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TEACHING THROUGH THE WESTMINSTER CONFESSION OF FAITH

Introduction

LESSON 001 TEACHER NOTES

Scripture Demands we Confess

TEACHING NOTE

The very nature of God’s revelation to us demands that we confess it. This is the natural implication
of being told about the glories and mercies of God that we would seek to tell others, not through
thoughtless repetition, but through hearing, meditating, understanding, and proclaiming. This
process internalizes the Word of God even when the words we are using for understanding were
written hundreds or even thousands of years ago.

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another
in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness
in your hearts to God. Colossians 3:16

TEACHING CONTENT

Learning the Truth: The Word of God stands alone in terms of authority, but it was never meant to
stand alone in practice. It is God’s Word and as such man can add nothing to it, but God built into
His design for the church that the Word should be taught and explained. Think of Ezra giving the
sense of the Word to the people and of the interaction between Ethiopian Eunuch and Philip in Acts
8, "So Philip ran to him and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet and asked, “Do you understand
what you are reading?” And he said, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” The Spirit enlightens
our hearts to understand, but Christians are meant to be taught the Word by parents, pastors, and
elders in the church. It is only the Spirit who can open the eyes of the believer to know the truths of
the scripture, but the Spirit works through ordinary means more often than unusual ones. (Nehemi-
ah 8:8, Acts 8:26-40, Ephesians 4:11-12, 2 Timothy 2:2)

Systematizing the Truth: If your mom tells you to clean your room, you understand that command
in context. You know your mom and her authority over you, you know where you live and which
room is your responsibility, you know from past experience what cleaning is and what it will look
like when it’s finished. We do the same thing with the scripture, understanding the verse in light of
the paragraph, the paragraph in light of the section, section in light of the book, book in light of the
other books of the bible, seeking to read different genres in light of how they were intended. The
Westminster Confession speaks of this by saying that everything we need to know is “...either ex-
pressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from
Scripture...” When we organize and systematize theology we are not adding anything to the scrip-
ture, but seeking to faithfully understand it in context. Confessions offer a systematic understanding
of the scripture that cannot be achieved without that diligence. (Luke 24:27, Acts 20:27, 2 Timothy
2:15, WCF 1.6)
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Owning the Truth: A consistent demand of the scriptures is that we hide it away in our hearts. This
does involve memorizing scripture, but it also means understanding the scripture so that we can ap-
ply it appropriatelly in various situations. Tools like confessions and catechisms aid with that, again
not by adding anything to the scripture, but by providing helpful summaries of the system of doc-
trine taught in scripture. For example, if someone asked you about the trinity, you know “There are
three persons in the Godhead; the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost; and these three are one God,
the same in substance, equal in power and glory.” The Trinity is taught from Genesis to Revelation,
but there is no one verse that says all of that, so what the catechism provides is a pithy, but biblically
faithful answer. (Psalm 119:11, Joshua 1:8, 2 Timothy 1:13, 1 Peter 3:15)

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why is it important to do more than simply read the scriptures?

God calls us not just to read words, but to understand, meditate on, and internalize His truth. Reading
alone can remain surface-level; we need to grasp how the whole counsel of God connects and applies to
our lives and then live it out.

2. Scripture holds absolute authority on its own, God designed it to be taught and explained
through the church. Why do you think God chose to use ordinary human relationships:
parents, pastors, and mentors, rather than leaving us to figure out the Bible entirely on our
own?

God delights to work through ordinary means of grace to remind us of the supernatural reality of our
salvation. By receiving the Word from vessels of clay our attention is directed from the messenger to the
One who gave the message. God is the Good Shepherd, and so He has given His people under shep-
herds. Being taught in community protects believers from the grievous errors that come from uncorrect-
ed ignorance.

3. We saw the example of how commands only make sense when understood in their wider
context. What are some practical dangers that happen when we isolate single verses rather
than viewing them in light of the whole Bible?

Isolating verses leads to proof-texting and inventing doctrines foreign to the text. It obscures the overar-
ching message of Scripture, which points entirely to Christ.

4. We are called to be able to defend our faith, how do confessions and catechisms help with
that?
They summarize doctrines taught across the whole Bible into clear, unified, and memorable statements.
They provide precise, historically vetted vocabulary to articulate truth clearly and refute common errors.
They anchor our answers in the historic, orthodox consensus of the church rather than novel personal
ideas.

5. Colossians 3:16 calls us to let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly so that we can teach
and encourage one another. How are confessions and catechisms a helpful tool towards ac-
complishing that goal?

Their pithy, structured format aids in memorizing and digesting deep biblical truths while also giving us
a common vocabulary and understanding with our brothers and sisters in the local congregation. They
also guard our daily mutual encouragement against drift into shallow or misleading teaching, by putting
the troubles of life in the context of the whole counsel of God.
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We Steward the Faith

TEACHING NOTE

Christian faith is not something we invented, nor is it something we are ever free to reinvent. Our
duty to God is not only to understand and live out our Faith in submission to the Word, but to be
able to articulate that to the world and to the next generation of believers. Confessions and cate-
chisms are incredibly helpful tools for us to understand, apply, and teach the truths of the scripture
to the next generation, by keeping us safe from error and by giving us a vocabulary and set of con-
cepts to summarize and explain the Word to any who should ask.

But I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed, and I am convinced
that he is able to guard until that day what has been entrusted to me. Follow the
pattern of the sound words that you have heard from me, in the faith and love
that are in Christ Jesus. By the Holy Spirit who dwells within us, guard the good
deposit entrusted to you. 2 Timothy 1:12-14

TEACHING CONTENT

Fidelity over Novelty: We need systematic theological statements not only to understand the scrip-
ture for ourselves, but in order to test and try what is being taught. The human inclination is to seek
out new and interesting things, but that is death and hell in theology for the simple fact that God
and His Word have not changed. Though faithfully applying the truths of scripture in each passing
generation may look different, the fundamental truths of the scripture will not ever change. We have
been called to receive an inheritance of sound words and to pass it on to the next generation uncor-
rupted. Think of it like buried treasure, the location of which is passed on from generation to gener-
ation. You don’t want your grandpa adding his own twist, because that won’t change the physical lo-
cation of the treasure, it is where it is. We do believe that the church makes progress in understand-
ing throughout history: in precision, clarity, and understanding. For example the Westminster
Confession speaks more clearly about the Trinity than the Apostles’ Creed, but both confess the same
thing in terms of fundamental theology. (Acts 17:11, Galatians 1:8-9, 2 Timothy 4:3-4, Jude 1:3)

Passing It On: One of the key reasons we shouldn’t innovate in theology is because we have been
given the task of passing it on to the next generation. Even if you never have kids, as a member of
the church you promise at every infant baptism to “undertake the responsibility of assisting the par-
ents in the Christian nurture of this child.” We have a duty to steward our own theology well in or-
der to pass it on faithfully to the next generation. In order to do this task well we must: understand
the Word, be able to articulate the truths of the Word, and preserve the doctrines of the Word. There
is no safer and better way to do that than studying the confessions and catechisms of your church.
(Deuteronomy 6:6-7, Psalm 78:4-7, 2 Timothy 2:2)
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.

Why does human nature naturally crave novel, trendy theological ideas, and why is novelty
so hazardous to sound Christian doctrine?

God designed mankind to fill the earth and subdue it, this naturally requires curiosity, learning, growing,
inventing, but the fall corrupted our nature and motivations so that now our hearts are “idol factories”
as Calvin put it. So we constantly seek new ways to dethrone God and to increase our own power and
glory. So innovations in theology are, by definition, a rejection of God’s authority to tell us what to do
and when. Small compromises lead to big heresy down the line.

. Paul tells Timothy to guard the deposit entrusted to him. What does it look like practically

for a modern Christian to “guard” biblical doctrine?

Answers will vary. It can mean to learn and know the truth in such a way as to be able to discern false-
hood when they hear it and avoid the foolish innovations of much of modern Christianity.

. How do the confessions and catechisms of our church serve as a reliable filter to test what

we hear from modern teachers, books, and podcasts against the whole counsel of God?

It offers a quick guardrail. For instance, if a popular author minimizes the total depravity of man, denies
the bodily resurrection, or treats extra-biblical writings as Scripture, our confessions immediately alert us
that this contradicts the whole counsel of God.

. The truths we confess every Sunday have been tested, refined, and upheld through cen-

turies of church history, how should that give you confidence when facing modern skepti-
cism and theological confusion?

It assures us that our faith is not a fragile, individualistic opinion, but the tested, public consensus of the
global church of all ages preserved by the Holy Spirit across trials and controversies.

. What happens to the spiritual health of a church when one generation neglects the disci-

plined, doctrinal instruction of the next generation?

It very rapidly destroys itself. Historically denominations go astray generationally. It is very rare for a
generation to abandon the faith in their own lifetimes, usually the way it works is that they fail to ex-
plain the faith winsomely and well and so their kids don’t know the important things to hold to.
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References — Introduction

— Carl Trueman, Why Christians Need Confessions
opc.org/nh.html?article_id=771

— Carl Trueman, The Credal Imperative

Glossary — Introduction

A note on these definitions: this glossary was compiled with the help of Al, drawing on a number of sources. | am not the author
of these definitions and do not claim them as my own work. They are offered as a study aid; Scripture and the Westminster
Standards remain the authority.

Absolute —God is most absolute in that He depends upon nothing outside Himself and is bound by noth-
ing but His own perfect nature. He is not conditioned, limited, or determined by any external thing, for
all things derive from Him while He derives from none. His being and His decrees rest entirely upon His
own free and sovereign will.

Apostles' Creed —An early Christian statement of faith summarizing core biblical doctrine. Though not
authored directly by the apostles, it is so named because it faithfully expresses the apostolic doctrine of
the New Testament church.

Athanasian Creed —A detailed historic Christian creed that carefully defines the Trinity and the incarna-
tion of Christ, strongly emphasizing the equality of the three divine persons and the two natures of
Christ, and defending essential Trinitarian and Christological truth.

BCO —The constitutional document that outlines the government, discipline, and worship standards for
a Presbyterian denomination.

Belgic Confession —A historic Reformed confession of faith written in 1561 by Guido de Bres, serving as
one of the Three Forms of Unity used by continental Reformed churches.

Bodily Resurrection —The truth that Christ rose from the dead in the same body in which He suffered,
and that at the last day all the dead will be raised with the selfsame bodies, reunited to their souls. The
righteous will be raised to honor and the unjust to dishonor. The Christian hope is not escape from the
body but the redemption of the body.

Calvin, John —Sixteenth-century French Reformer whose systematic theology and pastoral leadership in
Geneva became foundational for Reformed churches; author of the Institutes of the Christian Religion.

Canons of Dordt —Five doctrinal points formulated at the Synod of Dort (1618-1619) in response to
Arminianism, defining the Five Points of Calvinism and forming one of the Three Forms of Unity.

Catechism —A summary of Christian doctrine, usually in question-and-answer form, used to teach the
faith clearly and help believers memorize it. The Westminster Shorter and Larger Catechisms are the cate-
chisms of our church. A catechism adds nothing to Scripture; it organizes what Scripture teaches so that
it can be learned, remembered, and passed on.
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Church Membership —The formal belonging of a believer to a local congregation, entered by public
vows and including the oversight and care of the elders. The Confession teaches that the visible church is
“the house and family of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation.” Christ did not
save us to live alone, but joined us to His body, and He cares for His sheep through faithful shepherds in
the local church.

Confession —The public declaration or formal written summary of biblical doctrines and convictions
held by believers and the church.

Continental Reformed Churches —Protestant churches that trace their heritage to the Reformation on
the European continent (especially Switzerland, the Netherlands, Germany, and France), defined histori-
cally by the Three Forms of Unity.

Creed —A brief summary of the essential truths of the Christian faith, such as the Apostles’ Creed, the
Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian Creed. The word comes from the Latin credo, “I believe.” The historic
creeds are faithful summaries of Scripture received by the church across the ages, though, like all confes-
sions, they stand under the authority of the Word.

Doctrine —The body of authoritative biblical teachings and foundational principles of the Christian faith.

Elder —A man ordained to the office of spiritual oversight, teaching, and governance of the congrega-
tion, divided into two types: teaching elders (ministers) and ruling elders.

Evangelical —A term describing churches and Christians that teach salvation by grace through faith
alone and are committed to the authority of Scripture and the proclamation of the gospel.

Family Worship —Regular household devotions led by the head of the home, typically consisting of read-
ing Scripture, prayer, singing praise, and catechizing.

Godhead —The divine nature or Deity—the one, undivided, infinite essence that is God. The single
Godhead subsists eternally in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, who are one in substance, pow-
er, and eternity. To speak of the Godhead is to speak of the fullness of what it is to be God.

Good and Necessary Consequence —Not every Christian doctrine appears word-for-word in the Bible.
Some truths must be drawn out by carefully reasoning from what Scripture clearly teaches. The Reformed
principle of good and necessary consequence holds that a doctrine carries full biblical authority whether
it is explicitly stated in the text or logically and necessarily follows from what the text says. The doctrine
of the Trinity is the classic example: the word never appears in Scripture, yet the doctrine is clearly
taught there.

Good Deposit —The apostolic body of sound doctrine and biblical truth entrusted to the church to
guard, practice, and pass down uncorrupted.

Heidelberg Catechism —A Reformed catechism (1563) known for its warm, devotional tone and struc-
ture around Guilt, Grace, and Gratitude; one of the Three Forms of Unity.

Hell —The place of everlasting punishment, where the wicked who know not God and obey not the
gospel are cast into eternal torment and punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the
Lord. Hell is not a place of chaos outside of God’s rule but the righteous expression of His justice against
sin. There is no one in hell who does not deserve to be there, and there is no one in heaven who does.
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Heresy —A false teaching or error that fundamentally departs from and undermines essential biblical
truth.

Holy Spirit —The third person of the Trinity, eternally proceeding from the Father and the Son, who ap-
plies redemption through regeneration, indwells believers, and sanctifies them progressively.

Infant Baptism —The covenant sign and seal applied to the children of believers, marking them as mem-
bers of the visible church and heirs of God’s covenant promises.

Internalizing —The act of taking God’s Word deeply into one’s heart and mind through meditation, un-
derstanding, and personal conviction.

Membership Vows —Public promises made by a believer when joining a local congregation, affirming
faith in Christ, submission to biblical church government and discipline, and mutual commitment to love,
serve, and support fellow members.

NAPARC —North American Presbyterian and Reformed Council; a fellowship of confessional Presbyterian
and Reformed denominations.

Nicene Creed —The fundamental Christian creed formulated at Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381),
defining orthodox Trinitarian teaching and affirming the deity of the Son and Holy Spirit.

Ordinary Means of Grace —The primary outward instruments ordained by God—principally the Word,
sacraments, and prayer—through which the Holy Spirit works salvation and spiritual growth in believers.

Orthodox —Conforming faithfully to the historic, established, and biblical faith of the church.

Patristic Fathers —Early Christian theologians and church leaders of the first five centuries whose writ-
ings helped clarify and defend foundational doctrine concerning the Trinity, Christology, and the canon.

PCA —The Presbyterian Church in America; a conservative, confessional Presbyterian denomination
formed in 1973, committed to the inerrancy of Scripture and the Westminster Standards.

Persons —The three distinct persons in the one God: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. They are
not three gods, not three parts of God, and not three names for one person. Each is fully God, sharing the
one undivided divine substance, and they are distinguished from one another by their eternal relations:
the Father begets, the Son is begotten, and the Spirit proceeds.

Presbyterian —A biblical system of church government by representative elders (presbyters) through lo-
cal sessions, regional presbyteries, and general assemblies.

Proof-texting —The misuse of individual Bible verses, pulled out of their context, to support an idea the
passage does not actually teach. Citing Scripture to support doctrine is right and good; the Westminster
Divines did it throughout the Confession. The problem is ignoring context. Each verse must be read in
light of its passage, its book, and the whole counsel of God.

Reformed —The theological tradition emerging from the Protestant Reformation, characterized by a
commitment to God’s absolute sovereignty in salvation, covenant theology, and confessional standards.

Revelation —God’s direct act of making His character, will, and redemptive purpose known to mankind,
culminated in the written Scriptures. See also Natural Revelation and Special Revelation.
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Spirit —A being without body or material parts, immaterial and invisible. To confess God as “a most pure
spirit” affirms that He has no physical form and is not composed of parts, but is simple, whole, and undi-
vided in His being. As spirit, He is present everywhere and is perceived not by the senses but known
through His revelation.

Subordinate Standards —Confessions and catechisms that possess secondary, derived authority in the
church, always subject to the supreme authority of Scripture.

Substance —The essential divine nature shared identically, fully, and indivisibly by the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit.

Systematic Theology —The orderly arrangement of all biblical doctrine by topic, demonstrating the har-
mony and consistency of God’s revelation across Scripture.

Teaching Elder —A minister of the Word ordained to the office of elder with the specific calling to
preach, administer the sacraments, and shepherd the congregation, equal in office to ruling elders.

The Father —The first person of the Trinity. The Confession says “the Father is of none, neither begotten
nor proceeding.” He planned salvation from eternity, chose a people in Christ, sent the Son into the
world, and, with the Son, sends the Spirit. Through Christ, believers are adopted as His children and may
call Him “Abba, Father.”

The Son —The second person of the Trinity, eternally begotten of the Father, who became incarnate as
Jesus Christ to accomplish redemption and now reigns at the Father’s right hand.

Theology —In its narrow sense, the study of God Himself; in its broad sense, the systematic study of
everything God has revealed in Scripture.

Three Forms of Unity —The confessional standards of continental Reformed churches, consisting of the
Belgic Confession, Heidelberg Catechism, and Canons of Dort.

Total Depravity —The Reformed doctrine that the fall has corrupted every facet of human nature, leav-
ing humanity spiritually dead and wholly unable to turn to God on its own.

Trinity —The biblical truth that the one true God eternally exists as three distinct, co-equal persons:
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Under Shepherds —Pastors and elders ordained to watch over, feed, and guide the local flock of God un-
der the authority of Christ, the Good Shepherd.

Visible Church —The church as outwardly seen on earth: all who profess the true religion together with
their children.

Westminster Assembly —The 1643-1649 assembly of theologians, pastors, and parliamentarians called
to produce the Westminster Standards for the churches of England, Scotland, and Ireland.

Westminster Confession of Faith —The confession of faith written by the Westminster Assembly in the
1640s and published in 1647. It is a summary of the system of doctrine taught in Scripture, organized in
thirty-three chapters, and it serves, with the Larger and Shorter Catechisms, as the doctrinal standard of
Presbyterian churches such as the PCA. It is a subordinate standard, always under the authority of
Scripture.
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Westminster Confessional Churches —Reformed churches adhering to Presbyterian government and
the Westminster Standards.

Westminster Larger Catechism —A detailed catechism produced by the Westminster Assembly for com-
prehensive doctrinal instruction, particularly suited for ministers and teachers.

Westminster Standards —The Westminster Confession of Faith, the Larger Catechism, and the Shorter
Catechism together, produced by the Westminster Assembly in the 1640s. They are the doctrinal stan-
dards of Presbyterian churches such as the PCA. They are subordinate standards, always under Scripture,
but they are a faithful summary of the system of doctrine taught in Scripture.

Whole Counsel of God —The complete, comprehensive scope of God’s revealed truth and purpose con-
tained across all of Scripture.

LESSON CONTENT MONERGISM STUDY GUIDE
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