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Thinning hair, failing eyesight, and  
arthritic hands reveal an inescapable  
truth: we’re only getting older.
But that doesn’t mean we should simply sit back and take it easy. In 

Finishing Our Course with Joy, renowned theologian and author J. I. 

Packer challenges us to embrace old age as an opportunity for continued 

learning, careful planning, and heartfelt discipleship. Packer’s pastoral 

words and personal stories encourage us to press on toward the upward 

call of God with endurance and grace—that we might continue to glorify 

God in our aging and finish our lives with joy.

“I’m at that stage in life where ‘engaging’ with my ‘aging’ has become in-
creasingly more urgent. And I can’t think of anyone who can provide more 
helpful and encouraging insight than J. I. Packer. Don’t wait until you’re 
sixty or seventy to read this book. Start now and finish well.”

	 SAM STORMS, Senior Pastor, Bridgeway Church, Oklahoma City

“J. I. Packer is his usual wise self as he gives his counsel herein for older people 
to pursue their aging with ‘zeal’! This is devout and inspiring motivation.”

	 MARVA J. DAWN, author, Being Well When We’re Ill

“Dr. Packer’s book speaks to senior adults, those who love and care for 
them, those who will become them, and those who pastor them.”

	 J. LIGON DUNCAN III, Chancellor and John E. Richards Professor of Systematic and 	
		  Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary

J. I. PACKER (DPhil, Oxford University) serves as the Board of 
Governors’ Professor of Theology at Regent College. He is the author of 
numerous books, including Weakness Is the Way and the classic best-
seller Knowing God. Packer also served as general editor for the English 
Standard Version Bible and as theological editor for the ESV Study Bible.
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“I wish I had thought more about growing older 
when I was younger. If I had, perhaps I wouldn’t 
need wisdom from J. I. Packer. But I didn’t, and there-
fore I do! And what wonderful wisdom it is, the sort 
that challenges us, redirects our energy, and equips 
us with biblical truth to face our latter years. I’m at 
that stage in life where ‘engaging’ with my ‘aging’ 
has become increasingly more urgent. And I can’t 
think of anyone who can provide more helpful and 
encouraging insight than J. I. Packer. Don’t wait until 
you’re sixty or seventy to read this book. Start now 
and finish well.”

Sam Storms, Senior Pastor, Bridgeway Church,  
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

“J. I. Packer is his usual wise self as he gives his coun-
sel herein for older people to pursue their aging with 
‘zeal’! He urges us to serve God and his church how-
ever we can, while we can. This is devout and inspir-
ing motivation.”

Marva J. Dawn, theologian; speaker; author, 
Being Well When We’re Ill; In the Beginning, GOD; 
and Talking the Walk



“Experts say that the proportion of the elderly popu-
lation in the United States will grow by 80 percent in 
the decades to come. It is more important than ever 
to have a biblical mind about how we spend our latter 
years for God’s glory. We want to finish well (2 Tim. 
4:7), and good pastors care to prepare their people to 
do precisely this. Finishing Our Course with Joy comes 
as wise, true, timely, and edifying biblical reflection 
and pastoral counsel on this significant subject. Dr. 
Packer’s book speaks to senior adults, those who love 
and care for them, those who will become them, 
and those who pastor them. As one who has had the 
privilege of knowing J. I. Packer since my teen years, 
reading these words—written from his own personal 
experience, communion with God, and knowledge of 
the Word—is poignant for me, to say the least. But 
that only makes the truth go in deeper. And that is 
good.”

J. Ligon Duncan III, Chancellor and  
John E. Richards Professor of Systematic  
and Historical Theology, Reformed Theological 
Seminary, Jackson, Mississippi
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1

We Grow Old

Four days in June 2012 were set apart for 
celebrating the diamond jubilee of Europe’s 
veteran monarch, Her Britannic Majesty 
Elizabeth II, Queen of the United Kingdom 
and the British Commonwealth. I, who am 
British by birth and Canadian by choice, res-
onated with the celebration and on day four, 
began to pen this book.

It addresses those who, like myself, are 
well into aging. Nowadays, we elderlies 
(as I have heard us called) are classified as 
younger olds (65–75), medium olds (75–85), 
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and oldest olds (85 plus). Queen Elizabeth, 
like her husband, is an oldest old; she is 87, 
he is 92.

The Queen is a very remarkable person. 
Tirelessly, it seems, she goes on doing what 
she has been doing for six decades and more: 
waving in shy friendliness to the crowds past 
whom she is transported, and greeting with 
a smile one and another, children particu-
larly, whom she meets in her walkabouts. It 
is more than sixty years since she publicly 
committed herself before God to serve Com-
monwealth citizens all her life. She has done 
it devotedly up to now, and will undoubt-
edly continue doing it as long as she physi-
cally can. So we may expect to see more of 
the porkpie hats and hear more of the clear, 
easy voice as her reign continues. She is a 
Christian lady resolved to live out her vow 
till she drops. She merits unbounded admi-
ration from us all.
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As myself a Christian, a Commonwealth 
citizen, and an oldest old with my own life-
time commitment to God, I aim to follow 
her example of unflagging faithfulness, and 
I write these pages in hope of persuading 
others to do the same.

As I write, I am aware that some of my 
peers will not be fully with me at this point; 
not because their Christian commitment is 
less strong than mine, but because they are 
now limited in what they can think and do 
by reason of their physical health breaking 
down or, more sadly, some form of demen-
tia, that is, impaired working of the mind 
due to malfunction of the brain. For us in 
the oldest-old class, these things are usually 
irreversible.

It is true that modern medicine and sur-
gery keep our bodies going longer, and some 
think it will be possible to extend ordinary 
people’s bodily lives to something like 120 
years. Yet who would choose that prospect 
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if they thought that for up to half a cen-
tury, certainly more than a third of their 
extended life, they would be victims of de-
mentia? This is a possibility that can hardly 
be ruled out, for already one in four of us 
oldest old experience dementia in some 
form, and clearly the odds will shorten the 
longer our lives last.

Be that as it may, these pages address 
those who, by God’s grace, still have their 
faculties more or less intact; who recog-
nize that, as is often and truly said, aging is 
not for wimps; and who want to learn, in a 
straightforward way, how we may continue 
living to God’s glory as we get older.

D E C L I N E

How should we view the onset of old age? 
The common assumption is that it is mainly 
a process of loss, whereby strength is drained 
from both mind and body and the capacity 
to look forward and move forward in life’s 
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various departments is reduced to nothing. 
More than four centuries ago, Shakespeare 
put this assessment into the mouth of the 
melancholy Jaques in As You Like It. Sur-
veying the seven ages of man on the world 
stage, Jaques comes to this:

Last scene of all
That ends this strange eventful history
Is second childishness and mere 

oblivion;
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans 

everything.
(act 2, scene 7)

And in the Bible, two thousand years or 
more before Shakespeare, Ecclesiastes, the 
preacher-teacher-philosopher-wiseacre-
pundit, not so much a pessimist as a realist 
who depicts everything as it appears “under 
the sun” to the thoughtful observer, urges 
the young to “remember .  .  . your Creator 
in the days of your youth, before the evil 
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days come . . . ; before the sun and the light 
and the moon and the stars are darkened” 
( joy in being alive fades), “and the clouds re-
turn after the rain” (troubles recur), “in the 
day when the keepers of the house tremble” 
(arms weaken, hands shake), “and the strong 
men” (legs) “are bent, and the grinders” 
(teeth) “cease because they are few” (they 
drop out), “and those who look through the 
windows” (eyes) “are dimmed, and the doors 
on the street are shut” (deafness develops)—
“when the sound of the grinders is low” 
(chewing becomes an effort), “and one rises 
up at the sound of a bird” (sudden small 
noises, however sweet, upset one), “and 
all the daughters of song are brought low” 
(music, from being a delight, becomes a 
bore)—“they are afraid also of what is high” 
(balance goes, dizziness comes), “and terrors 
are in the way” (one frequently feels fright-
ened); “the almond tree blossoms” (hair 
turns white), “the grasshopper drags itself 
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along” (one’s walking grows erratic and un-
steady), “and desire fails” (emotional numb-
ness sets in) . . . (Eccles. 12:1–5).

The picture is of loss, weakness, and apa-
thy, leading to death. That is Ecclesiastes’s 
story about aging.

R I P E N E S S

But neither in the Bible nor in life is this 
the whole story. Listen again to Shake-
speare. In his tragedy King Lear, one of the 
world’s classics on dysfunctional families, a 
dispossessed son who refuses to be embit-
tered by the way he has been treated com-
ments thus on his blinded father’s loss of 
the will to live:

Men must endure
Their going hence, even as their coming 

hither;
Ripeness is all.

(act 5, scene 2)
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“Ripeness”—what does that mean? The 
word carries the very positive meaning of 
maturity, corresponding to the ripeness of 
fruit. We know the difference between ripe 
and unripe fruit: the latter is sharp, acid, 
hard, without much flavor, and sets teeth on 
edge; the former is relatively soft and sweet, 
juicy, mellow, flavorful, leaving a pleasant 
aftertaste in the mouth.

Between human beings in and beyond 
middle age a comparable difference appears. 
Some grow old gracefully, meaning, fully in 
the grip of the grace of God. Increasingly 
they display a well-developed understand-
ing with a well-formed character: firm, re-
silient, and unyielding, with an unfailing 
sense of proportion and abundant resources 
for upholding and mentoring others. In 
Shakespeare’s play, however, “Ripeness is all” 
should be said with a certain gloominess, 
for the thought being expressed is that this 
personal ripeness will again and again be all 
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that one has at the end of life, though one 
expected, and had a right to expect, much 
more.

But here the Bible breaks in, highlighting 
the further thought that spiritual ripeness 
is worth far more than material wealth in 
any form, and that spiritual ripeness should 
continue to increase as one gets older.

The Bible’s view is that aging, under God 
and by grace, will bring wisdom, that is, an 
enlarged capacity for discerning, choosing, 
and encouraging. In Proverbs 1–7 an evi-
dently elderly father teaches realistic moral 
and spiritual wisdom to his adult but im-
mature son. In Psalm 71 an elderly preacher 
who has given the best years of his life to 
teaching the truth about God in the face of 
much opposition prays as follows:

You, O Lord, are my hope,
my trust, O Lord, from my youth. . . .
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Do not cast me off in the time of 
old age;

forsake me not when my strength is 
spent. . . .

But I will hope continually
and will praise you yet more and 

more.
My mouth will tell of your 

righteous acts,
of your deeds of salvation all the day,
for their number is past my 

knowledge.
With the mighty deeds of the Lord God 

I will come;
I will remind them of your 

righteousness, yours alone.

O God, from my youth you have 
taught me,

and I still proclaim your wondrous 
deeds.

So even to old age and gray hairs,
O God, do not forsake me,
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until I proclaim your might to another 
generation,

your power to all those to come.  
(Ps. 71:5, 9, 14–18)

And Psalm 92:12 and 14 declare:

The righteous flourish like the palm tree
and grow like a cedar in Lebanon. . . .

They still bear fruit in old age;
they are ever full of sap and green.

L A S T  L A P

This biblical expectation and, indeed, prom-
ise of ripeness growing and service of oth-
ers continuing as we age with God is the 
substance of the last-lap image of our clos-
ing years, in which we finish our course. 
Runners in a distance race, like jockeys in a 
horse race, always try to keep something in 
reserve for a final sprint. And my conten-
tion is going to be that, so far as our bodily 
health allows, we should aim to be found 
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running the last lap of the race of our Chris-
tian life, as we would say, flat out. The final 
sprint, so I urge, should be a sprint indeed.

“Live each day as if thy last” is a wise 
word from a hymn written in 1674 by 
Thomas Ken. The older we get, the more 
needful its wisdom becomes, and if we have 
not already taken it to heart, we should do 
so now. When we unpack Ken’s admonition, 
three thoughts emerge.

First, live for God one day at a time. Whatever 
long-term plans we may have, we need to get 
into the habit of planning each day’s business 
in advance, either first thing each morning 
or (better, I think) the day before. Glorifying 
God should be our constant goal, and to that 
end we need to acquire the further habit of 
reviewing before God as each day closes how 
far we have done as we planned, or whether 
and why and how far we changed the plan 
to fit new circumstances and fresh insights, 
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and in any case how far we did the best we 
could for our God, and how far we fell short 
of doing that. Surely it is increasingly im-
portant that we be doing this as we approach 
the end of life and the prospect of giving an 
account of ourselves to God.

Second, live in the present moment. Get into 
the way of practicing God’s presence—more 
specifically, Christ’s presence, according to 
his promise to be with us always (Matt. 
28:20)—and cultivate the divine compan-
ionship. This, too, is an important and, I sus-
pect, widely neglected spiritual discipline 
nowadays, and its importance also would 
seem to grow as we near life’s end.

Daydreaming and indulgence of nostal-
gia are unhappy habits, making for unreal-
ism and discontent. Like all bad habits, they 
tighten their grip on us until we set our-
selves against them and, with God’s help, 
break them. Elderly retirees are prone to 
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find that a disciplined breaking of them is 
an increasingly necessary task in life’s last 
lap, in which steady looking ahead in each 
present moment becomes a bigger and big-
ger factor in inner spiritual health.

Third, live ready to go when Christ comes for 
you. Jesus’s words to the faithful eleven are 
in fact a promise to all his faithful disciples 
in every age:

In my Father’s house are many rooms. 
If it were not so, would I have told you 
that I go to prepare a place for you? And 
if I go and prepare a place for you, I will 
come again and will take you to myself, 
that where I am you may be also. ( John 
14:2–3)

The experience of dying varies from one 
to another. Some of us will be conscious and 
relatively alert right up to the moment of 
our going; some will sink into unconscious-
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ness as our bodies progressively close down; 
some will die in a coma, or while asleep, or 
in a sudden accident or attack on our per-
son, or from heart stoppage; and we cannot 
foresee how it will be for us. So the way of 
wisdom is to be ready for whatever comes, 
whenever it comes.

What does this involve? More than 
merely making a will, giving directions for 
one’s funeral, and arranging for the disposal 
of one’s property. First and foremost, it in-
volves direct, sober dealing with the Lord 
Jesus Christ himself, who is not only the 
one who will come as our courier to take 
us through our transition from this world 
to the next, but also the one who at some 
point in that world will be our Judge. “For 
we must all appear before the judgment seat 
of Christ, so that each one may receive what 
is due for what he has done in the body, 
whether good or evil” (2 Cor. 5:10). More 
about that later; here, I would only stress 
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the urgency of entering, here and now, by 
faith, into a personal relation of discipleship 
to Christ, the invisibly present Savior and 
Lord, as in and through the gospel he him-
self invites everyone to do. This will banish 
all fears about our future.

A British professor of theology once de-
scribed to me the world to which believers 
will go as “an unknown country with a well-
known inhabitant.” When Jesus Christ the 
courier has already become well known to 
us through the Gospels and Pastoral Letters 
of the New Testament, the prospect of tran-
sitioning with him into a world in which 
we shall see him as he is and be constantly 
in his company will be something we find 
alluring rather than alarming.

W R O N G  WAY

But now we must face the fact that all forms 
of this ideal of ripeness and increased focus 
in life in our old age stand in direct contrast 
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