An Overview of Roman Catholicism

In order to understand the spiritual situation in Extremadura, it is necessary to have a basic understanding of Roman Catholicism. Going back many centuries, the Roman Catholic Church has maintained a strong hold over the religious loyalties of the people of Extremadura, and almost all understanding of Christian concepts in the mind of the average “emeritense” is transmitted through the filter of traditional Roman Catholic teaching.

It is important to keep in mind, that although the Catholic church has much in common with us as evangelicals, including belief in the inspiration of the Bible, the divinity of Christ, and the Trinity, it also has some very important differences.  The differences have served in great part to keep people blinded to the truth of the Gospel and prevent them from accepting the free gift of salvation.

While it is possible that there may be some Roman Catholics in Extremadura who are truly born again, the reality we have observed is that this is likely a very tiny minority, probably less than 1%. I would also add that it is impossible for someone to truly understand official Roman Catholic teaching, accept it and follow it, and at the same time be a born again Christian. Those Catholics who are truly born again either knowingly choose to remain within a church structure which does not endorse what they believe, or are to one degree or another ignorant of the true teachings of their own church. The majority of Roman Catholics who are born again are generally found in the Catholic Charismatic Movement.

The Roman Catholic Church, historically, has come into being as the original Christian churches of the New Testament allowed political greed, materialism, and false teaching to gain a foothold among them. Little by little, over a period of 2,000 years doctrinal deviations have crept in to the teaching of the churches which gradually submitted themselves to the spiritual supervision of the bishop of Rome, the pope.

One of the simplest and, at the same time, most helpful outlines for describing the key differences of official Catholic doctrine and evangelical understanding of Scripture are the three rallying points of the Protestant Reformation: only Scripture, only Christ, and only faith.

Only Scripture. We, as evangelicals, believe that God has communicated his will for us completely and infallibly in the 66 books of the Old and New Testaments. Although God continues to guide us in our daily lives through the leadership of the Holy Spirit, our objective test for accepting or rejecting any teaching is whether or not it conforms to a sound unbiased interpretation of the Bible. Although there are, no doubt, parts of the Bible which are difficult to understand and interpret, we, as evangelicals believe that the essential message of the Bible is clear enough and easy enough to understand that anyone with a basic grasp of grammar and logic can grasp its teaching.

The Roman Catholic Church, while giving lip service to the authority of the Scripture, at the same time undermines this authority in several different aspects. 

First of all, it teaches that Tradition, or the teachings of Jesus, which were supposed passed down orally to his disciples, and from them to the “Fathers of the Church”, have an equal authority to that of Scripture. The problem with this is that there is no way to know for sure which of these supposed “oral traditions” are authentic, and which are spurious. The various Church Fathers, who, according to Catholic teaching, are the faithful transmitters of these traditions, many times contradict one another. Also, many of these “traditions” which have eventually, sometimes only after many centuries of doubt and debate, come to be regarded as authentic, contradict the clear teaching of the Bible.

Second, the Catholic Church receives as part of the inspired Word of God a series of books, and a few additions to already accepted books, which we as Protestants call the Apocrypha. These books are all added on to the Old Testament. While these books are ancient writings, which generally have a positive message, they are not infallible, and do not have the same authority as the inspired canon of Scripture. There are a few Catholic doctrines, such as the doctrine of purgatory, which are supported from passages taken from the Apocrypha.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, the Catholic Church teaches that only the hierarchy of the Church is able to correctly interpret the Scripture. Thus, no matter what the Bible seems to you and me to teach, as we try to impartially understand its message, if the official teachers of the Catholic Church determine that it means something else, they are automatically right, and we are wrong. It is not difficult to see how such a position, especially in the hands of greedy, manipulative men, such as many of the popes and other leaders of the Catholic Church throughout history have been, can lead to much abuse. And, unfortunately, this has indeed been the case. The truth is, as studied through the objective lens of history, many of the teachings of the Catholic Church which have been introduced have been based upon novel interpretations of the Bible proposed in order to give legitimacy to the selfish motives of many of these so-called “spiritual leaders”.

Only Christ. We, as evangelicals, accept as a key point of Biblical doctrine the teaching which states, according to the apostle Paul in 1 Timothy 2:5, that there is “only one God, and only one Mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus.” For us, this means we have free access to the throne of  God directly through the person of Jesus Christ. It also means that we only worship God (as the Father, Son & Holy Sprit), and that we direct our prayers directly to Him. It also means that we can come directly to Him, without the need of any other mediator, in order to receive forgiveness of sins.

The Roman Catholic Church, while agreeing that Jesus is the perfect gift of God given as a sacrifice to take away our sins, in practical reality denies the uniqueness of the role of Jesus as Mediator between God and man. For the Catholic Church, there are many other secondary mediators.

In the first place, there is the mediatorial role of the Virgin Mary, the mother of Christ. While official Catholic teaching states that Catholics are not to “worship”, but rather “venerate” the figure of Mary, the emphasis given to her, and devotion yielded to her are in many, many cases more intense than that given to Jesus Himself. Catholics are taught to confess their sins to Mary, pray to Mary, and even give their heart to Mary. Although popular devotion to Mary many times goes even beyond official church teaching, the Catholic Church gives official support to many practices and teachings which place Mary in a position which goes against the Bible.

Next, there is the mediatorial role of the various saints. Many Catholics have their personal favorite to whom they are particularly devoted. In Mérida, the veneration of the Martyr Saint Eulalia is more fervent and intense than any devotion to the person of Christ Himself. It is extremely sad, and I believe offensive to God, the amount of blatant idolatry that goes on in the name of “Christian” worship. And, even though an idol, in and of itself, has no power, the Bible teaches that when an object receives worship from humans, a demon spirit attaches itself to that object in order that it may receive that worship as well. Many people in Spain, and all over the world, are in bondage to demonic oppression as a result of praying and expressing devotion to images of saints and the Virgin Mary.

Next, there is the mediatorial role of the priests. According to official Catholic teaching, only an officially ordained priest can pronounce that your sins have been forgiven, and only a priest can “perform the miracle” of changing the bread and wine of the Holy Eucharist (as they call the Lord’s Supper) into the literal body and blood of Jesus. This gives the priest a special power, as, without his cooperation, it is impossible for the Catholic to obtain salvation. Once again, it is easy to see through an objective study of history how human greed and lust for power led to the adoption of such teachings.

Next, there is the mediatorial role of the Church itself. According to Catholic teaching, salvation is found within the fold of the Church. It is also the Church that gave us the Scripture, rather than the Scripture that, as we as evangelicals believe, is the basis for the Church. For Catholics, the Church is the guardian of all spiritual blessings, and it has the power and the right to dispense them as it pleases. One interesting, and I believe accurate, way of describing the difference between the Catholic faith and the evangelical faith is that Catholics believe that you come to Christ through the Church. That is, the door of access to Christ is through the Church. In contrast, we as evangelicals believe that it is faith in Christ that leads us to join together with His Church. A subtle difference, but a very important one.

Only faith. For us, as evangelicals, the doctrine of justification by faith alone is an important essential. We as sinners can do nothing to earn or to contribute to our own salvation. Jesus’ work on the cross is sufficient to pay the price for all of our sin, past, present, and future. We appropriate the grace of God in our lives, as the Bible clearly teaches in various passages, through taking God at his Word, and entrusting our entire lives into His hands, asking Him to forgive us and to take control of our lives.

Roman Catholics would agree that we are saved by the grace of God. A knowledgeable Catholic would even tell you that we receive God’s grace through faith. The big difference is that, according to Catholic teaching, the way we express our faith is through a series of seven rituals that they call the Sacraments of the Church. These are: baptism, confirmation, holy communion, marriage, confession to a priest, holy orders (ordination into the priesthood, or as a monk or nun), and last or deathbed rites, or “extreme unction”, as it is called. According to Catholic teaching, the Sacraments are “channels” of God’s grace, and the way we receive God’s grace is by participating in them. We, as evangelicals, believe that this clever playing with words amounts to nullifying the grace of God. If, in order to make it effectual, we must contribute to our own salvation by partaking in the Sacraments, then it is not really grace at all, but rather works disguised in cloak of grace.

According to official Catholic teaching, we are “born again” at the moment we receive water baptism. It does not matter that this baptism is received as a baby, since the faith of the parents and of the Church is applied to the baby being baptized.

After being baptized, the Catholic must then maintain his/her salvation through good works and by participating in the other Sacraments. Not all seven sacraments are necessary, as, for instance it would be impossible to participate in the sacrament of holy matrimony, and ordination to the priesthood at the same time. Special importance is given, though, to the observance of the mass, or “holy communion”. The Catholic Church teaches that as one partakes of the bread and wine, which have been “miraculously transformed” by the priest into the body and bread of Christ, he/she receives grace that sanctifies and prepares him/her to enter heaven.

According to Catholic teaching, it is also important that when you die you have no unconfessed sins. There are two classes of sins, mortal sins, which, when unconfessed, will send you straight to hell, and venial sins, which, when unconfessed, will send you to purgatory, where you must remain until you have paid the price for those sins. Also, the prayers and financial gifts of those on earth can help you to cut time off of your suffering in purgatory. Once again, the greed and lust for power of church leaders down through history have played an important part in the development of this doctrine.

The Catholic has no assurance of his/her salvation, because it depends, when it all boils down, on his own ability. This is clearly a far cry from the biblical teaching of salvation by grace through faith. The apostle Paul teaches in Romans 4 and Galatians 3 that if we attempt to add on works of the law in order to receive the grace of God, than our faith is made void. And in Galatians 1, Paul teaches, in the context of the teaching of the pure message of grace, that any other supposed “gospel” is in reality no gospel at all, but rather a false gospel, which is unable to save.
