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“Growing in Christ is a classic from the pen of the late J. I. Packer. I am happy
to see this concise introduction to the Christian faith republished for a new
generation. In sixty-four short readings of about a thousand words each, Dr.
Packer delivers a popular-level overview of the Apostles’ Creed, baptism, conver-
sion, prayer, and the Ten Commandments. The brief readings include biblical
references for further study and good questions to awaken personal meditations
and to inspire group discussions (as originally intended). Highly commended.”
Tony Reinke, author, 12 Ways Your Phone Is Changing You and Newton
on the Christian Life

“J. 1. Packer was first and foremost a catechist, someone who teaches Christians
everything they need to know in order to grow in Christ and become good
citizens of the gospel. Packer is here in fine form, ‘packing’ a lot into unpack-
ing the three formulas that have historically been central in making disciples:
the Apostles’ Creed, Lord’s Prayer, and Ten Commandments. As he shrewdly
points out, no one is a Christian by instinct; one has to learn faith in Chirist. It
is only fitting, then, that he includes a study of baptism, the practice that goes
hand in glove with becoming a Christian. For dying and rising with Christ,
which baptism enacts, is the way we live and grow in Christ.”

Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Research Professor of Systematic Theology, Trinity

Evangelical Divinity School; author, 7he Drama of Doctrine

“For the follower of Jesus who desires to grow in Christ, there is perhaps no
better place to begin than thorough understanding and prayerful application
of core Christian doctrines: the Apostles’ Creed, the sacrament of baptism,
the Ten Commandments, and the Lord’s Prayer. J. I. Packer walks the new
and growing believer through these ‘building blocks™ of the faith with clarity,
accessibility, and thorough explanation. What a wonderful tool for your own
growth as a Christian, or for your discipleship and encouragement of other
growing believers in Jesus!”

Jon Nielson, Senior Pastor, Christ Presbyterian Church; author, Gospel-

Centered Youth Ministry

“Over the decades, J. I. Packer’s work guided me to know God better and then
to faithfully tell others the good news. Now we have this treasure of a book for
a post-Christian world: fresh, instructive, classically Packer. Read this book to
grow, but don’t keep it to yourself; be sure to pass it around.”

Mack Stiles, Director, Messenger Ministries Inc.
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Introduction

THE MOTIVE THAT LED ME to write Growing in Christ was to
provide a resource book for study groups, and also a do-it-yourself
study course for adults who have no access to such a group. From
that standpoint, this is a companion piece to my book, Knowing
God, which has been used widely for group discussion. It offers a
series of quick, brief outlines—“sprints” if you will—with questions
and Bible passages for further study, covering the contents of the
three formulae which have always been central in Christian teach-
ing—the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments,
plus Christian baptism. These three formulae deal with the Chris-
tian’s convictions, communion with God, and code of conduct,
respectively; baptism speaks of God’s covenant, Christian conversion
and commitment, and church life. Baptism is put in its logical place
as the second part of the book, straight after our study of the faith
into which Christians are baptized, and leading on to reflections
on prayer and obedience as expressions of the life of discipleship.
My hope is that the book may have a use in all churches where
the historic faith is held, and to this end I have confined my mate-

rial to matters which C. S. Lewis called (borrowing from Richard
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INTRODUCTION

Baxter) “mere Christianity.” I have, therefore, sought to focus on
the essentials of the faith, except for three inescapable references
to historical misunderstandings of the Creed and the gospel by the
Roman Catholic Church (misunderstandings which many Roman
Catholic theologians now labor to transcend).

The “sprints,” which are written in as compressed and suggestive
a way as | can managg, are only pipe-openers, to start you talking
and thinking; for anything like a full treatment of each topic, read-
ers must go on to the questions and the Bible study.

Many Christians today are uncomfortable with the word “cat-
echism,” but they need not be. Catechism simply comes from a
Greek word meaning “make to hear” and so “instruct.” From this
word comes the English words of catechism (the form of instruc-
tion), catechumen (the person under instruction), catechumenate
(the organized set-up for giving instruction), and catechize (a verb
which originally meant “instruct,” though today it refers especially
to a question-and-answer method of teaching). In Acts 8 we read
how Philip instructed the Ethiopian eunuch; catechizing is just
that process institutionalized.

Christianity is not instinctive to anyone, nor is it picked up casu-
ally without effort. It is a faith that has to be learned, and therefore
taught, and so some sort of systematic instruction (catechumenate)
is an essential part of a church’s life.

In the first Christian centuries there was a steady stream of
adult converts and enquirers, and catechetical instruction took
the form of lectures, given at their level. The Reformers’ strategy
for revitalizing a Christendom that was ignorant of Christianity
led them, however, to concentrate on systematic instruction for
children. During a century and a half following Luther’s pioneer

Little Catechism of 1529, literally hundreds of catechisms were pro-
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INTRODUCTION

duced, mostly though not exclusively for the young. Some of these
were official church documents, others the private compositions
of individual clergymen. The English Prayer Book catechism, the
Heidelberg Catechism, and the Westminster Shorter Catechism are
among the best known. Probably most Protestants today associate
catechisms and catechizing exclusively with nurturing children, and
would not think of presentations like C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity
or Billy Graham’s Peace with God or John Stott’s Basic Christianity
or G. K. Chesterton’s Orthodoxy as catechetical, because they are
written for adults. But inasmuch as they are intended to instruct
outsiders and establish insiders in fundamentals of the faith, cat-
echetical is their proper description.

One great need today is a renewal of systematic Christian instruc-
tion—catechetical teaching—for adults. It need not be called that,
nor need it take the form of rigid drilling in preset formulae, which
is how old-time Protestants taught their children; but somehow
or other, opportunities must be given for folk in and just outside
the churches to examine Christian essentials, because there are so
many for whom this is a prime need. Preaching often does not
help them, for preaching ordinarily assumes in both speaker and
hearers confident certainty about the fundamentals of the faith,
and where this is lacking, sermons are felt to be remote and even
irritating because of what appear as their unexamined assumptions.
But the proper place for examining, challenging, and testing the
intellectual ABCs of Christianity is not the pulpit, but rather the
systematic instruction given in catechetical teaching—at least, so
Christian history suggests.

Modern educational theory sets great store by individual ex-
ploration, personal discovery, and group discussion, and there

is no reason why today’s adult instruction should not take this
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INTRODUCTION

form—indeed, it will be best if it does, provided we remember
that Christianity has a given content and continuity, and is not
an x, an undefined quantity, to be reinvented through discussion
in each new generation! C. H. Spurgeon’s wicked story of the Irish-
man who, asked how he got on at the meeting of a small separatist
church said, “Oh, it was lovely; none of us knew anything, and we
all taught each other,” has a message for us here. One has known
professedly Christian groups professedly studying Christian fun-
damentals on which this story would make a very apt comment.
Guided study groups on Christian basics, however, such as some
churches known to me run year after year, constitute a genuine
and much-needed renewal of the catechumenate—that is, the sys-
tematic teaching of Christian essentials—and I do not expect ever
to find a church that would not benefit from their introduction.
It is my hope that this book may be used in some small way to
help many come to a deeper understanding of the essentials of the
Christian faith, and, as the title indicates, to grow in our Lord and
Savior, Jesus Christ.
J. I. Packer
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PART ONE

AFFIRMING THE
ESSENTIALS

The Apostles’ Creed

I believe in God the Father almighty, maker of heaven and
earth; and in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord, who was
conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and
buried: he descended into hell; the third day he rose again
from the dead; he ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the
right hand of God the Father almighty; from thence he shall
come to judge the quick and the dead. I believe in the Holy
Spirit; the holy catholic church; the communion of saints;
the forgiveness of sins; the resurrection of the body, and the

life everlasting. THE APOSTLES’ CREED
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Preface

IF YOU ARE GOING TO TRAVEL cross-country on foot, you need a
map. Now there are different kinds of maps. One sort is the large-
scale relief map, which marks all the paths, bogs, crags, and so on
in detail. Since the walker needs the fullest information about his
chosen route, he must have a map of that sort. But for choosing
between the various ways he might go, he could well learn more,
and more quickly, from a small-scale map which left out the de-
tailed geography and just showed him the roads and trails leading
most directly from one place to another. Well-prepared walkers
have maps of both kinds.

If life is a journey, then the million-word-long Holy Bible is
the large-scale map with everything in it, and the hundred-word
Apostles’ Creed (so called, not because apostles wrote it—despite
later legend, they didnt—Dbut because it teaches apostolic doctrine)
is the simplified road map, ignoring much but enabling you to see
at a glance the main points of Christian belief. “Creed” means “be-
lief”; many Christians of former days used to call this Creed “the
Belief,” and in the second century, when it first appeared, almost

as we have it now, it was called the “Rule of Faith.”
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AFFIRMING THE ESSENTIALS: THE APOSTLES CREED

When folk enquire into Christianity, their advisers naturally want
to get them studying the Bible and to lead them into personal trust
in the living Christ as soon as they can; and rightly so. But as means
to both ends, it helps to take them through the Creed, as both a
preliminary orientation to the Bible and a preliminary analysis of
the convictions on which faith in Christ must rest.

Those convictions are trinitarian. The Creed tells us of Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, so that having found out about them we
might find them experientially. What do we learn from the Creed,
as we study it? The answer has been summarized beautifully as

follows:

First, I learn to believe in God the Father, who hath made me,
and all the world.

Secondly, in God the Son who hath redeemed me, and all
mankind.

Thirdly, in God the Holy Ghost, who sanctifieth me, and all the

»1

elect people of God.

When one has learned this much, one is not far from God’s
kingdom.

The purpose of knowledge is that we might apply it to life. This
is nowhere truer than in Christianity, where true knowledge (knowl-
edge of the true God) is precisely knowledge about God—applied.
And knowledge about God, for application, is what is offered here,
in the studies that follow.

1 Quoting from The Prayer Book Catechism.

20



I Believe in God

WHEN PEOPLE ARE ASKED what they believe in, they give, not
merely different answers, but different sorts of answers. Someone
might say, “I believe in UFOs”—that means, I think UFOs are
real. “I believe in democracy”—that means, I think democratic
principles are just and beneficial. But what does it mean when
Christian congregations stand and say: “I believe in God”? Far more
than when the object of belief is UFOs or democracy.

I can believe in UFOs without ever looking for one, and in
democracy without ever voting. In cases like these, belief is a mat-
ter of the intellect only. But the Creed’s opening words, “I believe
in God,” render a Greek phrase coined by the writers of the New
Testament, meaning literally: “I am believing into God.” That is to
say, over and above believing certain truths zbout God, I am living
in a relation of commitment 70 God in trust and union. When
I say “I believe in God,” I am professing my conviction that God
has invited me to this commitment, and declaring that I have ac-

cepted his invitation.
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AFFIRMING THE ESSENTIALS: THE APOSTLES CREED

Faith
The word “faith,” which is English for a Greek noun (pistis) formed

from the verb in the phrase “believe into” (pisteno), gets the idea
of trustful commitment and reliance better than “belief” does.
Whereas “belief” suggests bare opinion, “faith,” whether in a car,
a patent medicine, a protégé, a doctor, a marriage partner, or what
have you, is a matter of treating the person or thing as trustworthy
and committing yourself accordingly. The same is true of faith in
God, and in a more far-reaching way.

It is the offer and demand of the object that determines in each
case what a faith-commitment involves. Thus, I show faith in my
car by relying on it to get me places, and in my doctor by submit-
ting to his treatment. And I show faith in God by bowing to his
claim to rule and manage me; by receiving Jesus Christ, his Son,
as my own Lord and Savior; and by relying on his promise to bless
me here and hereafter. This is the meaning of response to the offer
and demand of the God of the Creed.

Sometimes faith is equated with that awareness of “one above”
(or “beyond,” or “at the heart of things”) which from time to
time, through the impact of nature, conscience, great art, being
in love, or whatever, touches the hearts of the hardest-boiled.
(Whether they take it seriously is another question, but it comes
to all—God sees to that.) But Christian faith only begins when we
attend to God’s self-disclosure in Christ and in Scripture, where
we meet him as the Creator who “commands all men everywhere
to repent” and to “believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ
... as he has commanded us” (Acts 17:30; 1 John 3:23; cf. John
6:28ff.). Christian faith means hearing, noting, and doing what
God says.

22



I BELIEVE IN GOD

Doubt

[ write as if God’s revelation in the Bible has self-evident truth and
authority, and I think that in the last analysis it has; but I know,
as you do, that uncriticized preconceptions and prejudices create
problems for us all, and many have deep doubts and perplexities
about elements of the biblical message. How do these doubts relate
to faith?

Well, what is doubt? It is a state of divided mind—“double-
mindedness” is James’s concept (James 1:6-8)—and it is found both
within faith and without it. In the former case, it is faith infected,
sick, and out of sorts; in the latter, it belongs to a struggle either
toward faith or away from a God felt to be invading and making
claims one does not want to meet. In C. S. Lewis’s spiritual auto-
biography, Surprised by Joy, you can observe both these motivations
successively.

In our doubts, we think we are honest, and certainly try to be;
but perfect honesty is beyond us in this world, and an unacknowl-
edged unwillingness to take God’s word about things, whether
from deference to supposed scholarship or fear of ridicule or of
deep involvement or from some other motive, often underlies a
person’s doubt about this or that item of faith. Repeatedly this
becomes clear in retrospect, though we could not see it at the time.

How can one help doubters? First, by explaining the problem
area (for doubts often arise from misunderstanding); second, by
exhibiting the reasonableness of Christian belief at that point, and
the grounds for embracing it (for Christian beliefs, though above
reason, are not against it); third, by exploring what prompts the
doubts (for doubts are never rationally compelling, and hesitations

about Christianity usually have more to do with likes and dislikes,
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AFFIRMING THE ESSENTIALS: THE APOSTLES CREED

hurt feelings, and social, intellectual, and cultural snobbery than

the doubters are aware).

Personal

In worship, the Creed is said in unison, but the opening words are
“I believe”—not “we”: each worshiper speaks for himself. Thus he
proclaims his philosophy of life, and at the same time testifies to
his happiness: he has come into the hands of the Christian God
where he is glad to be, and when he says “I believe,” it is an act of
praise and thanksgiving on his part. It is in truth a great thing to
be able to say the Creed.

Further Bible Study
Faith in action:

« Romans 4

« Hebrews 11

» Mark 5:25-34

Questions for Thought and Discussion

1. What is the essential meaning of “faith” (Greek pistis)?

2. What is the importance of the word “I” in the Creed’s opening
phrase?

3. What doubts about Christianity have you had to deal with in

yourself and others?

4. How can the approach outlined in this chapter help address doubts

and questions we may have?
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