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The Free Presbyterian Church in Cloverdale - Adult Sunday School Class

The Westminster Assembly 1643 -1649
The Men, Their Times & Their Work

Study #4

The Solemn League And Covenant

In the last few months of 1643, John Pym sought to establish an alliance with Scotland in order to balance Charles I's superior forces.

After ten days of debate, the Solemn League and Covenant was signed in Margaret's Church, Westminster, on September 25th.

The agreement gave each side what it wanted. Parliament wanted troops to support its military endeavours, and Scotland
wanted religious reform that favoured its own church. Parliament had already abolished bishops, but Scotland wanted more
than that.

Charles had made a truce with the Irish, which endangered Parliament (by freeing troops for use in England) and angered
Scotland (since the Irish were not considered religious or God-fearing).

As a part of this agreement, Parliament rose monies in London to support an army of 21,000 men from
Scotland. This new force marched South on January 19th, 1644.

The text of the Solemn League and Covenant was divided into six points, below:
The first dealt with the reform of the churches, and the keeping of the present Scottish church.

A solemn league and covenant for Reformation and Defence of Religion, the honour and happiness of the King, and
the peace and safety of the three kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland.

We noblemen, barons, knights, gentlemen, citizens, burgesses, ministers of the Gospel, and commons of all sorts in the kingdoms of England,
Scotland and Ireland, by the providence of God living under one King, and being of one reformed religion; having before our eyes the glory of God,
and the advancement of the kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, the honour and happiness of the King's Majesty and his
posterity, and the true public liberty, safety and peace of the kingdoms, wherein every one's private condition is included; and
calling to mind the treacherous and bloody plots, conspiracies, attempts and practices of the enemies of God against the true religion and professors
thereof in all places, especially in these three kingdoms, ever since the reformation of religion; and how much their rage, power and presumption are
of late, and at this time increased and exercised, whereof the deplorable estate of the Church and kingdom of Ireland, the distressed estate of the
Church and kingdom of England, and the dangerous estate of the Church and kingdom of Scotland, are present and public testimonies: we have (now
at last) after other means of supplication, remonstrance, protestations and sufferings, for the preservation of ourselves and our religion from utter ruin
and destruction, according to the commendable practice of these kingdoms in former times, and the example of God's people in other nations, after
mature deliberation, resolved and determined to enter into a mutual and solemn league and covenant, wherein we all subscribe, and each one of us for
himself, with our hands lifted up to the most high God, do swear,

I.

That we shall sincerely, really and constantly, through the grace of God, endeavour in our several places and callings, the
preservation of the reformed religion in the Church of Scotland, in doctrine, worship, discipline and government, against our
common enemies; the reformation of religion in the kingdoms of England and Ireland, in doctrine, worship, discipline and
government, according to the Word of God, and the example of the best reformed Churches; and we shall endeavour to bring
the Churches of God in the three kingdoms to the nearest conjunction and uniformity in religion, confession of faith, form of
Church government, directory for worship and catechising, that we, and our posterity after us, may, as brethren, live in faith
and love, and the Lord may delight to dwell in the midst of us.
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II.

That we shall in like manner, without respect of persons, endeavour the extirpation of Popery, prelacy (that is, Church government by
Archbishops, Bishops, their Chancellors and Commissaries, Deans, Deans and Chapters, Archdeacons, and all other

ecclesiastical officers depending on that hierarchy), superstition, heresy, schism, profaneness, and whatsoever shall be found to be contrary
to sound doctrine and the power of godliness, lest we partake in other men's sins, and thereby be in danger to receive of their plagues; and that the

Lord may be one, and His name one in the three kingdoms.

III.

We shall with the same sincerity, reality and constancy, in our several vocations, endeavour with our estates and lives mutually to preserve the
rights and privileges of the Parliaments, and the liberties of the kingdoms, and to preserve and defend the King's Majesty's
person and authority, in the preservation and defence of the true religion and liberties of the kingdoms, that the world may bear witness with our
consciences of our loyalty, and that we have no thoughts or intentions to diminish His Majesty's just power and greatness.

IV.

We shall also with all faithfulness endeavour the discovery of all such as have been or shall be incendiaries, malignants or evil
instruments, by hindering the reformation of religion, dividing the King from his people, or one of the kingdoms from another, or making
any faction or parties amongst the people, contrary to the league and covenant, that they may be brought to public trial and receive condign
punishment, as the degree of their offences shall require or deserve, or the supreme judicatories of both kingdoms respectively, or others having
power from them for that effect, shall judge convenient.

V.

And whereas the happiness of a blessed peace between these kingdoms, denied in former times to our progenitors, is by the good providence of God
granted to us, and hath been lately concluded and settled by both Parliaments: we shall each one of us, according to our places and interest,
endeavour that they may remain conjoined in a firm peace and union to all posterity, and that justice may be done upon the wilful
opposers thereof, in manner expressed in the precedent articles.

VI.

We shall also, according to our places and callings, in this common cause of religion, liberty and peace of the kingdom, assist and defend all
those that enter into this league and covenant, in the maintaining and pursuing thereof; and shall not suffer ourselves, directly or
indirectly, by whatsoever combination, persuasion or terror, to be divided and withdrawn from this blessed union and conjunction, whether to make
defection to the contrary part, or give ourselves to a detestable indifferency or neutrality in this cause, which so much concerneth the glory of God,
the good of the kingdoms, and the honour of the King; but shall all the days of our lives zealously and constantly continue therein, against all
opposition, and promote the same according to our power, against all lets and impediments whatsoever; and what we are not able ourselves to
suppress or overcome we shall reveal and make known, that it may be timely prevented or removed: all which we shall do as in the sight of God.

And because these kingdoms are guilty of many sins and provocations against God, and His Son Jesus Christ, as is too manifest by our present
distresses and dangers, the fruits thereof: we profess and declare, before God and the world, our unfeigned desire to be humbled for our own sins, and
for the sins of these kingdoms; especially that we have not as we ought valued the inestimable benefit of the Gospel; that we have not laboured for
the purity and power thereof; and that we have not endeavoured to receive Christ in our hearts, nor to walk worthy of Him in our lives, which are the
causes of other sins and transgressions so much abounding amongst us; and our true and unfeigned purpose, desire and endeavour, for ourselves and
all others under our power and charge, both in public and in private, in all duties we owe to God and man, to amend our lives, and each one to go
before another in the example of a real reformation, that the Lord may turn away His wrath and heavy indignation, and establish these Churches and
kingdoms in truth and peace. And this covenant we make in the presence of Almighty God, the Searcher of all hearts, with a true intention to perform
the same, as we shall answer at that Great Day when the secrets of all hearts shall be disclosed: most humbly beseeching the Lord to
strengthen us by His Holy Spirit for this end, and to bless our desires and proceedings with such success as may be a
deliverance and safety to His people, and encouragement to the Christian Churches groaning under or in danger of the yoke of
Anti-christian tyranny, to join in the same or like association and covenant, to the glory of God, the enlargement of the
kingdom of Jesus Christ, and the peace and tranquillity of Christian kingdoms and commonwealths.
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Observations on the Solemn League and Covenant

1. Alexander Henderson was the first author of this document.
It was his vision for uniting the kingdoms of the British monarchy under one church form of worship
and government; thereby ending religions and political conflicts.

2. This document had been already signed in Scotland. It had been necessary to unite the Scottish
people against the prelacy being forced upon them.

3. The adoption of this document by the English Parliament came out of the necessity of their
survival due to their failing conflicts in the civil war against King Charles I. They needed help from
their supporters in Scotland. The olive leaf to fully engage the Scottish was to adopt their own Scottish
born document–The Solemn League and Covenant.

4. The inclusion of the Presbyterian Church doctrine and worship in all kingdoms was a dream to
the Presbyterians which they could not refuse.

5. This Solemn League and Covenant was subscribed to by parliament members.  “The covenant 
was subscribed by two hundred and twenty-eight members of the House of Commons, and among the
names are those of such prominent members as Pym, Rous, Vane(junior), John Goodwin, Selder and
Oliver Cromwell.”1

6. The Assembly of Advisers to the Parliament gave full support to the Solemn League&
Covenant. “The  Assembly had already approved of it and had sent it up to Parliament where it had
received a few slight alterations. These slight alterations were admitted by Baillieto be “for the better.”   
The opposition in the Assembly had been extremely small. It had come chiefly from Episcopalians such
as Daniel Featly and from Dr. Cornelius Burgess, one of the assessors, whose opposition Lightfoot
describes as “captiousness” and “intolerable impudency.”  Burgess was suspended, but restored after 
duly apologizing. Featly was afterwards expelled. Though these were the chief objectors to the
Covenant, there were some, such as the Prolocutor himself, who did not object on principle to “prelacy” 
and who would have been perfectly satisfied with a reformed and purified prelacy.
The  discussion over the League was finished on September 15, and “after all was done, Mr. Prolocutor, 
at the desire of the Assembly, gave thanks to God forthe sweet concurrence of us in the Covenant.”2

1 W. Beveridge A Short History of The Westminster Assembly Pg. 39
2 W. Beveridge A Short History of The Westminster Assembly pg 38 Citing Lightfoot p. 15

The Westminster Assembly defined what it meant by Prelacy.
“Prelacy,  that isChurch government by archbishops, bishops, their

chancellors and commissaries, deans, deans and chapters,
archdeacons, and all other ecclesiastical officers depending on that

hierarchy.”
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This Gave A New and Greater Sense of Purpose for the Work of the
Westminster Assembly:

The dream of uniformity, One Presbyterian Church in a United Country

While in the end this dream was not realized mainly due to political turmoil, some have called the
Westminster Assembly a failure.

“The truth is that England did not take to Presbyterianism.  But there are respects in which the “Solemn 
League and Covenant”was not a failure.

 Can that be described as a failure which helped to secure civil and religious liberty in Britain?
 Can that be described as a failure which gave fresh life and impulse to Puritanism?
 And can that be described as a failure which helped to give us our confession and our

Catechisms?
If the “Solemn League and Covenant” was in a sense a failure, it was at least a sublime failure.  And 
nothing can detract from the heroic motives of the Scottish people when they imperiled the peace of
their country to help England in the hour of her distress.”3

All Presbyterians in Scotland Welcomed the Westminster Confession
It was an historic and happy day in Scotland when on August 17th, 1647, the General Assembly of the Scottish
Presbyterian Church adopted the Westminster Confession, Catechisms and Directory of Public Worship. From
that day Presbyterianism has been blessed with a Confessional Standard which has served peoples of the
Reformed Faith in many parts of the world.
The interesting point to note is that the document which was adopted in Scotland, but only ratified in England in
1649, was hammered out in an English Assembly by a majority of Englishmen. It is plain that the Scottish
representatives proved themselves worthy of their task to stay the course in London returning to Scotland after
four years of hard tedious labour with a document which received immediate and complete approval in the
Scottish Presbyterian Church.

Assignments for October 8th:
1. Give some proof that the Solemn League and Covenant was a good thing for the work of the Westminster
Assembly.
2. Give some qualifications displayed in the life of Alexander Henderson which equipped him for his task as a
Scottish representative at the Assembly.
3.  Describe a typical day’s work inthe Assembly at Westminster Abbey–name the people with special offices,
seating arrangements and set out their schedule.
4. Give reasons you think Dr. William Twisse was suited to his task as Prolocutor.
5. Explain the wisdom of entering declaratory statements into our Free Presbyterian use of the WCF rather than
changing the text.
6. Briefly outline the history of the times which enabled the Parliament to call for an assembly to advise on
religious matters when the King (Charles I) was totally opposed to it.
7.  Outline the religious makeup of the four groups represented in the Assembly and state each one’s position as to 
church government.
8. Show how the framers of the Solemn League and Covenant and those who signed it were not revolutionaries
seeking to dethrone the King.
9 Give reasons why the Presbyterian Church of Scotland so readily adopted a Confession framed on English soil
by mostly English men as the Confession of their Church.

3 W. Beveridge A Short History of The Westminster Assembly Pg. 40
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10. While it is a fact that Presbyterianism never became the national religion in England nor Ireland, as intended
by Parliament and many of the Assembly men, show that the work of the Westminster Assembly was not a
failure.


