Small Group
Leader’s Guide

SESSION ONE

Chapters 1-3

Lesson Summary

Originally published in 1973, Knowing God has been hailed as one of the greatest Christian classics
of modern times and, by 1992, it had sold more than 100 million copies. That is rather strange con-
sidering the fact that it was written by a (then) relatively unknown British academic and is a rather
demanding read. Nevertheless, since its release and ever since, generations of Christians have read
and reread and been changed by this book. Our first session will focus on the first three chapters of
Knowing God and the accompanying video will highlight a couple key themes in those chapters.

Group Discussion Questions

1.
2.

Pray

What is one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that stood out to you?

In chapter 1, Packer says that “a study of the nature and character of God” is “the most prac-
tical project anyone can engage in.” What do you make of his claim? Why (or why not) is the
study of God practically relevant to our lives?

Packer makes a big distinction between knowing about God and knowing God. Knowing God,
he says, isn’t just a matter of having right opinions or knowing facts. It includes knowledge of
the nature and character of God, but it also involves a personal relationship with God, being
friends with God. How would you describe what it means to know God?

Can you name some examples of people (either in the Bible or that you’ve known personally)
whom you would say have “known God”? What can you learn from their example?

What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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SESSION TWO

Chapters 4-6

Lesson Summary

The main challenge to knowing God in the Bible isn’t disbelief; it’s idolatry. Thus, it comes as no sur-
prise that when J.I. Packer turns his attention to the nature and character of God in chapter 4, he be-
gins with our tendency to commit idolatry by worshiping false and misleading images of God instead
of God as He really is. How do we keep ourselves from falling prey to such idols? We do what Packer
encourages us to do in chapter 5: study and contemplate on how God is made known in the person
of Jesus Christ.

Group Discussion Questions

1.
2.

Pray

What is one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that stood out to you?

Discuss the following quote by novelist David Foster Wallace: “In the day-to-day trenches of
adult life, there is actually no such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not worshiping.
Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to worship.” Do you agree? What are
some examples of things other than God that we worship in the “day-to-day trenches” of life?

Packer says that one of the ways we commit idolatry is by thinking of God not as He is, but
as we “like to think” of Him. What are some examples of popular images that people have of
God? What is true in those ideas of God? How are those ideas misleading? How can we avoid
entertaining such misleading ideas?

”»

In chapter five, in a section titled “He Became Poor,” Packer contrasts the “Christmas spirit
with the “spirit” of the priest and Levite in the parable of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37).
How would you describe the attitude of the priest and Levite in that parable? What makes
their attitude so different from the spirit exemplified in the story of the Son becoming poor
and being born as a child? Why does Packer think that it is a “shame and disgrace” for Chris-
tians to believe in God Incarnate and yet neglect the needs of their neighbors?

What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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SESSION THREE

Chapters /-8

Lesson Summary

“Your God is too small.” Those words are the title of a small book by the English clergyman, J.B. Phillips,
and they are a fitting summary of the themes that occupy chapters seven and eight of Knowing God.
Much like his fellow Englishman, Packer believes that we have a severely diminished understanding
of God, owing in part to the wide gap between our own experience of God and the experience of
biblical saints, who found themselves overwhelmed by the voice of God and thrown to their knees
by the faintest glimpse of His glory. And yet, as Packer notes in chapter seven, the God whom we
are invited to know is none other than the exact same God who addressed Moses out of a bush and
called down fire on a mountaintop in the days of Elijah and spoke words of consolation to a grieving
Mary on the day of resurrection. “The God with whom we have to dois,” as he puts it, “the same God
with whom we have to do.”

Group Discussion Questions
1. Whatis one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that stood out to you?

2. What do you make of J.B. Phillips’s claim that God—at least God in the way that most of us
imagine him—is “too small”? How has your understanding of God changed or developed as
you've aged and grown in your faith?

3. Packer says that, when we read the Bible, many of us feel detached from its description of
the experience of God in the lives of biblical saints. And yet, as he goes on to point out in
chapter 7, the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob (and Moses and Hannah and Isaiah, etc.)
is exactly the same God whom we are invited to know and experience. Why, then, do so many
people feel distanced from the description of God that they read in the Bible? How might
Packer’s emphasis on the changelessness of God’s life, character, truth, ways, and purposes
help you to find more common ground with the stories of believers in the Bible?

4. Chapter 8 discusses the theme of God’s majesty and transcendence. How have you expe-
rienced the majesty of God? Can you think of any particular moments in prayer or worship
when you have been particularly reminded of the greatness of God? What are some ways
that we can remind ourselves of the incomparable majesty of God?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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SESSION FOUR

Chapters 9-11

Lesson Summary

In an increasingly complex and confusing world, where do you look for truth? Where do you look to
know what you should value and how you should live? In short, where do you find wisdom to live
well? Packer’s answer to these questions is simple: God. For God is all-wise, and he desires to impart
his wisdom to us. This does not mean that we can understand precisely what God is doing and why,
but rather that, through close attention to his word, we may discover what is true, what is valuable,
and what is the right way forward in a complex world.

Group Discussion Questions
1. Whatis one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that stood out to you?

2. Describe someone whom you regard as wise. What makes that person wise? Where do you
think their wisdom comes from? How can you learn from their example?

3. J.1.Packer says that, although God is wise, we frequently cannot understand what he is doing
and why. “But God,” he says, “knows exactly what he is doing, and what he is after, in his han-
dling of our affairs ... Meanwhile, we ought not to hesitate to trust his wisdom, even when he
leaves us in the dark.” How do we trust God’s wisdom when we don’t understand what he is
doing? Can you think of a time when you did not understand what God was doing in your life
but chose to trust him anyway?

4. On multiple occasions in the Scriptures (e.g., Proverbs 1:7, 9:10; Psalm 111:10), we are told
that the “fear of the LORD” is the beginning of wisdom. How would you compare this state-
ment to what Packer says in these chapters?

5. Packer ends chapter 11 with a rather unsettling statement and question. He says that “true
Christians are people who acknowledge and live under God’s word” and then goes on to ask:
“Why does this description fit so few of us who profess to be Christians?” What do you make
of his description of “true Christians”? How would you answer his question?

6. What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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SESSION FIVE

Chapters 12-14

Lesson Summary

From the early days of the church up until the present day, there has been a consistent temptation
for Christians to divorce their understanding of the grace and love of God from the reality of God'’s
judgment against sin. J.I. Packer thinks that this is a grave mistake. As he writes in chapter thirteen
of Knowing God, “unless one knows the truth of this fact, that wrongdoers have no natural hope of

anything from God but retributive judgment, one can never share the biblical faith in divine grace.

”»

In this session, we explore the intertwined themes of the love, grace, and judgment of God, and why
Packer thinks it is so essential to hold them together.

Group Discussion Questions

1.
2.

Pray

What is one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that stood out to you?

Packer says that modern Christians frequently separate the love and grace of God from judg-
ment against sin. And yet, as the video mentioned, this is not a modern phenomenon. Since
the earliest days of the church, it has been common to pit the grace of God against divine
judgment and the justice of God in the Old Testament against the love of God in the New.
Why do you think that is? Why do we tend to privilege God'’s grace and love at the expense of,
and through the avoidance of, his just punishment of sin? How have you seen this tendency
in your own life?

Discuss the following quote from chapter 12: “The God who is love is first and foremost light,
and sentimental ideas of his love as an indulgent, benevolent softness, divorced from moral
standards and concerns, must therefore be ruled out from the start. God’s love is holy love.”

Why does Packer think that, before we can truly know and appreciate the grace of God, we
must first come to terms with the depth of our own sin?

Packer says that a true knowledge of God'’s grace will lead to a life of constant gratitude. But
in order to be grateful, we must first be surprised and astonished by what God has done for
us. When is the last time you felt surprise or astonishment at the grace of God? How can we
keep ourselves from taking this grace for granted?

What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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SESSION SIX

Chapters 15-17

Lesson Summary

These chapters in Knowing God deal with what, for many modern people, are hard topics when it
comes to thinking about God: His wrath, goodness and severity, and jealousy. Following the lead of
our own imaginations, we often fall prey to caricatured portraits of God influenced more by pagan
myth than Holy Scripture. As a result, we assume God’s wrath is like our often temperamental and
irrational anger, his goodness as something more like indulgence, and his jealousy as a kind of petty
possessiveness. This session will help us see that learning about God'’s self-sufficiency can help us
understand not only how these attributes of God differ from our common misunderstandings of
them, but also why we must grasp these attributes if we are to truly know God.

Group Discussion Questions

1.
2.

Pray

What is one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that has really stuck with you?

In Chapter 15, did you find anything comforting or consoling about the way Packer says
Scripture portrays the idea of God’s wrath? If so, what? Was there anything that challenged
the way you think about His wrath? How did it do so?

What do you make of Packer’s idea in Chapter 16 about “Santa Claus Theology” when it
comes to understanding God’s goodness and severity? Do you find yourself susceptible to a
picture of God as something more like an indulgent grandfather than a loving father? Related
to this, what might cause you to struggle with the idea of God’s severity? Did you have a good
relationship with your father? How does it influence your understanding of God’s goodness
and severity?

Did you find Packer’s distinction between the two kinds of jealousy (p.170) helpful in Chapter
177 If not, why? If so, how does it help you understand God’s jealousy better?

What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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SESSION SEVEN

Chapters 18-19

Lesson Summary

With these chapters in Knowing God, we come to the climax of this classic work. Whereas in previ-
ous chapters we unpacked A.W. Tozer’s idea that “What comes into our minds when we think about
God is the most important thing about us,” in this lesson, we unpack the idea that what comes into
our minds when we think about the word ‘gospel’ is a close second in importance—if not equally
as important. Packer’s three-word summary of the gospel is “adoption through propitiation,” and
these two chapters unpack the meaning of that phrase. To understand what it means to be God'’s
adopted children, we must first understand how that adoption was made possible, which is through
Christ’s propitiation on the cross. But what do these words mean—adoption and propitiation—and
why do they matter so much to Packer and to us? This lesson explores the significance of propitiation
(Christ’s atoning sacrifice) and how it leads to our adoption as God’s children.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What s one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that has really stuck with you?

2. What is propitiation according to Packer? What is it not? How did his explanation help you
understand a biblical view of this important theological idea? Or did it? If not, what questions
do you still have.

3. According to Packer, adoption is a “higher” blessing than justification, which he calls the “pri-
mary” blessing of salvation. What is Packer’s reasoning for making this claim? Did this chal-
lenge your understanding of the gospel at all? Why or why not?

4. The word propitiation is used only four times in the New Testament and adoption is used only
five times, according to Packer, and yet he argues both provide the foundation upon which
our understanding of the gospel should be built. What do you think about this assertion? Is
Packer missing other key ideas from Scripture to round out our understanding of salvation?
Why or why not?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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SESSION EIGHT

Chapters 20-22

Lesson Summary

The purpose of Knowing God, as J.I. Packer has made clear from the beginning, is not simply to give us
information about God. The purpose of this book is to help us to know God personally. Packer returns
to that theme in chapters 20 and 21 by focusing on two common mistakes that often hamper our
relationship with God, one having to do with how we think of God’s guidance and the other with how
we understand His grace. Then, in the final chapter, Packer addresses what he argues is one of the
main obstacles in our pursuit of knowing God: the fear that, if we devote ourselves to this purpose
entirely, we'll be forced to give up something essential.

Group Discussion Questions

1.
2.

Pray

What is one thing from this week’s assigned chapters that stood out to you?

Chapter 20 focuses on the ways in which God provides guidance to our lives. How have you
experienced God’s guidance in the past? How have you heard other Christians describe their
experience of God'’s guidance? What do you make of Packer’s suggestion that the primary
way God guides us is not “a matter of inward promptings,” but rather through the portrayal
of God’s will and character in Scripture?

In chapter 21, Packer says that sometimes Christians talk about God’s grace in a way that is
unintentionally “cruel.” He goes on to explain that this cruelty occurs when people give false
expectations to others that the Christian life is one filled with constant blessing, happiness,
and spiritual victory, when in fact the Christian life is often one of hardship, suffering, and
ongoing temptation. Do you think that you have sometimes had wrong expectations of the
Christian life or what a relationship with God would be like? How has your understanding
changed over time? How have you learned what Packer refers to as the “secret of the godly
life"—to “wait on the Lord”?

Discuss the following quote from pages 269-270: “It is these half-conscious fears ... which make
us hold back. We feel that the risks of out-and-out discipleswhip are too great for us to take. In other
words, we are not persuaded of the adequacy of God to provide for all the needs of those who launch
out wholeheartedly on the deep sea of unconventional living in obedience to the call of Christ.”

What do you think is the greatest challenge that the assigned chapters of this week pose to
you? What is one practical step that you can take this week to apply and act on the lesson
from this week?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.



