
westminster dictionary of theological
terms
Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms is an essential resource for anyone
engaged in the study of theology, religious studies, or related fields. This comprehensive
dictionary serves as a guide to the terminology used within the discipline, elucidating
concepts, doctrines, and practices that are central to the Christian faith and its historical
development. Whether you are a student, scholar, or layperson seeking to deepen your
understanding of theological discourse, the Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms is
an invaluable tool that provides clarity and insight.

Overview of the Westminster Dictionary of
Theological Terms

The Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms was published by Westminster John Knox
Press and is part of a long tradition of theological dictionaries that aim to provide definitions
and explanations of key religious terms. This dictionary is particularly noted for its
accessibility, thoroughness, and academic rigor, making it suitable for both newcomers to
theology and seasoned scholars.

Purpose and Audience

The primary purpose of the Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms is to demystify
theological language. It serves several audiences, including:

1. Students: Those studying theology at various levels can benefit from clear definitions and
contextual explanations.
2. Educators: Instructors teaching courses in theology or religious studies can use the
dictionary as a reliable reference for terminology.
3. Clergy and Laypersons: Individuals involved in church activities or personal study can
enhance their understanding of theological discussions.

Key Features of the Dictionary

The Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms has several noteworthy features that
enhance its utility:

Comprehensive Entries

Each entry in the dictionary not only defines the term but often includes:



- Historical Context: A brief overview of the origin and evolution of the term within
theological discourse.
- Theological Significance: An explanation of how the term is used in various theological
frameworks and its implications for doctrine and practice.
- Cross-References: Related terms are often linked, allowing readers to explore
interconnected concepts.

Range of Topics

The dictionary covers a wide array of topics, including:

1. Biblical Terms: Definitions of key biblical concepts and figures, such as "covenant,"
"atonement," and "grace."
2. Historical Theology: Entries related to significant events, movements, and figures in
church history, such as the Reformation and notable theologians.
3. Ethical Terms: Discussions on concepts like "justice," "mercy," and "sin," which have
profound implications for Christian ethics.
4. Denominational Distinctions: Explanations of terms that vary in meaning across different
Christian traditions, such as "sacrament" or "predestination."

User-Friendly Structure

The dictionary is arranged in an alphabetical format, making it easy to locate specific terms
quickly. Additionally, the language used is accessible without sacrificing scholarly integrity,
making it suitable for a diverse readership.

Importance of Theological Terminology

Understanding theological terminology is vital for several reasons:

Clarity in Communication

Theological discussions can often become convoluted or misinterpreted due to ambiguous
language. By maintaining a precise vocabulary, theologians and scholars can communicate
their ideas more clearly, fostering meaningful dialogue.

Historical and Cultural Awareness

Many theological terms are rooted in specific historical and cultural contexts.
Understanding these terms can enhance one’s appreciation of the historical development of
Christian thought and the respective cultural influences that shaped it.



Bridging Denominational Divides

Theological terminology often varies among different denominations. A common
understanding of these terms can promote ecumenical dialogue and cooperation among
diverse Christian traditions.

Selected Key Terms from the Dictionary

To illustrate the breadth and depth of the Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms, the
following are a few selected key terms along with their brief explanations:

Grace

Grace is a fundamental concept in Christian theology, referring to the unmerited favor of
God toward humanity. It is often discussed in relation to salvation, with various
denominations interpreting its nature and implications differently.

Atonement

Atonement refers to the theological doctrine concerning how humans can be reconciled
with God, particularly through the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ. Different theories of
atonement, such as penal substitution or moral influence, reflect varying theological
perspectives.

Covenant

In biblical terms, a covenant is a formal agreement between God and humanity. The Old
and New Testaments outline different covenants, each carrying significant theological
implications for understanding the relationship between God and His people.

Utilizing the Westminster Dictionary of
Theological Terms

To maximize the benefits of this resource, readers can employ various strategies:

Study Aid

The dictionary can be used as a study aid in theological courses. Students can refer to it



while reading textbooks or attending lectures to clarify complex terms and enhance their
comprehension.

Reference for Sermons and Teachings

Clergy can utilize the dictionary when preparing sermons or teaching materials to ensure
accurate use of theological language and to provide deeper insights into biblical texts.

Personal Study Tool

For laypersons engaged in personal study of the Bible or Christian literature, the dictionary
serves as a valuable companion that facilitates a richer understanding of the faith.

Conclusion

The Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms stands as a significant contribution to the
field of theology, providing readers with an essential resource for understanding the
complex language of the discipline. By offering clear definitions, historical context, and
cross-references, the dictionary serves to clarify and deepen the user’s engagement with
theological concepts. Whether for academic purposes, pastoral preparation, or personal
enrichment, this dictionary is an indispensable tool for anyone seeking to navigate the
intricate world of theological thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Westminster Dictionary of Theological
Terms?
The Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms is a reference book that provides
definitions and explanations of key theological concepts, terms, and figures within Christian
theology.

Who are the primary authors of the Westminster
Dictionary of Theological Terms?
The Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms was edited by Donald K. McKim, who is a
well-known theologian and scholar in the field of Reformed theology.

How is the Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms



structured?
The dictionary is organized alphabetically, containing entries that range from brief
definitions to more detailed explanations, along with cross-references to related terms.

What is the target audience for the Westminster
Dictionary of Theological Terms?
The target audience includes students, pastors, theologians, and anyone interested in
deepening their understanding of theological language and concepts.

Can the Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms
be used for academic purposes?
Yes, it is widely used in academic settings as a reliable resource for research and study in
theology and related disciplines.

What makes the Westminster Dictionary of Theological
Terms unique compared to other theological
dictionaries?
Its unique focus on Reformed theological terminology, comprehensive coverage of essential
concepts, and accessible writing style make it stand out among other theological
dictionaries.
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