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Lecture 2 
 
Question 1 
What is the chief end of Man? 
 
Answer: 
Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and enjoy Him forever. 
 
  

Having thus stated the question, it remains: 
Secondly, to give some explanation of the answer. 
Here we have two distinct things put together, namely to glorify God and to enjoy Him 

forever.  But we must carefully consider them or else we will be greatly mistaken about them. 
We observe that strictly speaking a thing which is the chief can be only one thing.  It is a 

contradiction to say that there are two chief ends.  If both are equal then neither of them can 
be the chief or last end.  Among intermediate [lesser] ends, some may be subordinate to 
others, other may be co-equal but the last or chief will allow no equal to itself.  As the chief is 
only one it cannot be made up of multiple items but must be a single thing.  It cannot be made 
up of various parts in the one because that which is a compound is indeed multiple items and 
unless all its parts are equal they cannot be equal in rank.  This means that at least one part 
must be inferior to the other.  So if we speak precisely, there is one end, that is to say to glorify 
God, which is the chief end of man.  The other is immediately subordinate or next to the last.  It 
is man’s duty to pursue his own best good, which consists in his enjoyment of God but he is to 
do it in and for the glory of God and so from this all his pursuit of it is to take its measure. 

But these two (namely to glorify God and to enjoy him forever) are joined together in 
the answer for these reasons. 

1. Because it pleases God to put them together in His word under the concept of work 
and reward.  God, having put into man a natural desire for happiness or well-being, makes use 
of it to help him in his duty to God and therefore, having made him for His glory, gives life to 
this desire in man by a promise of happiness in so doing.  Thus the Scripture is full of such 
passages in which the command and promise are connected.  Without such an encouragement, 
fallen man would not seek God’s glory. 

2. Because they are inseparable in practice.  A man cannot seek God’s glory in a right 
way unless in so doing he also seeks his salvation.   This follows from the previous reason.  The 
union between them in practice is thus stated, that is to say God says as it were to the children 
of man. “You have a desire to be happy.  That you can only find in the enjoyment of Me.  I am 
the only suitable object of the happiness of the children of men.  But if you will truly glorify me, 
then in that you shall be happy.  If you care for my honor, then I will secure your happiness.”  
And through this all the rules which God gives men to glorify Him become, through this strong 
connection, the sure guide of man to eternal glory.  See Isaiah 56:2 [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.] and James 1:25 [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.]  Happiness is made the reward of true obedience.  
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Yet, because man owes God service by a tie of nature which precedes the reward, therefore he 
is to seek God’s glory even if there were no reward.  This means that his own benefit (the 
reward) is but a secondary consideration. 

In this is the great case, with which some perplex not only themselves but others, is 
easily resolved, that is to say: 

Question: Whether a man ought willingly to be damned if God’s glory is advanced by it. 
Answer: A willingness to be damned is inconsistent with a true desire that God may be 

glorified.  Why?  It separates those things which God has made inseparable.  It supposes a clash 
in that very order which God has put between the end and the means.  It must presume a 
consent that God would be false to His word and promise which would conflict with His glory or 
else a willingness to neglect the duties to which the promise is made.  This is to consent to our 
own actual dishonoring of Him, neither of which is consistent with our sincerely aiming for our 
last end. 

There are indeed two Scripture examples that seem to make for the contrary 
conclusion.  The first being Moses as seen in Exodus 32:32 [Now if You would only forgive their 
sin.  But if not, please erase me from the book You have written.”] and of Paul as see in 
Romans 9:3 [For I could almost wish to be cursed and cut off from the Messiah for the benefit 
of my brothers, my own flesh and blood.].  But if thoroughly weighed, these examples will not 
prove it.  Both of them are of one tenor and neither looks directly to the glory of God but to 
express an exuberant affection for their people.  Neither of them in their application are 
justifiable.  God Himself seems to testify against and tacitly to reprove Moses in Exodus 32:33 
[The Lord replied to Moses: “I will erase whoever has sinned against Me from My book.”] and 
Paul expresses himself in the potential mood of grammar, I could have wished, etc., I have such 
a great love to my kindred, that I am at the point of so wishing; I could do it, if it were 
permissible.  It is a stirring expression of an extravagant affection.  It is necessarily a test which 
ensnares the children of God when this is offered as a rule by which to prove their sincerity.  He 
that insatiably desires to be saved and yet resolves to be saved in no other way but in that in 
which God may be glorified is certainly the man whose ends are fixed on what is right. 

It follows now to speak to these here distinctly: 
1. Man’s chief end is to glorify God.  As this is mentioned first in the answer so it has the 

preeminent place in our consideration.  This and that which follows are not put on an equal 
footing but one is subordinate to the other.  We are now considering the definitions, not the 
footing.   

Two things here call for our investigation, that is: 1. What is meant by glorifying God?  
2. The evidence that this is man’s chief end. 
 (1)  What is meant by glorifying God? 
 (Answer)  We ought to be very careful not to be mistaken in this point since it is in this 
in which our whole life is to be employed and upon which our whole happiness has its absolute 
dependence so that an error here spoils all and necessitates us to live in vain.  Here, therefore: 
  1.  Negatively:  Glorifying God does not imply that we are able to add anything to 
God’s current and essential glory, as though we should or could make Him more glorious in 
Himself that He already is and has been from all eternity.  To attempt to do this is out of the 
reach and above our capacity of either angels or men.  We know this for the following two 
reasons. 
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   1.  God’s innate glory is infinitely perfect, rendering it incapable of any 
access on our part or of any increase.  To that which is absolutely perfect, nothing can be 
added.  Such is God’s being and glory.  If it could receive any addition, it would not be infinite.  
If it were capable of being increased, then it was to some degree imperfect.  Goodness itself 
cannot be made better.  Happiness itself can never be made happier.  Concretes may receive 
Magis et Minus (Latin: more or less), but Abstracts are superlatives.  God therefore makes that 
challenge to all his creatures in Romans 11:35 which says “Or who has ever first given to Him, 
and has to be repaid?”, intimating that no such person exists. 
   2. Because all that have anything have received it from God.  And that is 
the argument used in Romans 11:36 which says “For from Him and through Him and to Him are 
all things.  To Him be the glory forever. Amen.”  All that man can offer God is nothing but what 
they were first obligated to Him for so that they can give Him back nothing but what is already 
His.  For this we have David’s full acknowledgment in I Chronicles 29:13 and 14 which says 
“Now therefore, our God, we give You thanks and praise Your glorious name.  But who am I, 
and who are my people, that we should be able to give as generously as this? For everything 
comes from You, and we have given You only what comes from Your own hand.”  God is in no 
way obligated to us for our service.  He does not need it, even though it is our duty and our 
happiness to serve him.  See Job 35:6-8 which says “If you sin, how does it affect God?  If you 
multiply your transgressions, what does it do to Him?  If you are righteous, what do you give 
Him, or what does He receive from your hand?  Your wickedness affects a person like yourself, 
and your righteousness another human being.” 
  2. Positively:  To glorify God is to exhibit His glory, to declare Him to be the most 
glorious.  There is a declarative glory of God, which He Himself aims at in all his works of 
creation and providence.  This consists in making Himself known, and in the manifestation of 
His glorious being and perfections as seen in the footprints which leave a visible image on 
everything.  That He designed it so is shown in Proverbs 16:4 which says “The Lord has 
prepared everything for His purpose – even the wicked for the day of disaster.” and 
Revelation 4:11 which says “Our Lord and God, You are worthy to receive glory and honor and 
power, because You have created all things, and because of Your will they exist and were 
created.”  That they do declare it may be seen as written in the beginning of Psalm 19 which 
says “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky proclaims the work of His hands…”, etc.  
Also in Romans 1:19, 20 which says “…since what can be known about God is evident among 
them, because God has shown it to them.  For His invisible attributes, that is, His eternal power 
and divine nature, have been clearly seen since the creation of the world, being understood 
through what He has made.  As a result, people are without excuse.”  See also Acts 14:17 
[…although He did not leave Himself without a witness, since He did what is good by giving you 
rain from heaven and fruitful seasons and satisfying your hearts with food and happiness.]  Now 
man was made capable of glorifying God in creation, so he is obligated by the Law of 
Government to gather up and reflect back on God the praise and glory of all creation, by 
acknowledging it as belonging to God and in response to serve Him.  Thus the glorifying of God 
is expounded to us in Scripture by other terms of equal significance.  Showing forth his praise in 
Isaiah 43:21.  [The people I formed for Myself will declare My praise.]  Speaking and talking of 
his greatness and his goodness in Psalm 145:10-12.  [All You have made will thank You, Lord; 
the godly will praise You.  They will speak of the glory of Your kingdom and will declare Your 
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might, informing all people of Your mighty acts and of the glorious splendor of Your kingdom.]  
Showing forth his salvation in Psalm 96:2.  [Sing to the Lord, praise His name; proclaim His 
salvation from day to day.]  Giving him his due acknowledgment in Psalm 96:7-10 [v. 10 Say 
among the nations: “The Lord reigns.  The world is firmly established; it cannot be shaken.  He 
judges the peoples fairly.”]  And there are many more. 
 More particularly God is to be glorified by us, 
   1. In our hearts:  and that 
    1. By entertaining suitable thoughts and concepts of Him.  When 
we employ our minds in taking up fitting beliefs of God, which are honorable, we then honor 
him in our heart.  And indeed honor, which is one part of our duty and end, is properly the high 
position He has in our souls.  Without it all outward shows are hypocritical and simply mockery.  
We know therefore that God calls for the heart, and judges according to our heart. 
    2. By a frame of heart suitable to these beliefs.  Thereby we set up 
His monuments in our souls and that is proper in glorifying Him.  That contains various things in 
it. 
 Especially: 
     1.  A heart filled adoration of Him according to that 
glorious goodness we have discovered in Him.  We acknowledge Him as King and Sovereign.  
Accordingly we bow down before Him and worship Him.  Therefore we are so often called upon 
to worship Him and to adore Him in the Scriptures. 
     2. A fear of Him, for His greatness and for His goodness.  
We see those things in Him which tell us that He is to be feared.  We therefore nourish a 
reverential fear of Him in us so as to keep us in our proper relationship to Him and to stimulate 
us to our duty, in which direction we place our attention.  See Isaiah 8:13 which says “You are 
to regard only the Lord of Hosts as holy.  Only He should be feared; only He should be held in 
awe.” 
     3. Trusting in him, reposing our confidence and leaning the 
whole weight of our souls upon Him.  The more fully, quietly and resolvedly we can do it, the 
more we honor God.  Therefore, as we are often called upon to trust in Him, so those who do 
so are declared happy.  See Psalm 2:12 which says “All those who take refuge in Him are 
happy.” 
     4. Submitting our wills to His command.  Such a God is to 
be obeyed, and all His perfections challenge us to submit ourselves to him.  All religion 
therefore is included in living to His will.  See I Peter 4:2 “…in order to live the remaining time in 
the flesh, no longer for human desires, but for God’s will.”  And this begins in aligning our wills 
with His will. 
     5. In a quiet consideration of all His providence with a 
hearty approval of them, because He is the Potter and we are the clay.  It is as simple as saying 
“Good is the word of the Lord” even when it thwarts our own natural inclinations. 
   2. In our words.  By making a public confession of our faith and verbally 
acknowledging Him to be such a God as well as professing all those obligations which this brings 
upon us and to love, obey, fear and believe in Him.  The tongue is called our glory and we make 
it so indeed when we use it to declare God’s glory. 
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   3. In our practical conversations.  When we direct all our actions, natural, 
civil and religious, to His glory according to the previously mentioned precept.  See I Corinthians 
10:31.  [Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for God’s 
glory.]  When we look to our lives in this way, that they may be lived for the matter, manner 
and all circumstances to our utmost capacity, so that God may be honored and His name 
exalted by us.  How all this is to be done, is the matter discussed in all the rest of the catechism. 
  (2)  For evidence that this is Man’s chief end.  This will be evident from these 
considerations. 
   1. A man must have a last or chief end.  He must have an end or else he 
lives to no purpose.  A being that has no end lives for nothing and it would have been better 
never to have been.  Vanity is appropriately to come short of an end.  Whether because an end 
is lacking or by missing it, it all comes to one at the last.  He must have a last end, or else he can 
never be happy.  For if he constantly served lesser ends, he could never come to his resting 
place but must remain an everlasting seeker, wandering in his endless quest. 
   2. God’s glory is the last end of all creatures and therefore the last end of 
man.  Man is also a piece of the creation, and takes part in whatever is common to the whole, 
but that all things were made for God’s glory is clearly asserted in Scripture as mentioned 
previously.  See Proverbs 16:4 [The Lord has prepared everything for His purpose – even the 
wicked for the day of disaster.] and Revelation 4:11 [Our Lord and God, You are worthy to 
receive glory and honor and power, because You have created all things, and because of Your 
will they exist and were created.]. 
   3. Man was most closely and without anything intervening made for the 
glory of God.  Other creatures were made for it ultimately, but man both most closely and 
without anything intervening was created for this too.  The other parts of the visible creation 
were most closely made for man and his service. See Psalm 8.  And in serving Him, they were to 
serve God.  The other creatures were to help him in this, both to encourage him and to help 
him discover much about God.  But nothing stood between God and man to abduct his service.  
Angels might be his colleagues but in many respects they are more noble beings.  Yet they were 
not to be worshipped and served by man, but man was to worship and serve God alone.  Man 
received the image of God in order to fit him to this service, which was the sanctification 
created for him. 
   4.  Man can have no other last end but God and His glory.  For if God’s 
glory is not his end, then it must be either created creatures or man himself.  We cannot think 
of a third possibility.  But it cannot be either created creatures or man himself as we will see. 
    1. It cannot be the creature, neither generally or particularly 
speaking for these reasons: 
     1. Because the creature is inferior to man.  A man’s end is 
to be looked for above him and not with something beneath him.  But man is superior to the 
created creatures.  He is better and more excellent in his being than they are and therefore he 
cannot be created for them as a last end. 
     2. Because man is the creatures most close end.  
Therefore, this cannot be his last end.  That creatures should be made for man’s service and yet 
that man should serve them is a contradiction.  No, God gave all these things to man to rule 
over them.  See Genesis 1:28 which says “God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful, 
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multiply, fill the earth, and subdue it.  Rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and every 
creature that crawls on the earth.”” 
     3. Because the creature cannot satisfy man.  Man’s last 
end and his objective happiness are the same.  The wise man who would prove that the 
creature cannot be the last end of man, considers as a sufficient reason that which we read in 
Ecclesiastes 1:8, which says “All things are wearisome; man is unable to speak.  The eye is not 
satisfied by seeing or the ear filled with hearing.”  And that is far from being a last end, so that if 
substituted for the true last end, it leaves the man miserable.  See Matthew 16:26 which says 
“What will lit benefit a man if he gains the whole world yet loses his life?  Or what will a man 
give in exchange for his life?” 
    2. In the same way, man cannot be his own last end.  For: 
     1. The end must be something better than the means that 
serve it.  For the goodness of the means as such, is nothing else but their fitness for service to 
the end, whereas the goodness of the end is in itself.  Thus our Savior argues in Matthew 6:25, 
which says “This is why I tell you: Don’t worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will 
drink; or about your body, what you will wear.  Isn’t life more than food and the body more 
than clothing?” 
     2. There is a being better than man and therefore man 
cannot be his own chief end.  The last end and the chief good are one and the same.  There is 
therefore no resting until we reach there.  God is His own last end, because there is none 
better, but then He is not a means but only an end.  God is better than men.  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.””  He is the only 
one who is essentially and supremely good.  All goodness in man is only by participation. 
     3. Man cannot be his own happiness and therefore is not 
his own chief end.  An end which cannot make him happy is not worthy of the name “chief 
end”.  Man is a dependent being.  His happiness is outside himself.  It was so in his best state of 
integrity and much more in his lapsed state, the state of misery.  He must look outside himself if 
he will ever be well.  God alone is an adequate object for happiness.  God only can be a portion 
for his soul.  See Lamentations 3:24 which says “I say: The Lor4d is my portion therefore I will 
put my hope in Him.”  So if man cannot find his life purpose either in the creature or in himself 
but in God alone, then it follows necessarily that if creatures or man are not his chief end, that 
God alone must be his chief end. 
 
February 28, 1687 
 
 
 
 
© Julie Morita 2016 
All quotations taken from the Holman Christian Study Bible unless otherwise noted. 
 


