is to close our eyes to the lesson taught by every departure of the past, 

which have all been a succession of small steps. A step may be ever so small; but if it is a step away from the truth, 

or away from God’s plan, it is a step that must not be taken!  Let us be wise and learn the lessons that history teaches.  

Adapted from an Article written by Sewell Hall and published in Vanguard Magazine – October 1982 


