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Lecture 1 
 
Question 1 
What is the chief end of Man? 
 
Answer: 
Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and enjoy Him forever. 
 

It needs nothing more to make it evident that it has been the custom of Christ’s church 
from its very beginning to draw up the main and most necessary points of faith into something 
commonly referred to as a Body of Divinity than to point to Paul in his advice to Timothy See 
II Timothy 1:13 which says “Hold onto the pattern of sound teaching that you have heard from 
me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.”  The great usefulness of this custom is 
witnessed in that it is profitable for all sorts of Christians.  It is of great use for younger people, 
that they may become principled in the truth and preserved from being drawn away with false 
beliefs which may result from a confused knowledge and the lack of being taught correctly from 
the beginning.  Proper doctrine is necessary for ministers of the Gospel, to teach and help 
them, to boil down their doctrines to the proper and fundamental basis from which these 
doctrines originate.  For everyone who professes belief in our faith, a body of divinity is 
extremely advantageous as an aid when reading the Scripture and testing doctrine for its 
scriptural truth.  The reduction of these main doctrines or points of faith into a catechism for 
the instruction of the young is not original to recent times.  The early church had its 
“Catechumeni”, believers who were questioned regarding the beliefs of the faith in detail in 
order for them to take communion.  Nor are there obscure footsteps for a catechism in the 
Scripture.  The word translated “instructed” in Luke 1:4 [So that you may know the certainty of 
the things about which you have been instructed.) signifies catechism. The same word is used in 
Acts 18:25  [This man had been instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in spirit, he 
spoke and taught the things about Jesus accurately, although he knew only John’s baptism] and 
in Galatians 6:6 [The one who is taught the message must share all his good things with the 
teacher.].  The word “instructed” refers to being taught the basics of any art of any kind and, in 
the New Testament, is applied to the basics of the Christian religion.  It is commonly used by 
those who profess to believe in Christianity and this is evident because all churches in all 
nations and among all different branches of Christianity have their catechisms. 

There have been various methods used to compile these systems of beliefs but, more 
generally accepted among us recently, is that of this catechism.  I have not gone into detail 
regarding this, but in the second lecture I shall go deeper into the subject.  This will have the 
benefit of clearing up the sense of doctrine as needed, removing objections and satisfying cases 
of conscience which come from them. 

In regards to the method of the catechism in general, we may observe that the greatest 
thing which all rational and immortal creatures have most to inquire about is HAPPINESS.  The 
substance of this inquiry may be reduced to two main points, or gathered up into two 
questions, namely, “What is happiness?” and “How may it be obtained?”  This means that the 
whole doctrine related to these two questions will revolve around either the ends or the means 
of the questions.  Happiness properly consists in attaining our end, and this is reached by 
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correctly using the means which are suitable and proper.  The end, though it may come last in 
the course of actions, yet is the first thing because we make it our intention from the start.  The 
end is the first thing to come into our consideration and the means are fitted to it to accomplish 
the end.  The better the end is known, the better we can judge the means we will use.  A man 
cannot rationally tell what he is to do until he understands what he aims for.  Therefore all the 
arts and sciences are best to be defined by the ends they wish to accomplish, because 
everything that is studied under them is to be reduced to this and the dignity, worth or 
excellence of every type of work or study is to be judged by how well they accomplish their 
goals. 
 The art or doctrine which we now consider is divinity or religion; and not every religion 
but the Christian religion or that which is suited to direct and guide fallen man to glory.  That 
such a doctrine exists is not hard to prove for if there is such a happiness provided for fallen 
man, then there must be a way to bring him to it, and, consequently, there must be a Rule to 
move along in that way and show him how to conduct himself in it.  That is religion. 
 The special worth of this doctrine, in which it shows itself to excel all others, 
demonstrates its worth in the end to which it points men and that end is happiness, of which 
nothing can be more excellent or desirable. 
 The first question of the catechism together with its answer is a key to all the rest 
because all of theology refers back to these two.  It is therefore necessary to state this case 
correctly.  For this purpose, I shall take an account of the thing aimed at in the question and 
then proceed to give the right meaning to the answer. 
 FIRST:  In the question, we are to carefully note what the question is about.  In this there 
are two points. 
 I. It is about man’s end or purpose.  Therefore man is properly and particularly 
concerned with this.  Until a workman knows the end he is working toward, he cannot work 
wisely.  For how can he choose and use the means available to him unless he knows the 
purpose toward which he works?  The reason most men lead such wasted lives and act so 
inappropriately is because they do not know what they live for nor to where their actions will 
lead them.  Now when we inquire about man’s end, we should observe: 
  1. Negatively:  The question is not about the things which most men make their 
end in practical terms or persuade themselves is their purpose.  The purpose of theology is to 
tell us what is true and by so doing it gives us light to discover what is wrong.  Fallen man is 
unhappy in this because he has lost his true end or purpose and looks for it in other places 
which are so varied that they are also endless.  See Ecclesiastes 7:29 which says “Only see this:  
I have discovered that God made people upright, but they pursued many schemes.” 
  2. Positively or in the affirmative:  There are three things to which this especially 
intends. 
   1.  What is that end to which man is to aim at by the commanded 
precept?  Or what is it that God would choose for man to make his end?  The fact that man falls 
short of the rule does not nullify the rule.  Man’s duty still remains.  The force of the command 
is not deprived of its strength.  Whether man follows the rule or not in practical terms, yet it is 
his duty to make this his end.  God appointed him to do so and it is man’s sin to do otherwise.  
For this reason, these two things are put together.  See Romans 3:23 which says “For all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 
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   2. What is that end which most properly suits the nature of man?  What 
is most proper and rational for him to follow?  And in the making of a choice regarding this, 
how can he discover true wisdom?  According to that read Job 28:28 which says “He said to 
mankind, “The fear of the Lord is this: wisdom.  And to turn from evil is understanding.””  For as 
when God wrought the works of creation, he had a design in every creature which he made.  So 
in this he displayed his infinite wisdom, in that he suited all the creatures’ natures and ends to 
each individually.  This then is the end to which man, if he knows himself and his natural 
constitution, will propose to himself as what he was made for and that all his faculties were 
suited to it before the time that sin depraved them. 
   3.  What is that end which, if reached by him, will make him happy?  Man 
is a creature that was made capable of happiness, which no creature inferior to him can ever 
attain.  Therefore God was pleased to appoint such an end to man, so that if he attains it he 
would be blessed forever.  Every other created thing attains its goodness by reaching its end 
but man by reaching his end gains happiness.  And so we read in Isaiah 56:2 which says “Happy 
is the man who does this, anyone who maintains this, who keeps the Sabbath without 
desecrating it, and keeps his hand from doing any evil.”  Or James 1:25 which says “But the one 
who looks intently into the perfect law of freedom and perseveres in it, and is not a forgetful 
hearer but one who does good works – this person will be blessed in what he does.”  And if he 
falls short of it, he makes himself miserable. 
 II. It is man’s chief end or purpose which we will here inquire after.  The question 
takes it for granted that a man may have various ends of which he persuades himself as he acts.  
These ends he proposes to himself not only as they appear in practice, or through mistakes but 
in all cases legitimately and in accordance with the rules.  There are various purposes and 
varieties of operations to which man is appointed.  From this there are various arts and sciences 
with which man has to guide him and every art has its distinct end or purpose.  But we are to 
understand here that theology or religion has its own glory and worthy position in that its 
business is to consider man’s chief end.  That a man may and must have various ends in his 
operations is evident for two reasons. 
  1. There is often a hierarchy in the means.  It is so in every art.  There are a great 
many steps to be taken in the way to that end which is firstly and most importantly aimed at.  
Yes, nature itself follows such an order.  See Hosea 2:21, 22.  [On that day I will respond – this is 
the Lord’s declaration.  I will respond to the sky, and it will respond to the earth.  The earth will 
respond to the grain, the new wine, and the oil, and they will respond to Jezreel.]  A man does 
one thing for another and that for another and so on until he comes to a rest in something 
which has no relationship to the first thing.  This hierarchy produces many ends because that 
for which a thing is done has a relationship with the end for which it was done.  In this way a 
carpenter cuts one piece of lumber for a groundsel, another for a post, etc. even though all of 
them will be used to build a house. 
  2. Because a man carries various capacities or relations to which he is to refer his 
related actions and to work to complete them.  A man may be a member of a civil or religious 
society and, as such, he is to seek the good and prosperity of that society.  What he does as 
such a member ought to look to that responsibility.  He may have the care of a family.  He may 
have various responsibilities to provide for and complete.  Therefore he must make his end or 
purpose in the many things which he does.  To this purpose the apostle speaks in I Corinthians 
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7:33-34.  [But a married man is concerned about the things of the world – how he may please 
his wife – and his interests are divided.  An unmarried woman or a virgin is concerned about the 
things of the Lord, so that she may be holy both in body and in spirit.  But a married woman is 
concerned about the things of the world – how she may please her husband.]  Man has a bodily 
life to take care of, food and clothing to provide and this is a labor appointed to him as his 
particular calling.  He is to make this the end which is only second to his chief end.  See 
Ecclesiastes 6:7.  [All man’s labor is for his stomach, yet the appetite is never satisfied.] 
 Now among all these ends of which a man persuades himself, there is and must be one 
that is his chief end, one that is preferable to all the rest and wins the prize which is above all 
others.  The reason is because there is something for which he was specially and ultimately 
made.  It will also be seen that there are mainly three notes by which our chief end is to be 
judged: 
   1.  That man’s best and highest good consist in the attainment of this 
chief end.  It is a rule in logic “finis et bonum convertuntur” (Latin: the end and goodness of a 
thing are the same).  If then there are degrees of goodness in the things aimed at, there must 
be degrees in the ends.  If one thing is better than another and consequently if there is a best 
good, then there is a chief end.  For if something is best, then there is only one of it.  The truth 
of this is hinted at in the words of Christ.  See Matthew 19:17 which says “Why do you ask me 
about what is good?” He said to him.  “There is only One who is good.  If you want to enter into 
life, keep the commandments.””  In other words, there is an eminent, superlative good.  Yes, a 
goodness compared to which the goodness of all other things disappears. 
   2. All other ends ought to serve the goal of reaching the chief end, simply 
as one of many means.  For that which is subordinate always looks forward and points to that 
which is supreme.  That end is the chief end and every other end plays its part and only benefits 
man in that it helps him to the enjoyment of that chief end.  And that there is such a chief end 
is certain.  It is an established maxim that all the arts are servants to religion and what are the 
arts but rules to direct man on how to attain the ends which are merely subordinate?  Man 
labors that he may eat, he eats that he may live and, if that is all his happiness (merely to live) 
how is he better than a beast?  The apostle plainly assures us that there is one point in which all 
human actions center and that of necessity must be man’s chief end.  See I Corinthians 10:31 
which says “Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for God’s 
glory.” 
   3.  That which is only an end and not a means.  All subordinate ends are 
also means respectively.  As we look back from them, we see they are ends but as they look 
forward, they are means to achieve the chief end.  But the end which is the chief end serves no 
other end as a means.  It is in that chief end that man ought to rest and in the fruition of it to 
count himself as happy as he is capable of being made.  He is to take it for his undivided share.  
So it is written in Lamentations 3:24 which says “I say: The Lord is my portion, therefore I will 
put my hope in him.”  There must be such an end for man or man can never be blessed because 
he could never find his resting place.  He would be left in a labyrinth, carried on in an endless 
pursuit of happiness. 
 
Here the great case belongs, that is to say: 
How shall a man know if his ends are right? 
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The preceding discussion, if it is carefully considered, will give light to the resolution of this 
question.  From there we may gather these satisfactory conclusions.  If our ends are right: 
 1.  We have an end, and we can ascertain that it is the chief end.  There is one end so 
appointed and unless we identify it properly, we will be in error.  That if man does not love this 
chief end or work towards that chief end, then he has in himself no chief end and therefore is 
standing on nothing.  Hear the psalmist in Psalm 73:25 when he says “Who do I have in heaven 
but you?  And I desire nothing on earth but you.” 
 2.  We have chosen that to be our last end, which God has commanded us to do.  There 
is but one, and if we do not choose that end, we labor under a delusion.   For there is no other 
which will truly make us happy if we obtain it.  God has not left it to man’s arbitrary choice to 
set up whatever end he decides upon, but has shown him what is good and directed him to 
take hold of it.  See Deuteronomy 30:19 which says “I call heaven and earth as witnesses 
against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse.  Choose life so 
that you and your descendants may live.” 
 3.  We pursue all other inferior ends for the sake of the last end but we pursue the last 
end for its own sake.  Religion does not disallow the other ends but only relegates them to their 
proper place.  It gives them their place and if we do so too, we do well.  And when we endeavor 
to follow the inferior ends, this is done to help and encourage us in following them to the last 
end and not to hold us back.  When we labor, both to carry on the inferior ends 
notwithstanding the last end and moving forward by means of the inferior ends to achieve the 
last end, we rest when we have come to that end by means of the inferior ends.  See I Peter 
4:11 which says “If anyone speaks, it should be as one who speaks God’s words; if anyone 
serves, it should be from the strength God provides, so that God may be glorified through Jesus 
Christ in everything.  To Him belong the glory and power forever and ever.  Amen.” 
 4.  We are more moderate and less concerned in our pursuit of the other ends but 
insatiable in our pursuit of the chief end.  As to the lesser ends, Paul directs us in acting 
correctly about them in I Corinthians 7:29-30 which says “And I say this, brothers: The time is 
limited, so from now on those who have wives should be as though they had none, those who 
weep as though they did not weep, those who rejoice as though they did not rejoice, though 
who buy as though they did not possess.”  As to the chief end, Scripture describes how we 
should pursue it in terms of hungering, thirsting, longing, panting, fainting of the soul after it as 
we read in Psalm 42:1, 2 which says “As a deer longs for streams of water, so I long for you, 
God.  I thirst for God, the living God.  When can I come and appear before God?” 
 5.  We can cheerfully endure disappointment in the lesser ends and count ourselves as 
having gained through the loss if it brings us closer to the chief end.  So said Paul in 
Philippians 3:7 which says “But everything that was a gain to me, I have considered to be a loss 
because of Christ.”  And Philippians 1:18-19.  [What does it matter?  Just that in every way, 
whether out of false motives or true, Christ is proclaimed.  And in this I rejoice.  Yes, and I will 
rejoice because I know this will lead to my deliverance through your prayers and help from the 
Spirit of Jesus Christ.]  So also in Hebrews 10:34 which says “For you sympathized with the 
prisoners and accepted with joy the confiscation of your possessions, knowing that you 
yourselves have a better and enduring possession.”  And so John the Baptist in John 3:29-30 
which says “He who has the bride is the groom.  But the groom’s friend, who stands by and 
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listens for him, rejoices greatly at the groom’s voice.  So this joy of mine is complete.  He must 
increase, but I must decrease.” 
 And let us be careful to be well resolved in this case.  This is the foundation of our 
everlasting consolation.  If we miss it when we look for our right end, we lose the benefit of the 
means we use in life.  As it is the first question in theology, “What is man’s chief end?”, and 
everything refers back to it, therefore it is the most important question that each man should 
consider in regards to his own soul.  What is my ultimate end?  This is the sense of the question. 
 
31 January 1687 
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