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Preface

THIS BOOK SETS OUT IN SHORT COMPASS 
what seem to me to be the permanent essentials of Chris-
tianity, viewed as both a belief system and a way of life. 
Others have other ideas of how Christianity should be 
profi led, but this is mine. It is Reformational and evangeli-
cal, and as such, so I maintain, historic and classic main-
stream.

These briefi ngs, which were fi rst planned for a study 
Bible and have now been revised, have an intentionally 
scriptural cast and, like other of my writings, are peppered 
with texts to look up. I submit that this is how it should 
be, for it is basic to Christianity to receive biblical teach-
ing as God’s own instruction, proceeding, as Calvin put it, 
via human agency from God’s holy mouth. If Scripture is 
indeed God himself preaching and teaching, as the great 
body of the church has always held, then the fi rst mark of 
good theology is that it seeks to echo the divine Word as 
faithfully as it can.

Theology is fi rst the activity of thinking and speaking 
about God (theologizing), and second the product of that 
activity (Luther’s theology, or Wesley’s, or Finney’s, or 
Wimber’s, or Packer’s, or whoever’s). As an activity, theol-
ogy is a cat’s cradle of interrelated though distinct disci-
plines: elucidating texts (exegesis), synthesizing what they 
say on the things they deal with (biblical theology), seeing 
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how the faith was stated in the past (historical theology), 
formulating it for today (systematic theology), fi nding its 
implications for conduct (ethics), commending and 
defending it as truth and wisdom (apologetics), defi ning 
the Christian task in the world (missiology), stockpiling 
resources for life in Christ (spirituality) and corporate 
worship (liturgy), and exploring ministry (practical theol-
ogy). The following chapters, sketchy as they are, range 
into all these areas.

Remembering that the Lord Jesus Christ called those 
he wanted fed sheep rather than giraffes, I have aimed to 
keep things as simple as possible. Archbishop William 
Temple was once told that he had made a complex issue 
very simple; he was hugely delighted, and said at once: 
“Lord, who made me simple, make me simpler yet.” My 
heart goes with Temple’s, and I have tried to keep my head 
in line with it.

As I often tell my students, theology is for doxology and 
devotion—that is, the praise of God and the practice of 
godliness. It should therefore be presented in a way that 
brings awareness of the divine presence. Theology is at its 
healthiest when it is consciously under the eye of the God 
of whom it speaks, and when it is singing to his glory. 
This, too, I have tried to bear in mind.

These short studies of great subjects feel to me, now 
that I have done them, rather like the lightning tours of 
England that enterprising bus companies run for Ameri-
can visitors (fi fteen minutes at Stonehenge, two hours in 
Oxford, theatre and overnight in Stratford, an hour and a 
half in York, an afternoon in the Lake District—phew!). 
Each chapter is a mere sketchy note. Yet I dare to hope 
that my compressed material, Packer-packed as it is, might 
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expand in readers’ minds to lift their hearts Godward, in 
the way that a different form of hot air lifts balloons and 
their passengers skyward. We shall see.

My frequent quoting of the Westminster Confession 
may raise some eyebrows, since I am an Anglican and not 
a Presbyterian. But since the Confession was intended to 
amplify the Thirty-nine Articles, and most of its framers 
were Anglican clergy, and since it is something of a mas-
terpiece, “the ripest fruit of Reformation creed-making” 
as B. B. Warfi eld called it, I think I am entitled to value it 
as part of my Reformed Anglican heritage, and to use it as 
a major resource.

I gratefully acknowledge the hidden hand of my much-
admired friend R. C. Sproul, from whom came the germ 
idea for several of these outlines. Though our styles differ, 
we think very much alike, and have cooperated happily in 
a number of projects. I fi nd that we are sometimes referred 
to as the Reformed Mafi a, but hard words break no bones, 
and on we go.

Thanks are also due to Wendell Hawley, my publisher, 
and LaVonne Neff, my editor, for helpfulness and patience 
in many forms. To work with them has been a privilege 
and a pleasure.

J. I. PACKER
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REVELATION
SCRIPTURE IS THE WORD OF GOD

The tablets were the work of God;
the writing was the writing of God,

engraved on the tablets.
EXODUS 32:16

✛ Christianity is the true worship and service of the 
true God, humankind’s Creator and Redeemer. It is 

a religion that rests on revelation: nobody would know the 
truth about God, or be able to relate to him in a personal 
way, had not God fi rst acted to make himself known. But 
God has so acted, and the sixty-six books of the Bible, 
thirty-nine written before Christ came and twenty-seven 
after, are together the record, interpretation, expression, 
and embodiment of his self-disclosure. God and godliness 
are the Bible’s uniting themes.

From one standpoint, the Scriptures (Scriptures means 
“writings”) are the faithful testimony of the godly to the 
God whom they loved and served; from another stand-
point, through a unique exercise of divine overruling in 
their composition, they are God’s own testimony and 
teaching in human form. The church calls these writings 
the Word of God because their authorship and contents 
are both divine.

Decisive assurance that Scripture is from God and con-
sists entirely of his wisdom and truth comes from Jesus 
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Christ and his apostles, who taught in his name. Jesus, 
God incarnate, viewed his Bible (our Old Testament) as 
his heavenly Father’s written instruction, which he no less 
than others must obey (Matt. 4:4, 7, 10; 5:19-20; 19:4-6; 
26:31, 52-54; Luke 4:16-21; 16:17; 18:31-33; 22:37; 
24:25-27, 45-47; John 10:35), and which he had come to 
fulfi ll (Matt. 5:17-18; 26:24; John 5:46). Paul described 
the Old Testament as entirely “God-breathed”—that is, 
a product of God’s Spirit (“breath”) just as the cosmos is 
(Ps. 33:6; Gen. 1:2)—and written to teach Christianity 
(2 Tim. 3:15-17; Rom. 15:4; 1 Cor. 10:11). Peter affi rms 
the divine origin of biblical teaching in 2 Peter 1:21 and 
1 Peter 1:10-12, and so also by his manner of quoting 
does the writer to the Hebrews (Heb. 1:5-13; 3:7; 4:3; 
10:5-7, 15-17; cf. Acts 4:25; 28:25-27).

Since the apostles’ teaching about Christ is itself 
revealed truth in God-taught words (1 Cor. 2:12-13), the 
church rightly regards authentic apostolic writings as 
completing the Scriptures. Already Peter refers to Paul’s 
letters as Scripture (2 Pet. 3:15-16), and Paul is appar-
ently calling Luke’s gospel Scripture in 1 Timothy 5:18, 
where he quotes the words of Luke 10:7.

The idea of written directives from God himself as a 
basis for godly living goes back to God’s act of inscribing 
the Decalogue on stone tablets and then prompting 
Moses to write his laws and the history of his dealings 
with his people (Exod. 32:15-16; 34:1, 27-28; Num. 33:2; 
Deut. 31:9). Digesting and living by this material was 
always central to true devotion in Israel for both leaders 
and ordinary people (Josh. 1:7-8; 2 Kings 17:13; 22:8-13; 
1 Chron. 22:12-13; Neh. 8; Ps. 119). The principle that 
all must be governed by the Scriptures, that is, by the Old 
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and New Testaments taken together, is equally basic to 
Christianity.

What Scripture says, God says; for, in a manner com-
parable only to the deeper mystery of the Incarnation, the 
Bible is both fully human and fully divine. So all its man-
ifold contents—histories, prophecies, poems, songs, wis-
dom writings, sermons, statistics, letters, and whatever 
else—should be received as from God, and all that Bible 
writers teach should be revered as God’s authoritative 
instruction. Christians should be grateful to God for the 
gift of his written Word, and conscientious in basing their 
faith and life entirely and exclusively upon it. Otherwise, 
we cannot ever honor or please him as he calls us to do.
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INTERPRETATION
CHRISTIANS CAN UNDERSTAND THE 

WORD OF GOD

Give me understanding, and I will keep 
your law and obey it with all my heart.

PSALM 119:34

✛ All Christians have a right and duty not only to learn 
from the church’s heritage of faith but also to inter-

pret Scripture for themselves. The church of Rome doubts 
this, alleging that individuals easily misinterpret the Scrip-
tures. This is true; but the following rules, faithfully 
observed, will help prevent that from happening.

Every book of Scripture is a human composition, and 
though it should always be revered as the Word of God, 
interpretation of it must start from its human character. 
Allegorizing, therefore, which disregards the human writ-
er’s expressed meaning is never appropriate.

Each book was written not in code but in a way that 
could be understood by the readership to which it was 
addressed. This is true even of the books that primarily use 
symbolism: Daniel, Zechariah, and Revelation. The main 
thrust is always clear, even if details are clouded. So when 
we understand the words used, the historical background, 
and the cultural conventions of the writer and his readers, 
we are well on the way to grasping the thoughts that are 
being conveyed. Spiritual understanding—that is, the dis-
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cernment of the reality of God, his ways with humankind, 
his present will, and one’s own relationship to him now and 
for the future—will not however reach us from the text 
until the veil is removed from our hearts and we are able 
to share the writer’s own passion to know and please and 
honor God (2 Cor. 3:16; 1 Cor. 2:14). Prayer that God’s 
Spirit may generate this passion in us and show us God in 
the text is needed here. (See Ps. 119:18-19, 26-27, 33-34, 
73, 125, 144, 169; Eph. 1:17-19; 3:16-19.)

Each book had its place in the progress of God’s revela-
tion of grace, which began in Eden and reached its climax 
in Jesus Christ, Pentecost, and the apostolic New Testa-
ment. That place must be borne in mind when studying 
the text. The Psalms, for instance, model the godly heart 
in every age, but express its prayers and praises in terms 
of the typical realities (earthly kings, kingdoms, health, 
wealth, war, long life) that circumscribed the life of grace 
in the pre-Christian era.

Each book proceeded from the same divine mind, so 
the teaching of the Bible’s sixty-six books will be comple-
mentary and self-consistent. If we cannot yet see this, the 
fault is in us, not in Scripture. It is certain that Scripture 
nowhere contradicts Scripture; rather, one passage explains 
another. This sound principle of interpreting Scripture by 
Scripture is sometimes called the analogy of Scripture or 
the analogy of faith.

Each book exhibits unchanging truth about God, 
humanity, godliness, and ungodliness, applied to and illus-
trated by particular situations in which individuals and 
groups found themselves. The fi nal stage in biblical inter-
pretation is to reapply these truths to our own life-situa-
tions; this is the way to discern what God in Scripture is 
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saying to us at this moment. Examples of such reapplica-
tion are Josiah’s realization of God’s wrath at Judah’s fail-
ure to observe his law (2 Kings 22:8-13), Jesus’ reasoning 
from Genesis 2:24 (Matt. 19:4-6), and Paul’s use of Gen-
esis 15:6 and Psalm 32:1-2 to show the reality of present 
righteousness by faith (Rom. 4:1-8).

No meaning may be read into or imposed on Scripture 
that cannot with certainty be read out of Scripture—
shown, that is, to be unambiguously expressed by one or 
more of the human writers.

Careful and prayerful observance of these rules is a 
mark of every Christian who “correctly handles the word 
of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).
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GENERAL 
REVELATION

GOD’S REALITY IS KNOWN TO ALL

The heavens declare the glory of God;
the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

PSALM 19:1

✛ God’s world is not a shield hiding the Creator’s 
 power and majesty. From the natural order it is evi-

dent that a mighty and majestic Creator is there. Paul says 
this in Romans 1:19-21, and in Acts 17:28 he calls a Greek 
poet as witness that humans are divinely created. Paul also 
affi rms that the goodness of this Creator becomes evident 
from kindly providences (Acts 14:17; cf. Rom. 2:4), and 
that some at least of the demands of his holy law are known 
to every human conscience (Rom. 2:14-15), along with the 
uncomfortable certainty of eventual retributive judgment 
(Rom. 1:32). These evident certainties constitute the con-
tent of general revelation.

General revelation is so called because everyone receives 
it, just by virtue of being alive in God’s world. This has 
been so from the start of human history. God actively dis-
closes these aspects of himself to all human beings, so that 
in every case failure to thank and serve the Creator in 
righteousness is sin against knowledge, and denials of 
 having received this knowledge should not be taken seri-
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ously. God’s universal revelation of his power, praisewor-
thiness, and moral claim is the basis of Paul’s indictment 
of the whole human race as sinful and guilty before God 
for failing to serve him as we should (Rom. 1:18–3:19).

God has now supplemented general revelation with the 
further revelation of himself as Savior of sinners through 
Jesus Christ. This revelation, given in history and embod-
ied in Scripture, and opening the door of salvation to the 
lost, is usually called special or specifi c revelation. It 
includes explicit verbal statement of all that general rev-
elation tells us about God, and teaches us to recognize that 
revelation in the natural order, in the events of history, 
and in the makeup of human beings, so that we learn to 
see the entire world as, in Calvin’s phrase, a theatre of the 
glory of God.
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GUILT
THE EFFECT OF GENERAL 

REVELATION

. . . what may be known about God
is plain to them, because God has made it plain 

to them.
ROMANS 1:19

✛ Scripture assumes, and experience confi rms, that 
human beings are naturally inclined to some form 

of religion, yet they fail to worship their Creator, whose 
general revelation of himself makes him universally 
known. Both theoretical atheism and moral monotheism 
are natural to no one: atheism is always a reaction against 
a pre-existing belief in God or gods, and moral monothe-
ism has only ever appeared in the wake of special revela-
tion. 

Scripture explains this state of affairs by telling us that 
sinful egoism and aversion to our Creator’s claims drive 
humankind into idolatry, which means transferring worship 
and homage to some power or object other than God the 
Creator (Isa. 44:9-20; Rom. 1:21-23; Col. 3:5). In this 
way, apostate humans “suppress the truth” and have 
“ exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made 
to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles” 
(Rom. 1:18, 23). They smother and quench, as far as 
they can, the awareness that general revelation gives them 
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of the transcendent Creator-Judge, and attach their inerad-
icable sense of deity to unworthy objects. This in turn leads 
to drastic moral decline, with consequent misery, as a fi rst 
manifestation of God’s wrath against human apostasy (Rom. 
1:18, 24-32).

Nowadays in the West people idolize and, in effect, 
worship secular objects such as the fi rm, the family, foot-
ball, and pleasant feelings of various kinds. But moral 
decline still results, just as it did when pagans worshipped 
literal idols in Bible times.

Human beings cannot entirely suppress their sense of 
God and his present and future judgment; God himself 
will not let them do that. Some sense of right and wrong, 
as well as of being accountable to a holy divine Judge, 
always remains. In our fallen world all whose minds are 
not in some way impaired have a conscience that at some 
points directs them and from time to time condemns 
them, telling them that they ought to suffer for wrongs 
they have done (Rom. 2:14ff.); and when conscience speaks 
in these terms it is in truth the voice of God.

Fallen humankind is in one sense ignorant of God, since 
what people like to believe, and do in fact believe, about 
the objects of their worship falsifi es and distorts the rev-
elation of God they cannot escape. In another sense, how-
ever, all human beings remain aware of God, guiltily, with 
uncomfortable inklings of coming judgment that they 
wish they did not have. Only the gospel of Christ can 
speak peace to this distressful aspect of the human condi-
tion.
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