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Of all the statements in the Book of Confessions, perhaps none is more important in Presbyterian Church history than the Westminster Confession with its companion pieces, the Larger Catechism and Shorter Catechism.


Question: “What is the chief end of man?” Answer: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.” Does that sound familiar? That is the first question/answer in the Shorter Catechism.

The Westminster Confession was commissioned by the British House of Parliament:

An Ordinance of the Lords and Commons assembled in Parliament, for the calling of an Assembly of learned and godly Divines, and others, to be consulted with by the Parliament, for the settling of the government and liturgy of the Church of England; and for vindicating and clearing of the doctrine of the said Church from false aspersions and interpretations. June 12, 1643.

The name of the 151 elected members of this Assembly became known as “the Divines.” It is sort of like calling the Justices of the Supreme Court the “Supremes.” The meetings were held at Westminster Abbey; hence the name, Westminster Confession. It took 1,163 meetings, culminating in 1649, for the Confession to be drafted, amended and approved for use in the Church of England. Two years earlier, in 1647, the Scottish General Assembly approved the Confession for use in the Scottish church.

The Westminster Confession’s long-standing relationship with American Presbyterians began in 1729. The Presbyterian Church had its beginning in Philadelphia in the early 1700’s; and by 1729, the church had grown to several presbyteries across Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey and New York. There were disputes about what standards to use to evaluate candidates for the ministry. 

The Synod of Philadelphia decided in 1729 to adopt the Westminster standards as the confessional basis for office holders. What became known as the “Adopting Act” appears to have been a compromise. First, it stated the need "to take care that the faith once delivered to the saints be kept pure and uncorrupt among us." Thus, all ministers were required to "declare their agreement in, and approbation of" the Westminster standards. However, the Act limited subscription to "all essential and necessary articles" of the Confession of Faith and catechisms. Ever since then, Presbyterians have disputed the meaning of "essential and necessary." Some have argued for strict subscription, while others have taken those words to allow some flexibility.

We hear echoes of this language when we ordain officers today. We ask those called to serve as elders and deacons whether they receive and adopt the essential tenets of the Reformed faith as expressed in the confessions of our church as authentic and reliable expositions of what Scripture leads us to believe and do, and will they be instructed and guided by those confessions as they lead the people of God. For many years – in fact, until 1967 – the Westminster Confession and the catechisms were the confessional standards of the Presbyterian Church.

The emphasis in the Westminster Confession is something familiar to Presbyterians: the sovereignty of God. Our Book of Confessions introduces Westminster this way

The Westminster Confession affirms God’s work from its beginning in creation to its end in resurrection and the last judgment. God is first, last, and preeminent in all things. God’s people are to understand and bring their lives into accord with God’s wondrous ways and magnificent will.

The confession begins with God’s self-revelation in Scripture: God is the “one living and true God, infinite in being and perfection, invisible, immutable, immense, eternal, incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most holy, most free, most absolute.” Out of nothing, God created all that is, including humans, whom God upholds, directs, and governs. Humans, however, did not remain in blessed harmony with God’s will. Sin’s intervention, which God permitted but did not cause, resulted in corruption of the human condition and of humans’ relationship to God. Yet, God has made a covenant of grace with humans; through Christ, relationship with God is restored. The Christian life – nurtured by prayer, preaching, and the sacraments, and lived in grace and glory – prepares for God’s predetermined end of mercy (salvation of the elect) and justice (damnation of the reprobate).

That is a decent summary explanation of the themes of Westminster. 

Another aspect of Westminster to appreciate is that it is annotated and proof-texted. In other words, each claim that is made is supported by footnotes indicating the Scripture-reference upon which that claim is based. It is a great tool for topical research and reflection.

One of my favorite parts of Westminster is Chapter XX, section 4, 

True believers may have the assurance of their salvation divers ways shaken, diminished, and intermitted; as, by negligence in preserving of it; by falling into some special sin, which woundeth the conscience, and grieveth the Spirit; by some sudden or vehement temptation; by God’s withdrawing the light of his countenance and suffering even such as fear him to walk in darkness and to have no light:13 yet are they never utterly destitute of that seed of God, and life of faith, that love of Christ and the brethren, that sincerity of heart and conscience of duty, out of which, by the operation of the Spirit, this assurance may in due time be revived,14 and by the which, in the meantime, they are supported from utter despair.15
If you work through the language, you begin to see the development of the idea of Jesus Christ who is the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. In other words, God’s promise in Romans 8 is true: there is nothing in all of creation that can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. We may not always feel it or see it, but we can trust that God is faithful and true, and he will always be with us.

So, one more time, “What is the chief end of man?” Answer: The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever.

