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I.  Introduction.   
A.  Background and Purpose.   

1.  “The Westminster Assembly of Divines 1643 was appointed by the Long 
Parliament to restructure the Church of England.”   
a.  “The Long Parliament was the name of the English Parliament called by Charles 

I, on November 3 1640, following the Bishops’ Wars [Two wars between 
Charles I and the Scottish Covenanters in 1638 and 1640].  

b.  “It receives its name from the fact that by a unique Act of Parliament, it could 
only be dissolved with the agreement of the members, and those members did not 
agree to its dissolution until after the English Civil War and at the end of 
Interregnum in 1660. 

c.  “It sat from 1640 until 1649, when it was purged by the New Model Army of 
those who were not sympathetic to the Army’s concerns. Those members who 
remained after the Army's purge became known as the Rump Parliament” 
(Wikipedia).   

 
2.  This restructuring had to do with the Church’s:   

a.  Government:  for the most part, they wanted Presbyterian instead of 
Episcopalian worship.  “During the English Civil War between Charles I and 
Parliament, the latter continued its program of reforms and declared its intention 
of establishing a church government that would be ‘more agreeable to God’s 
Word and bring the Church of England into a nearer conformity with the Church 
of Scotland and other Reformed Churches abroad’” (New International 
Dictionary).   

b.  Worship:  the Puritans strongly desired only that worship which is commanded 
by God and wanted to rid the church of her “rags of popery.”   

c.  Doctrine:  they wanted a Confession that would guard against Roman 
Catholicism and other heresies, and that would unite the three kingdoms of 
England, Scotland, and Ireland.   

 
3.  “The Puritan faction in Parliament [had] made five attempts to appoint an assembly 

between June 1642 and May 1643, but each time King Charles refused to sign the 
bill. A sixth bill was prepared and passed as an ordinance of the House of 
Commons; and, with the agreement of the House of Lords it became effective 
without the king’s assent in June 1643” (Wikipedia).   

4.  “To implement this design, Parliament convened ‘an Assembly of learned, godly 
and judicious Divines to consult and advise of such matters and things as should be 
proposed unto them.. . .’  The Assembly consisted of 121 divines with ten lords and 
twenty commoners as assessors with equal debating and voting rights. The Church 
of Scotland was asked to send commissioners and appointed four ministers and two 
elders. The Assembly was representative of very different viewpoints in matters of 
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church government” (New International).  “The clergy were selected to represent 
four separate groups:   
a.  “The episcopalians (who supported an episcopacy) included such figures as 

James Ussher, bishop of Armagh. The episcopalian group usually did not attend 
the sessions, because the king had not authorized them.   

b.  “The presbyterians (who supported an assembly-based structure found in 
Puritanism), the largest group, included figures such as Edward Reynolds, 
George Gillespie and Samuel Rutherford. 

c.  “A small group of Independents (of the various Congregationalist views) were 
present and had the support of Oliver Cromwell, and these included Thomas 
Goodwin.”  Another prominent independent present was William Bridge.   

d.  “The Erastian representatives, such as John Lightfoot, who favored the state's 
primacy over the ecclesiastical law.   

 
5.  “Of the original 121 divines, approximately 25 never took their seats in the 

Assembly. The Parliament subsequently added 21 additional ministers to the 
Assembly (the additions being known to history as the Superadded Divines) to 
replace those ministers who had never shown up or who had died or become ill 
since the calling of the Assembly” (Wikipedia).   

6.  “The average daily attendance was between sixty and eighty members” (Wikipedia), 
“though only about twenty took a leading part in all the debates” (New 
International).  “The Assembly's first meeting was in the Henry VII Lady Chapel 
of Westminster Abbey on July 1, 1643. It later moved to the Jerusalem Chamber 
of Westminster.  
a.  “It met 1,163 times between 1643 [July 1] and 1649 [February 22], and was 

never formally dissolved by Parliament. During the Interregnum [1649-1660], it 
met generally only for judicial matters to examine ministers who presented 
themselves for ordination or induction into vacant charges.  

b.  “The Westminster Assembly was an advisory arm of the Parliament who selected 
its members, proposed its topics for discussion and delineated its scope of work. 
Parliament provided an allowance of four shillings per day for each of the divines 
to defray their expenses” (Wikipedia).   

c.  “The Assembly was not a church court, and possessed no ecclesiastical authority. 
It was simply a council summoned by Parliament to give advice and guidance to 
the civil authorities for the promotion of unity and uniformity in the work of 
Reformation” (International Dictionary).   

d.  “The first task given to the Assembly was revision of the Thirty-Nine Articles. 
The first ten weeks of the Assembly were expended in debating the first fifteen 
of the Articles. 

e.  “The Thirty-Nine Articles were not intended as a complete statement of the 
Christian faith, but of the position of the Church of England vis-a-vis the Roman 
Catholic Church and dissident Protestants” (Wikipedia).   

f.  We shouldn’t be surprised then when they were set aside in favor of a larger  
statement of faith.   
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7.  The Solemn League and Covenant.   
a.  “The civil war between the forces of Parliament and the Royalists supporting 

Charles I was at a stalemate.  
(i)  “Irish Catholics who had revolted in 1641 were threatening to join the 

Royalist side. Desperate for help, Parliament sent a delegation to the Scots 
seeking aid in their civil matter.  

(ii)  “Though the English sought to enter into a civil league for defense of civil 
liberties, the Scots quickly responded that the spirit of the contest in which 
they had been engaged (the Bishop's Wars) was of a religious character, in 
defense of religious liberty.  

 
b.  “Eventually the two sides forged a document intended to serve both causes, The 

Solemn League and Covenant.  
(i)  “This was practically a treaty between England and Scotland for the 

preservation of the reformed religion in Scotland, the reformation of religion 
in England and Ireland ‘according to the word of God and the example of the 
best reformed churches,’ and the extirpation [rooting out] of popery and 
prelacy.  

(ii)  “It did not explicitly mention presbyterianism, and included some ambiguous 
formulations which left the door open to the English Independents, another 
strong faction on the English Parliamentary side, particularly in the 
parliamentary armies.   

(iii)  “It was subscribed by many in England, Scotland, and Ireland, approved by 
the English Long Parliament, and, with some slight modifications, by the 
Westminster Assembly of Divines” (Wikipedia).  

(iv)  “The Westminster Assembly was early associated with the Solemn League 
and Covenant, approved the document, and was joined at its meeting place, St. 
Margaret's Church, Westminster, by both houses of Parliament for a formal 
swearing of the Covenant” (New International).   

(v)  “This agreement meant that the Covenanters sent another army south to 
England to fight on the Parliamentarian side in the First English Civil War.   

(vi)  “Six Scottish commissioners were appointed to travel to England to sit with 
the Westminster Assembly. The Parliaments of England and Scotland 
eventually required that all persons above the age of 18 in both countries 
swear to the oath of the Solemn League and Covenant” (Wikipedia).   

 
C.  Members of the Assembly.   

1.  Lay assessors:   
a.  Nobles.   

(1)  Algernon Percy, 10th Earl of Northumberland.   
(2)  William Russell, 5th Earl of Bedford.   
(3)  Philip Herbert, 4th Earl of Pembroke.   
(4)  William Cecil, 2nd Earl of Salisbury.   
(5)  Henry Rich, 1st Earl of Holland.   
(6)  Edward Montagu, 2nd Earl of Manchester.   
(7)  William Fiennes, 1st Viscount Saye and Sele.   
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(8)  Edward Conway, 1st Viscount Conway.   
(9)  Philip Wharton, 3rd Baron Wharton.   
(10)  Edward Howard, 1st Baron Howard of Escrick.   
 

b.  Commoners.   
(1)  John Selden.   
(2)  Francis Rouse.   
(3)  Edmund Prideaux.   
(4)  Sir Henry Vane the Elder.   
(5)  John Glynn.   
(6)  John Whyte.   
(7)  Bulstrode Whitelocke.   
(8)  Humphry Salloway.   
(9)  Mr. Serjeant Wild.   
(10)  Oliver St. John.   
(11)  Sir Benjamin Rudyard.   
(12)  John Pym.   
(13)  Sir John Clotworthy.   
(14)  John Maynard.   
(15)  Sir Henry Vane the Younger.   
(16)  William Pierpoint.   
(17)  William Wheeler.   
(18)  Sir Thomas Barrington.  
(19)  Sir John Evelyn.   
(20)  Walter Young.   

 
2.  Divines:   

1. Herbert Palmer, B. D., of Ashwell, Hertfordshire  
2. Oliver Bowles, B. D., of Sutton, Bedfordshire (near Biggleswade)  
3. Henry Wilkinson, B. D., of Maddesden, Buckinghamshire  
4. Thomas Valentine, B. D., of Chalfent Giles, Buckinghamshire  
5. William Twisse, D. D., of Newbury, Berkshire  
6. William Reyner, Egham, Surrey  
7. Hannibal Gammon, of Maugan, Cornwall  
8. Jasper Hicks, of Lawrick, Cornwall  
9. Joshua Hoyle, D. D., of Dublin, Ireland  
10. William Bridge, of Yarmouth, Cumberland  
11. Thomas Wincop, D. D., of Elesworth  
12. Thomas Goodwin, D. D., of London  
13. John Ley, of Budworth, Cheshire  
14. Thomas Case, of London  
15. John Pyne, of Bereferrars  
16. Francis Whidden, of Moreton  
17. Richard Love, D. D., of Ekington  
18. William Gouge, D. D., of Blackfriars  
19. Ralph Brownrigg, D. D., Bishop of Exeter  
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20. Samuel Ward, D. D., Master of Sydney College, Cambridge  
21. John White, of Dorchester[disambiguation needed]  
22. Edward Peale, of Compton  
23. Stephen Marshall, B. D., of Finchingfield, Essex  
24. Lazarus Seaman, B. D., of London  
25. John Harris, D. D., Warden of Winchester College  
26. George Morley, D. D., of Minden Hall  
27. Edward Reynolds, D. D., of Brampton, Northamptonshire  
28. Thomas Hill, B. D., of Tickmarsh, Northamptonshire  
29. Robert Saunderson, D. D., of Boothby-Parnell  
30. John Foxcroft, of Gotham, Nottinghamshire  
31. John Jackson, of Marsac, Northumberland  
32. William Carter, of London  
33. Thomas Thoroughgood, of Massingham, Norfolk  
34. John Arrowsmith, D. D., of King's Lynn, Norfolk  
35. Robert Harris, B. D., of Hanwell  
36. Robert Cross, B. D., of Lincoln College  
37. James Ussher, Archbishop of Armagh  
38. Matthias Styles, D. D., of Eastcheap, London  
39. Samuel Gibson, of Burleigh (Burley), Rutland  
40. Jeremiah Whittaker, of Stretton, Rutland  
41. Edmund Staunton, D. D., of Kingston, Surrey  
42. Daniel Featley, D. D., of Lambeth  
43. Francis Coke, of Yoxhall  
44. John Lightfoot, D. D., of Ashley, Staffordshire  
45. Edward Corbet, of Merton College, Oxford  
46. Samuel Hildersham, of Fetton  
47. John Langley, of West-Tuderly, Gloucester  
48. Christopher Tisdale, of Uphurstbourne, Hampshire  
49. Thomas Young, of Stowmarket, Suffolk  
50. John Philips, of Wrentham, Suffolk  
51. Humphrey Chambers, B. D., of Claverton, Somerset  
52. John Conant, B. D., of Lymington, Hampshire  
53. Henry Hall, B. D., of Norwich  
54. Henry Hatton  
55. Henry Scudder, of Colingbourne, Wiltshire  
56. Thomas Bayley, B. D., of Manningford-Bruce, Wiltshire  
57. Benjamin Pickering, of East Hoatly, Sussex  
58. Henry Nye, of Clapham  
59. Arthur Sallaway, of Severn Stoake, Worcestshire  
60. Obadiah Sedgewick, B. D., of Coggeshall, Essex  
61. Thomas Carter, of Oxford  
62. Peter Clarke, of Carnaby or Kirby, Yorkshire  
63. William Mew, B. D., of Essington, Staffordshire  
64. Richard Capel, of Pitchcombe  
65. Theodore Backhurst, of Overton Wetsville  
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66. Philip Nye, of Kimbolton, Huntingdonshire  
67. Brocket Smith, D. D., of Barkway, Hertfordshire  
68. Cornelius Burgess, D. D., of Watford, Hertfordshire  
69. John Green, of Pencombe, Herefordshire  
70. Stanley Gower, of Brampton, Herfordshire  
71. Francis Taylor, of Yalding, Kent  
72. Thomas Wilson, of Otham, Kent  
73. Anthony Tuckney, D. D., of Boston, Lincolnshire  
74. Thomas Coleman, of Bliton (Blyton), Lincolnshire  
75. Charles Herle, of Winwick, Lancashire  
76. Richard Herrick, of Manchester  
77. Richard Clayton, of Showell (Shawell), Leicestershire  
78. George Gipps, of Aylestone, Leicestershire  
79. Calibute Downing, D. D., of Hackney  
80. Jeremiah Burroughs, of Stepney  
81. Edward Calamy, B. D., of Aldermanbury, London  
82. George Walker, B. D., of London  
83. Joseph Caryl, of Lincoln’s Inn, London  
84. Sidrach Simpson, of London  
85. Anthony Burgess, of Sutton Coldfield, Warwickshire  
86. Richard Vines, of Calcot, Berkshire  
87. William Greenhill, of Stepney  
88. William Moreton, of Newcastle upon Tyne  
89. Richard Buckley  
90. Thomas Temple, B. D., of Battersey, Brednock, Wales  
91. Josias Shute, B. D., Lombard Street, London  
92. William Nicholson, D. D., afterwards Bishop of Gloucester  
93. Thomas Gataker, B. D., of Rotherhithe  
94. James Welby, of Sylatten, Denbyshire, Wales  
95. Christopher Pashly, D. D., of Hawarden, Flintshire, Wales  
96. Henry Tozer, B. D., of Oxford  
97. William Spurstow, D. D., of Hampden, Buckinghamshire  
98. Francis Cheynel, D. D., of Petworth, Chichester  
99. Edward Ellis, B. D., of Gilsfield  
100. John Hacket, D. D., of St. Andrew’s London  
101. Samuel de la Place, — French Congregations  
102. John de la March, — French Congregations  
103. Matthew Newcomen, of Dedham, Essex  
104. William Lyford, of Sherbourne  
105. William Carter, of Dynton, Northumberland  
106. William Lance, of Harrow, London  
107. Thomas Hodges, of Kensington  
108. Andrew Perne, of Wisby  
109. Thomas Westfield, D. D., Bishop of Bristol  
110. Henry Hammond, D. D., of Penshurst, Kent  
111. Nicholas Proffit, of Marlborough, Wiltshire  
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112. Peter Sterry, of London  
113. John Erle, of Bishopston  
114. John Gibbon, of Waltham  
115. Henry Painter, B. D., of Exeter  
116. Thomas Micklethwait, of Cherryburto  
117. John Wincop, D. D., of St Martin-in-the-Fields  
118. William Price, of St. Paul's Covent Garden  
119. Henry Wilkinson, R. D., of St. Dunstan’s  
120. Richard Holdsworth, D. D., of Cambridge   
121. William Dunning, of Godalston.   

 
3.  Superadded Divines:   

1. John Bond, of Oxford  
2. Samuel Boutlton, of Middlesex  
3. Richard Byfield, of Surrey  
4. Philippé Delmé  
5. William Goad  
6. Humphrey Hardwick  
7. Christopher Love  
8. William Massam  
9. Daniel Cawdrey, of Great Billing, Northamptonshire  
10. Robert Johnson, of Yorkshire  
11. Thos. Dillingham, of Dean  
12. John Maynard, of Sussex  
13. William Newscore  
14. John Strickland, B. D. of New Sarum, Wiltshire  
15. Mr. Strong, of Westminster  
16. John Ward  
17. Thomas Ford, of Bedfordshire  
18. John Drury, of Middlesex  
19. William Rathband, of Highgate  
20. Simeon Ashe, of St. Bride’s, Cardigan, Wales   
21. Mr. Moore 

 
4.  Scottish Commissioners:   

a.  Elders.   
(1)  John Maitland, 1st Duke of Lauderdale.   
(2)  Archibald Johnston, Lord Warriston.   

 
b.  Ministers.   

(1)  Alexander Henderson, of Edinburgh.   
(2)  George Gillespie, of Edinburgh.   
(3)  Samuel Rutherford, of St. Andrews.   
(4)  Robert Baillie, of Glasgow.   
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D.  The Main Work of the Assembly.   
1.  “On October 12, 1643, the Westminster Assembly received a directive from 

Parliament that the divines should forthwith ‘confer and treat among themselves of 
such a discipline and government as may be most agreeable to God’s holy word, 
and most apt to procure and preserve the peace of the church at home, and nearer 
agreement with the Church of Scotland and other Reformed Churches abroad.’  
a.  “The Assembly abandoned work on the Thirty-Nine Articles and proceeded to 

create an entirely new set of documents.   
b.  “Over the next four years, the Assembly produced and forwarded to Parliament 

‘The Directory for the Publick Worship of God’, ‘The Form of Presbyterial 
Church Government’, a ‘Shorter Catechism’ and ‘Larger Catechism’, and a 
creedal statement, ‘The Westminster Confession of Faith’.  

c.  “The House of Commons insisted that the Assembly include scriptural proof 
texts with the Confession and the two catechisms. The divines also examined and 
approved the use of Rouse's [Francis Rouse, 1579-1659] metrical version of the 
Psalter in general worship.   

d.  “All of these documents were debated fiercely.  
(i)  “The Erastians, Presbyterians and Independents could never agree on church 

government.  
(ii)  “The Independents were thoroughly congregational in their view of church 

officials. They resisted the idea of church courts and held that members of 
each congregation should have all power and authority. They agreed that each 
congregation should choose their own minister, but they opposed regulation 
and correction of those choices by presbyteries.  

(iii)  “The Erastians believed in civil authority over the ecclesiastical. In their 
minds the civil magistrate, being Christian, should have jurisdiction instead of 
church courts. Sin was to be punished by civil courts, and ecclesiastical bodies 
should be forbidden from withholding sacraments or excommunication. 

 
2.  “The Westminster Standards were adopted by the Church of Scotland by a special 

act in 1647, and with minor adjustments became the subordinate standards of 
Presbyterian Churches throughout the English-speaking world. Some of these have 
in recent years relegated the standards to ‘historic document’ status” (New 
International).   

3.  “The completed work of the Westminster Assembly was eventually adopted with 
revisions in England, but was revoked during the Restoration in 1660. All of the 
documents were embraced by the Church of Scotland. Further, they formed the 
cornerstone of the Presbyterian Church and other reformed churches as they 
established themselves throughout Europe and America.  (Wikipedia).   

 
E.  The Documents.   

1.  Form of Government.   
a.  “After having spent a few weeks in discussing the doctrines of the Thirty-nine 

Articles of the Church of England, the Assembly was required by the Parliament 
to direct its deliberations to the important topics of Discipline and a Directory of 
Worship and Church Government.  
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b.  “On the 17th day of October 1643, accordingly, the Assembly took into 
consideration, first, the subject of Government. The whole matter was very fully 
argued, chiefly on scriptural grounds, during the remainder of that year, and 
throughout the whole of 1644, with numerous delays and interruptions; and when 
completed was not ratified by the English Parliament, but allowed to lie dormant 
in the hands of the Committee of Accommodation till June 1646. But a copy of it 
was transmitted to Scotland, laid before the General Assembly, and approved by 
that body on the 10th of February 1645.  

c.  “It contains a very distinct statement of the supremacy of Christ, of the Church, 
of its Office- bearers, of Congregations and their Office-bearers, of Church 
Courts and their jurisdiction through all their ascending gradations, Sessions, 
Presbyteries, Provincial Synods, and General Assemblies, and of all that relates 
to the Ordination of Ministers. These topics are all succinctly and clearly stated, 
and supported by proofs from Scripture. No other proof, by reasoning, or 
reference to tradition, or the practice of primitive Christianity, or of other 
Churches, is given; because the Assembly regarded nothing as having any 
authority in regard to the Church but the Word of God. But if any person should 
wish to know the reasonings of the assembly on the subject of Church 
government, he may find them in their fullest form in the volume commonly 
designated ‘The Grand Debate’” (Hetherington).   

 
2.  Directory of Public Worship.   

a.  “The Directory of Public Worship was another of the strictly theological subjects 
which engaged the attention of the Westminster Assembly. As the whole Prelatic 
system had been abolished before the Assembly met, and as the enforcement of 
its Liturgy and ceremonies had already been the cause of such prolonged contests 
and excessive afflictions in England, till nearly all its truly evangelical ministers 
had been forced to join the Puritans, and in doing so had already adopted a purely 
scriptural form of public worship, the Assembly had little to do but to state, in 
their own well-weighed and concise terms, a Directory of Public Worship in 
which nearly all were already agreed.  

b. “This was accordingly done during the course of 1644, its various topics being 
taken up from time to time, in the intervals between their discussions on more 
controverted matters.  

c.  “The Directory was transmitted to Scotland along with the subject of Church 
Government, and approved by the General Assembly on February 3, 1645” 
(Hetherington).   

 
3.  Confession of Faith.   

a.  “When the Assembly was about to begin the important task of preparing a 
Catechism, it was suggested that it would be more prudent first to prepare a 
Confession of Faith, and then the Catechism might be so constructed as to 
contain no doctrinal proposition but what was in the Confession, and thereby be a 
preparatory training for the subsequent study of that graver work.  

b.  “The mode in which the Assembly carried on its work has been already 
described, and need not be repeated, further than by stating that a re-arrangement 
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of the committees was made with express reference to the framing of the 
Confession, so that the primary committee, appointed to prepare and arrange the 
main propositions which were to be submitted to the Assembly, was composed 
entirely of its most able and learned divines.  These were, Dr Hoyle, Dr Gouge, 
Messrs Herle, Gataker, Tuckney, Reynolds, and Vines, with the four Scottish 
commissioners, Henderson, Rutherford, Baillie, and Gillespie. Henderson was 
already well prepared for entering on this most important task, having been 
requested by the General Assembly of the Scottish Church, in the year 1641, to 
draw up a new and full Confession of Faith, which the Church might adopt; and 
although this had not been actually produced, yet the subject had been thereby 
placed definitely before his capacious mind, and must have frequently engaged 
his thoughts.   

c.  “These learned and able divines began their labours by arranging, in the most 
systematic order, the various great and sacred truths which God has revealed to 
man; and then reduced these to thirty-two distinct heads or chapters. These were 
again subdivided into sections; and the committee formed themselves into 
several sub-committees, each of which took a specific topic, for the sake of exact 
and concentrated deliberation. When these subcommittees had completed their 
respective tasks, the whole results were laid before the entire committee, and any 
alterations suggested, and debated till all were of one mind, and fully agreed as to 
both doctrine and expression. And when any title or chapter had been thus 
thoroughly prepared by the committee, it was reported to the Assembly, and 
again subjected to the most minute and careful investigation, in every paragraph, 
sentence, and even word. All that learning the most profound and extensive, 
intellect the most acute and searching, and piety the most sincere and earnest, 
could accomplish, was thus concentrated in the Westminster Assembly’s 
Confession of Faith, which may be safely termed the most perfect statement of 
Systematic Theology ever framed by the Christian Church.   

d.  “In the preliminary deliberations of the committee the Scottish divines took a 
leading part, for which they were peculiarly qualified; but no report of these 
deliberations either was or could be made public. The results alone appeared, 
when the committee, from time to time, laid its matured propositions before the 
Assembly. And it is gratifying to be able to add, that throughout the deliberations 
of the Assembly itself, when composing, or rather formally sanctioning, the 
Confession of Faith, there prevailed almost an entire harmony. There appear, 
indeed, to have been only two subjects on which any difference of opinion 
existed among them.  
(i)  “The one of these was the doctrine of election, concerning which Baillie 

informs us that they had ‘long and tough debates;’ the other was about the 
leading proposition of the chapter entitled, ‘Of Church Censures,’ viz., ‘The 
Lord Jesus, as King and Head of his Church, hath therein appointed a 
government in the hand of Church-officers, distinct from the civil magistrate.’  

(ii)  “This proposition the Assembly manifestly intended and understood to 
contain a principle directly and necessarily opposed to the very essence of 
Erastianism, and it was regarded in the same light by the Erastians 
themselves; hence it had to encounter their most strenuous opposition.  
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(iii)  “It was, however, somewhat beyond the grasp of the lay members of the 
Assembly, especially since their champion, Selden, had in a great measure 
withdrawn from the debates after his signal discomfiture [humiliation] by 
Gillespie . . .” (Hetherington).   

(iv)  “Many stories were told in Scotland of the debating powers of young 
Gillespie as seen on the floor of the Westminster Assembly. Selden was one 
of the greatest lawyers in England, and he had made a speech one day that 
both friend and foe felt was unanswerable. One after another of the 
Constitutional and Evangelical party tried to reply to Selden's speech, but 
failed. 'Rise, George, man,' said Rutherford to Gillespie, who was sitting 
with his pencil and note-book beside him. 'Rise, George, man, and defend the 
Church which Christ hath purchased with His own blood.' George rose, and 
when he had sat down, Selden is reported to have said to some one who was 
sitting beside him, 'That young man has swept away the learning and labour of 
ten years of my life.' Gillespie's Scottish brethren seized upon his note-book to 
preserve and send home at least the heads of his magnificent speech, but all 
they found in his little book were these three words: Da lucem, Domine; Give 
light, O Lord” (Alexander Whyte).   

(v)  To continue, “It was, however, somewhat beyond the grasp of the lay 
members of the Assembly, especially since their champion, Selden, had in a 
great measure withdrawn from the debates after his signal discomfiture 
[humiliation] by Gillespie; and consequently it was carried triumphantly, the 
single dissentient voice being that of Lightfoot, the other Erastian divine, 
Coleman, having died before the conclusion of the debate. The framing of the 
Confession occupied the Assembly somewhat more than a year. After having 
been carefully transcribed, it was presented to the Parliament on the 3d of 
December 1646. The House of Commons required the proof by Scripture texts 
to be added. This also was done, and a completed copy again laid before the 
House on the 29th day of April 1647. Finally, on the 27th of August 1647, the 
General Assembly of the Church of Scotland passed an act approving the 
Confession of Faith, with a caveat in the concluding sentence of that act, 
guarding against some portions of it which might be construed as yielding too 
much to the authority of the civil magistrate. This Act will be found in all the 
common editions of the Confession of Faith, and deserves to be noticed” 
(Hetherington).   

 
4.  Objections against Confessions answered:  Why we need a Confession.   

a.  Confessions usurp Scripture:  “There have been many objections urged against 
the use of Creeds and Confessions of Faith; but almost the only objection which 
is now attempted with any degree of confidence, is that which accuses 
Confessions of usurping a position and authority due to divine truth alone. This 
objection itself has its origin in an erroneous view of what a Confession of Faith 
really is, and wherein the necessity of there being a Confession consists. That 
necessity does not lie in the nature of the truth revealed to man; but in the nature 
of the human mind itself. A Confession is not a revelation of divine truth, it is 
‘not even a rule of faith and practice, but a help in both,’ to use the words of 
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the Westminster Confession itself; but it is a declaration of the manner in 
which any man, or number of men – any Christian, or any Church – 
understands the truth which has been revealed. Its object is, therefore, not 
to teach divine truth; but to exhibit a clear, systematic, and intelligible 
declaration of our own sentiments, and to furnish the means of ascertaining 
the opinions of others, especially on religious doctrines.   

b.  The Church must know what it believes and what it is to teach:  “The 
Christian Church, as a divine institution, takes the Word of God alone, and 
the whole Word of God, as her only rule of faith; but she must also frame 
and promulgate a statement of what she understands the Word of God to 
teach. This she does, not as arrogating any authority to suppress, change, or 
amend anything that God’s Word teaches; but in discharge of the various 
duties which she owes to God, to the world, and to those of her own 
communion. Since she has been constituted the depositary of God’s truth, it 
is her duty to him to state, in the most distinct and explicit terms, what she 
understands that truth to mean. In this manner she not only proclaims what 
God has said, but also appends her seal that God is true. Thus a Confession of 
Faith is not the very voice of divine truth, but the echo of that voice from souls 
that have heard its utterance, felt its power, and are answering to its call. And, 
since she has been instituted for the purpose of teaching God’s truth to an erring 
world, her duty to the world requires that she should leave it in no doubt 
respecting the manner in which she understands the message which she has to 
deliver. Without doing so, the Church would be no teacher, and the world might 
remain untaught, so far as she was concerned. For when the message had been 
stated in God’s own words, every hearer must attempt, according to the 
constitution of his own mind, to form some conception of what these words 
mean; and his conceptions may be very vague and obscure, or even very 
erroneous, unless some attempt be made to define, elucidate, and correct them. 
Nor, indeed, could either the hearers or the teachers know that they understood 
the truth alike, without mutual statements and explanations with regard to the 
meaning which they respectively believe it to convey.   

c.  The Church must promote and confirm knowledge, and guard her members 
from error:  “Still further, the Church has a duty to discharge to those of its 
own communion. To them she must produce a form of sound words, in 
order both to promote and confirm their knowledge, and also to guard them 
against the hazard of being led into errors; and, as they must be regarded as 
all agreed, with respect to the main outline of the truths which they believe, 
they are deeply interested in obtaining some security that those who are to 
become their teachers in future generations shall continue to teach the same 
divine and saving truths. The members of any Church must know each other’s 
sentiments; must combine to hold them forth steadily and consistently to the 
notice of all around them, as witnesses for the same truths; and must do their 
utmost to secure that the same truths shall be taught by all their ministers, and to 
all candidates for admission. For all these purposes the formation of a Creed, or 
Confession of Faith, is imperatively necessary; and thus it appears that a Church 
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cannot adequately discharge its duty to God, to the world, and to its own mem-
bers, without a Confession of Faith. 

d.  The Church has always had a Confession:  “There never has been a period 
in which the Christian Church has been without a Confession of Faith, 
though these Confessions have varied both in character and in extent. The 
first and simplest Confession is that of Peter: ‘Thou art the Christ, the Son 
of the living God.’ That of the Ethiopian treasurer is similar, and almost 
identical: ‘I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.’ This Confession 
secured admission into the Church; but without this, admission could not 
have been obtained. It was not long till this simple and brief primitive 
Confession was enlarged; at first, in order to meet the perverse notions of the 
Judaizing teachers, and next, to exclude those who were beginning to be tainted 
with the Gnostic heresies. It then became necessary, not only to confess that 
Jesus Christ was the Son of God, but also that Jesus Christ was come in the flesh, 
in order to prevent the admission, and to check the teaching, of those who held 
that Christ’s human nature was a mere phantasm or appearance. In like manner 
the rise of any heresy rendered it necessary, first, to test the novel tenet by the 
Word of God and by the decision of the Holy Spirit, and then to add to the 
existing Confession of Faith a new article, containing the deliverance of the 
Church respecting each successive heresy. Thus, in the discharge of her duty to 
God, to the world, and to herself, the Church was constrained to enlarge the 
Confession of her Faith. But this unavoidable enlargement ought not to be 
censured as unnecessarily lengthened and minute; for, let it be observed, that it 
led to a continually increasing clearness and precision in the testimony of what 
the Church believes, and tended to the progressive development of sacred truth.   

e.  It is a protection against recurring heresy:  “Further, as the need of a 
Confession arises from the nature of the human mind, and the enlargement 
of the Confession was caused by the successive appearance and refutation of 
error, and as the human mind is still the same, and prone to the same 
erroneous notions, the Confession of Faith, which contains a refutation of 
past heresies, furnishes, at the same time, to all who understand it, a ready 
weapon wherewith to encounter any resuscitated heresy. The truth of this 
view will be most apparent to those who have most carefully studied the various 
Confessions of Faith framed by the Christian Church. And it must ever be 
regarded as a matter of no small importance by those who seek admission into 
any Church, that in its Confession they can obtain a full exhibition of the terms 
of communion to which they are required to consent. The existence of a 
Confession of Faith is ever a standing defence against the danger of any Church 
lapsing unawares into heresy. For although no Church ought to regard her 
Confession as a standard of faith, in any other than a subordinate sense, still it is 
a standard of admitted faith, which the Church may not lightly abandon, and a 
term of communion to its own members, till its articles are accused of being 
erroneous, and again brought to the final and supreme standard, the Word of God 
and the teaching of the Holy Spirit, sincerely, humbly, and earnestly sought in 
faith and prayer.   
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5.  The Catechisms.   
a.  “A plan similar to that already described was also employed in preparing those 

admirable digests of Christian doctrine, the Larger and Shorter Catechisms, and 
so far as can be ascertained, by the same committee. For a time, indeed, they 
attempted to prosecute the framing of both Confession and Catechisms at once; 
but after some progress had been made with both, the Assembly resolved to 
finish the Confession first, for reasons already stated. By this arrangement they 
wisely avoided the danger of subsequent debate and delay. Various obstacles; 
however, interposed, and so greatly impeded the progress of the Assembly, that 
the Catechisms were not so speedily completed as had been expected. They were 
at length presented to the House of Commons, the Shorter on the 5th of 
November 1647, and the Larger on the 14th of April 1648. Both were transmitted 
to Scotland, carefully examined by the General Assembly, and approved, the 
Larger by an Act passed on the 2d July 1648, and the Shorter, on the 28th July 
1648.   

b.  “It is not necessary to state the systematic method of the Catechisms, as that has 
been done with regard to the Confession, which they closely followed, with one 
very important exception, the Catechisms contain nothing relative to Church 
government, but are purely doctrinal. This might arise very naturally from the 
consideration that as a catechism is intended chiefly for the use of children, it 
ought not to contain any thing unsuited to their period of life and stage of mental 
development. This very prudent omission has already been productive of the 
most beneficial results, from the ready access which it secured to all parties who 
agreed in doctrine, but contended fiercely on the subjects of form and 
government. Results, even more beneficial than ever, may be hoped for as likely 
to arise from the same happy omission. Scottish Presbyterianism, split asunder as 
it is into three great sections, yet all retaining their hereditary regard for the 
Shorter Catechism, so long used as the very basis of Scottish education, may yet 
combine in determining that it shall not cease to be universally employed in 
conveying religious instruction to the minds of their children, and their children's 
children through all succeeding generations. Such a result would itself secure that 
the labours of the Westminster Assembly had not been in vain.  

c.  “There is one anecdote connected with the formation of the Shorter Catechism, 
both full of interest and so very beautiful that it must not be omitted. In one of 
the earliest meetings of the committee, the subject of deliberation was to 
frame an answer to the question, "What is God?" Each man felt the 
unapproachable sublimity of the divine idea suggested by these words; but 
who could venture to give it expression in human language! All shrunk from 
the too sacred task in awe struck, reverential fear. At length it was resolved, 
as an expression of the committee's deep humility, that the youngest 
member should make the attempt. He modestly declined, then reluctantly 
consented; but begged that the brethren would first unite with him in prayer 
for divine enlightenment. Then in slow and solemn accents he thus began his 
prayer: ‘O God, thou art a spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in thy 
being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.’  When he 
ceased, the first sentence of his prayer was immediately written by one of the 
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brethren, read, and adopted, as the most perfect answer that could be 
conceived, as, indeed, in a very sacred sense, God’s own answer, given to 
prayer and in prayer, descriptive of himself. Who, then, was the youngest 
member of the committee? When we compare the birth-dates of the respective 
members of the committee, we find that George Gillespie was the youngest by 
more than a dozen years. We may, therefore, safely conclude that George 
Gillespie was the man who was thus spiritually guided to frame almost 
unconsciously this marvellous answer” (Hetherington).   

 
F.  Why we should study the Confession and teach it to our children.   

1.  It is not Scripture, but as it reflects what Scripture says, it is invaluable.   
2.  The Catechisms and Confession comprise a course in Theology.   
3.  Learning their content and teaching it to our children can be a great blessing both to 

the church and state.   
4.  Thomas Manton, quotes an unnamed author in the dedication of the Westminster 

Confession of Faith:   
a.  “The author having bewailed the great distractions, corruptions, ‘and divisions 

that are in the Church, he thus represents the cause and cure: " Among others, a 
principal cause of these mischiefs is the great and common neglect of the 
governors of families, in the discharge of that duty which they owe to God for 
the souls that are under their charge, especially in teaching them the doctrine of 
Christianity. Families are societies that must be sanctified to God as well as 
Churches; and the governors of them have as truly a charge of the souls that are 
therein, as pastors have of the Churches. But, alas, how little is this considered or 
regarded! But while negligent ministers are (deservedly) cast out of their places, 
the negligent masters of families take themselves to be almost blameless. They 
offer their children to God in baptism, and there they promise to teach them the 
doctrine of the gospel, and bring them up in the nurture of the Lord; 'but they 
easily promise, and easily break it; and educate their children for the world and 
the flesh, although they have renounced these, and dedicated them to God. This 
covenant-breaking with God, and betraying the souls of their children to the 
devil, must lie heavy on them here or here... after. They 'beget children, and keep 
families, merely for the world and the flesh: but little consider what a charge is 
committed to them, and what it is to bring up a child for God, and govern a 
family as a sanctified society.   

b.  ‘O how sweetly and successfully would the work of God go on, if we would but 
all join together in our several places to promote it! Men need not then run 
without sending to be preachers; but they might find that part of the work that 
belongeth to them to be enough for them, and to be the best that they can be 
employed in. Especially women should be careful of this duty; because as they 
are most about their children, and have early and frequent opportunities to 
instruct them, so this is the principal service they can do to God in this world, 
being restrained from more publick work. And doubtless many an excellent 
magistrate hath been sent into the Commonwealth, arid many an excellent pastor 
into the Church, and many a precious saint to heaven, through the happy prepara-
tions of a holy education, perhaps by a woman that thought herself useless and 
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unserviceable to the Church. Would parents but begin betimes, and labour to 
affect the hearts of their children with the great matters of everlasting life, and to 
acquaint them with the substance of the doctrine of Christ, and, when they find in 
them lie knowledge and love of Christ, would bring them then to the pastors of 
the Church to be tried, confirmed, and admitted to the further privileges of the 
Church, what happy, well-ordered 'Churches might we have! Then one pastor 
need not be put to do the work of two or three hundred or thousand governors of 
families, even to teach their children those principles which they should have 
taught them long before; nor should we be put to preach to so many miserable 
ignorant souls, that be not prepared by education to understand us; nor should we 
have need to shut out so many from holy communion upon the account of 
ignorance, that yet have not the grace to feel it and lament it, nor the wit and 
patience to wait in a learning state, till they are ready to be fellow-citizens with 
the saints, and of the household of God. But now they come to us with aged self-
conceitedness, being past children, and yet worse than children still; having the 
ignorance of children, but being overgrown the teachableness of children; and 
think themselves wise, yea, wise enough to quarrel with the wisest of their 
teachers, because they have lived long enough to have been wise, and the 
evidence of their knowledge is their aged ignorance; and they are readier to flee 
in our faces for Church-privileges, than to learn of us, and obey our instructions, 
till they are prepared for them, that they may do them good; like snappish curs, 
that will snap us by the fingers for their meat, and snatch it out of our hands; and 
not like children, that stay till we give it them. Parents have so used them to be 
unruly, that ministers have to deal but with too few but the unruly. And it is for 
want of this laying the foundation well at first, that professors themselves are so 
ignorant as most are, and that so many, especially of the younger sort, do 
swallow down almost any error that is offered them, and follow any sect of 
dividers that will entice them, so it be but done with earnestness and plausibility. 
For, alas! though by the grace of God their hearts may be changed in an hour, 
(whenever they understand but the essentials of the faith,) yet their 
understandings must have time and diligence to furnish them with such 
knowledge as must stablish them, and fortify them against deceits. Upon these, 
and many the like considerations, we should entreat all Christian families to take 
more pains in this necessary work, and to get better acquainted with the 
substance of Christianity. And, to that end, (taking along some moving treatises 
to awake the heart,) I know not what work should be fitter for their use, than that 
compiled by the Assembly at Westminster; a Synod of as godly, judicious 
divines, (notwithstanding all the bitter words which they have received from 
discontented and self-conceited men,) I verily think, as ever England saw. 
Though they had the unhappiness to be employed in calamitous times, when the 
noise of wars did stop men's ears, and the licentiousness of wars did set every 
wanton tongue and pen at liberty to reproach them, and the prosecution and event 
of those wars did exasperate partial discontented men to dishonour themselves by 
seeking to dishonour them; I dare say, if in the days of old, when councils were 
in power and account, they had had but such a council of bishops, as this of 
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presbyters was, the fame of it for learning and holiness, and all ministerial 
abilities, would, with very great honour, have been transmitted to posterity.   

c.  ‘I do therefore desire, that all masters of families would first study well this work 
themselves, and then teach it their children and servants, according to their 
several capacities. And, if they once understand these grounds of religion, they 
will be able to read other books more understandingly, and bear sermons more 
profitably, and confer more judiciously, and hold fast the doctrine of Christ more 
firmly, than ever you are like to do by any other course. First, let them read and 
learn the Shorter Catechism, and next the Larger, and lastly, read the Confession 
of Faith’” (pp. 8-10).   
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