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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

THE Shorter Catechism, composed by the Assembly of Divines at
Westminster, with assistance of Commissioners from the Church of

Scotland, being approved by the General Assembly of the said church in
1648, and ratified by the Estates of Parliament in the year following, is above
any recommendation of ours; having its praises already in all the churches
of Christ, abroad and at home, among whom it has been justly admired as
a masterpiece of its kind, both for the fullness of its matter, and the
compendious and perspicuous manner in which it is expressed.

Although it is only a human composure, yet being “a form of sound
words,” agreeable unto, and founded on the word of God, it ought to be
held fast, and earnestly contended for, by all the lovers of truth, in opposition
to the contrary errors that are revived and raging in our day; and, in order
hereto, it ought to be considered, that a divine faith is due to the words of
the Holy Ghost supporting it, as the evident proofs thereof.

Nothing tends more to the advantage and well-being of the church than
sound standards of doctrine, worship, and government, because, as they
are a strong bulwark against contrary errors and opinions, so they tend to
preserve truth in its purity, and the professors of it in unity and harmony
among themselves. On the other hand, there is nothing more galling to the
adversaries of truth than such public standards, because they are a very
severe check and curb upon their unbounded and licentious liberty, being
directly levelled against their erroneous schemes and plainly discovering
the harmonious chain of scripture truth in opposition to them.

The divine warrant for such composures is abundantly clear from 2 Tim.
1:13, where we read of the “form of sound words,” wherein Paul instructed
Timothy; and Heb. 5:12, of “the first principles of the oracles of God;” and
chap. 6:1, of “the principles of the doctrine of Christ.”—Besides, there are
several summaries, or compendious systems of divine truth, recorded in
scripture; such as Exod. 20:2-18; Matt. 6:9-14; 1 Tim. 3:16; and Tit. 2:11-15,
with many others, which are the examples, or patterns, upon which the
Christian churches, both in ancient and latter times, have deduced, from
the pure fountain of the word, the principal articles of their holy religion,
as a test and standard of orthodoxy amongst them.



10

The Shorter Catechism sets forth the principles of Christianity in the most
excellent method and order. It would be tedious to give a particular analysis
or division of the several heads of divinity, according to the order of the
Catechism. But, in general, the method of it may be taken up under these
four comprehensive articles, namely, the chief end, the only rule, the glorious
object, and the great subject of the Christian religion.

I. The chief end of the Christian religion, which is the glorifying or God,
and the enjoying him for ever. QUESTION 1.

II. We have the only rule of the Christian religion described,
1. In its matter; which is the word of God, contained in the scriptures of

the Old and New Testaments. QUESTION 2.
2. In its principal parts; which are, first, what man is to believe concerning

God; and then the duty which God requires of man. QUESTION 3.
III. The glorious object of the Christian religion, which is God, considered,
1. Essentially, in his spiritual nature, infinite perfections, and in his most

perfect unity and simplicity. QUESTION 4, 5.
2. Relatively or personally, in the three distinct persons of the Godhead;

and in the consubstantiality, and absolute equality of these persons.
QUESTION 6.

3. Efficiently, in his acts and operations, which are either immanent and
essential, such as his decrees; or transient and external, such as his works
of creation and providence, wherein he executes his decrees. QUESTION 7-11.

IV. The great subject of the Christian religion, which is man, considered,
1st, In his state of innocence, where the covenant of works is opened.

QUESTION 12.
2dly, In his state of nature, together with the sinfulness and misery of

that state. QUESTION 13-19.
3dly, In his state of grace, or begun recovery; where the Catechism treats,
1. Of the nature of the covenant of grace. QUESTION 20.
2. Of the Mediator of the covenant; who is described, in his person,

offices, humiliation, exaltation, and in the application of his purchased
redemption by the Holy Spirit. QUESTION 21-31.

3. Of the benefits of the covenant; in this life, at death, at the resurrection,
and through all eternity. QUESTION 32-38.

4. Of the duties by which we evidence our covenant relation and
gratitude to God, in the Ten Commandments, as connected with their
Preface. QUESTION 39-81.

PREFACE
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1. The Rev. Mr. Ralph Erskine, of Dunfermline.

5. Of man’s utter inability to obey the law in this life. QUESTION 82.
6. Of the aggravation and desert of sin. QUESTION 83, 84.
7. Of the means by which our salvation is carried on and perfected at

death: the internal means, faith and repentance; the external means, the
word, sacraments, and prayer. QUESTION 85, to the end.

The First Part of this catechetical treatise ends with QUESTION 38, What
benefits do believers receive from Christ at the resurrection? containing the
doctrines we are to believe concerning God. The Second Part respects the
duty which God requires of man.

The materials of the following Catechism are collected by several
ministers; and it was recommended to three of their number to revise what
should be done by so many hands, that there might be a uniformity of style
and method, and that repetitions might be prevented as much as possible.
It has pleased the Lord to take home to himself one1 of these three, who
assisted in the composing and revising of this First Part; but, though he be
dead, he yet speaketh, and will be spoken of, for his excellent works (which
have already, or may hereafter see the light), by all those who shall have
any relish or taste for sound doctrine and experimental godliness. Whatever
loss the Second Part of this Catechism may sustain by the removal of such
an able and skilful hand, the other two make not the least doubt but the
Lord would carry on this work with as great or greater advantage, though
they were laid in the grave likewise.

Meantime, that what is here presented to public view may be blessed of
God, for the edification of souls, is, in the name of our brethren, the earnest
prayer of

EBENEZER ERSKINE.
JAMES FISHER.

FEBRUARY, 1753.

PREFACE
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ADVERTISEMENT TO THE THIRD EDITION

THE words of the Shorter Catechism, being devised with the greatest
judgement, and with a peculiar view, both for establishing scripture-

truth, and likewise for refuting contrary errors, they are therefore, in this
edition, particularly taken notice of; and to distinguish them, they are put
in Italics, that the reader may the more easily discern how they are explained
in this treatise.

As the Confession of Faith and Larger Catechism are granted to be the best
interpreters of the Shorter, the latter is carefully explained by the former,
and several of the following questions and answers framed from these
standards, as will easily appear by the quotations taken from them, and
the references made unto them.

In this edition, almost every answer is confirmed by the scriptures;
many are added, where they were formerly wanting, and several exchanged,
for those that are thought more apposite. In the former impressions, the
scripture-proofs were, mostly, subjoined to the end of the answer; but now,
each scripture is immediately annexed to that part of the answer it is
designed to confirm, that it may be consulted with greater certainty, and
less trouble, by those who incline to bring every position here advanced, to
the unerring rule and standard of the Word. Some of the longer answers
are divided into two or more, for sake of the memory; and some additional
questions are interspersed through the whole, for illustration. A short Index
is likewise annexed, of the most material things in both Parts.

I have employed my spare time for several months, in studying to make
this Edition as correct and useful to the public as I could; and now I leave
it in the hands of the God of Truth, that he may use it for the purposes of
his own glory, in edifying the body of Christ, till they all come, in the unity
of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man,
unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.

JAMES FISHER.
GLASGOW, Jan. 14, 1765.
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THE
SHORTER CATECHISM

EXPLAINED
QUESTION 1. What is the chief end of man?
ANSWER: Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him for
ever.

Q. 1. What is meant by man’s chief end?
A. That which ought to be man’s chief aim and design; and that which

he should seek after as his chief happiness.
Q. 2. What ought to be man’s chief aim and design?
A. The glory of God. 1 Chron. 16:28, 29—“Give unto the Lord, ye

kindreds of the people,—give unto the Lord the glory due unto his name.”
Q. 3. What should he seek after as his chief happiness?
A. The enjoyment of God. Isa. 26:8—“The desire of our soul is to thy

name, and the remembrance of thee.”
Q. 4. What connexion is there between the glorifying God, and the

enjoyment of him?
A. They are connected by rich and sovereign grace, persuading and

enabling the sinner to embrace Jesus Christ as the only way to God and
glory. Eph. 2:8—“By grace are ye saved, through faith, and that not of
yourselves; it is the gift of God.” John 14:6—“I,” says Christ, “am the way;
no man cometh unto the Father, but by me.”

Q. 5. Does the chief end exclude subordinate ends?
A. No; for, in aiming principally at the glory of God, men may use the

supports of natural life for refreshing their bodies. 1 Cor. 10:31; and be
diligent in their particular callings, that they may provide for themselves
and their families, 1 Thess. 4:11, 12; 1 Tim. 5:8.

Q. 6. Why ought the glory of God to be the chief end and design of man?
A. Because it is God’s chief end in man’s creation, preservation,

redemption, and regeneration. Prov. 16:4—“The Lord hath made all things
for himself;” and therefore it ought to be man’s chief end likewise. 1 Cor.
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6:19, 20—“Ye are not your own; for ye are bought with a price: therefore
glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God’s.”

Q. 7. How manifold is the glory of God?
A. Twofold; his essential and his declarative glory.
Q. 8. What is God’s essential glory?
A. It is what he is absolutely in himself. Exod. 3:14—“I AM THAT I AM.”
Q. 9. What is his declarative glory?
A. His showing, or making known his glory, to, in, and by his creatures,

Isa. 44:23; 2 Thess. 1:10.
Q. 10. Can any creature whatsoever add any thing to God’s essential glory?
A. No; for his essential glory is infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, Job 35:7.
Q. 11. Do not the heavens and the earth, and all inferior creatures, glorify

God?
A. Yes; in a passive way, all his works praise him. Psalm 19:1, and

145:10.
Q. 12. How ought man to glorify God?
A. Man being endued with a reasonable soul, ought to glorify God in

an active way, Psalm 63:4, by declaring his praise, Psalm 103:1, 2; and
essaying to give him the glory due to his name, Psalm 96:7, 8.

Q. 13. How was man to glorify God in a state of innocence?
A. By a perfect, personal, and perpetual obedience to his law, Gen. 1:27;

and by giving him the glory of all his works, chap. 2:19.
Q. 14. Has man answered his chief end?
A. No; for, “all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God,” Rom.

3:23.
Q. 15. Has God then lost his end in making man?
A. No; for God will glorify his justice and power upon some, and his

grace and mercy upon others of Adam’s family, Rom. 9:22, 23.
Q. 16. Was ever God glorified by a perfect obedience since Adam’s fall?
A. Never, until CHRIST, the second Adam, appeared as a new covenant

head, Isa. 42:21, and 49:3.
Q. 17. How did Christ, the second Adam, glorify God, as our surety and

representative on earth?
A. By finishing the work the Father gave him to do. John 17:4.
Q. 18. What was the work the Father gave him to do?
A. It was to assume a holy human nature, Luke 1:35; to yield a perfect sinless

obedience to the whole law, Mat. 3:15; and to give a complete satisfaction to
justice, for man’s sin, by his meritorious sufferings and death, Luke 24:26.
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Q. 19. How does Christ glorify God in heaven?
A. By appearing in the presence of God for us, Heb. 9:24, and applying,

by the power of his Spirit, that redemption which he purchased by the price
of his blood on earth, Tit. 3:5, 6.

Q. 20. When is it that a sinner begins uprightly to aim at the glory of God?
A. When, through a faith of God’s operation, he believes in Christ: Acts

8:37, 39.—“The eunuch answered and said, I believe that Jesus Christ is the
son of God.—And he went on his way rejoicing.”

Q. 21. Can no man glorify God acceptably, unless he first believe in Christ?
A. No; for, “Without faith it is impossible to please him.” Heb. 11:6; and,

“Whatsoever is not of faith is sin,” Rom. 14:23.
Q. 22. How is it that faith in Christ glorifies God?
A. As it sets its seal to the record of God, John 3:33; and unites us to

Christ, from whom only our fruit is found, Hos. 14:8.
Q. 23. Is not God glorified by the good works of believers?
A. Yes; “herein,” says Christ, “is my Father glorified, that ye bear much

fruit,” John 15:8.
Q. 24. What are these fruits brought forth by believers, by which God is

glorified?
A. They may be summed up in faith working by love, Gal. 5:6; or, their

aiming, in the strength of Christ, at universal obedience to the law, as the
rule of duty. Phil. 4:13—“I can do all things through Christ which
strengtheneth me.”

Q. 25. How should we glorify God in eating and drinking?
A. By taking a right to the supports of natural life, through the second

Adam, the heir of all things, who has purchased a covenant right to
temporal, as well as spiritual mercies, for his people, 1 Cor. 3:21-23; and
thankfully acknowledging God for the same, 1 Tim. 4:4, 5.

Q. 26. How must we glorify God in our religious worship, and other
acts of obedience?

A. By doing all that we do in the name of the Lord Jesus, Col. 3:17;
worshipping God in the Spirit, rejoicing in Christ Jesus, and having no
confidence in the flesh, Phil. 3:3.

Q. 27. What is it, next to the glory of God, we should aim at?
A. Next to God’s glory, we should aim at the enjoyment of him, Psalm

73:25, 26.
Q. 28. Why should we aim at the enjoyment of God?
A. Because he is the chief good of the rational creature, Psalm 116:7;

and nothing else besides him, is either suitable to the nature, or satisfying
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2. That which raises to a higher status, i.e. inheritance.
3. An agreement, as between lovers, to meet at a certain time and place.

MAN’S CHIEF END

to the desires of the immortal soul, Psalm 144:15.
Q. 29. How may a finite creature enjoy an infinite God?
A. By taking and rejoicing in him, as its everlasting and upmaking2

portion, Psalm 16:5, 6, and 48:14.
Q. 30. Did our first parents, in a state of innocence, enjoy God?
A. Yes; there was perfect friendship and fellowship between God and

them; for, “God made man upright,” Eccl. 7:29.
Q. 31. What broke that blessed friendship and fellowship?
A. Sin: our iniquities have separated between us and our God, and our

sins have hid his face from us, Isa. 59:2.
Q. 32. Can a sinner, in a natural state, enjoy God, or have any fellowship

with him?
A. No; for, “What communion hath light with darkness? and what

concord hath Christ with Belial?” 2 Cor. 6:14, 15.
Q. 33. How may a lost sinner recover the enjoyment of God, and

fellowship with him?
A. As we lost it by our fall in the first Adam, so it can only be recovered

by union with a second Adam, Rom. 5:18-19; for there is no coming to God
but by him, John 14:6.

Q. 34. When is it that a sinner begins to enjoy God?
A. When, having received Christ by faith, he rests upon him, and upon

God in him, for righteousness and strength, Isa. 45:24; and out of his
fullness receives, and grace for grace, John 1:16

Q. 35. What are the external means by, or in which, we are to seek after
the enjoyment of God?

A. In all the ordinances of his worship, public, private and secret; such
as the word read and heard, the sacraments, prayer, meditation, fasting,
thanksgiving, and the like.

Q. 36. Are the saints of God admitted to enjoy him in these?
A. Yes; they are the trysting-places3  where his name is recorded, and to

which he has promised to come and bless them, Ex. 20:24—“In all places
where I record my name, I will come unto thee, and I will bless thee.”

Q. 37. What scripture-evidence have we, of their enjoying God in the
duties and ordinances of his appointment?

A. We find them much employed in religious duties, Song 3:1-3; and
expressing the utmost regard for the ordinances of his grace, Psalm 84:1, 2.


