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‘What must I do to be saved?’ It had not been the best of days.  

My days could be eventful. On some days, the prisoners could be abrupt or violent, but that 

was all in a day’s work. I am a Jailer. Lock them up, keep watch, feed if necessary, do your 

shift – that would keep the bosses happy. There was not much to my job! As long as the 

prisoners were kept behind bars, I enjoy the favour of the Roman authorities by helping to 

maintain order and keeping the criminals off the street. 

On this day, two new prisoners were added to my watch. ‘Christians’ they were called – I 

had heard of them, notorious for causing disruptions in the synagogues and market places. 

The magistrate had ordered these two men, called Paul and Silas, to be incarcerated – it 

must have been for a serious crime because the instructions stated that they were to be put 

in the inner high security cell and clamped by the feet. Maybe they had a history of breaking 

out, so putting their feet in stocks would ensure they couldn’t do a runner. 

These two prisoners were strange. Everyone could see it, even the other prisoners. They 

sang hymns (who does that?) and then seemed quite content to do a lot of praying (don’t 

know who they thought could help them now) – there was an air of joy yet security about 

them. Each to their own, I say. 

And then it happened, around midnight. As if from nowhere we got hit by this awesome 

earthquake. Oh, the damage! The prison wasn’t built of the best of materials. The walls 

cracked, the floors buckled, the torches blew out, and the prison cell doors were dislodged 

from their hinges. All of them! It was chaos.  

This was bad news. The Romans were not known for being too lenient, so the excuse “an 

earthquake set the prisoners free” would sound pretty lame. I have one key performance 

indicator: keep the prisoners locked up! If I can’t do that one job, then I pay for it with my 

life. Yes, it is a bit harsh, but that is the deal. My choice - take my life now or face the music!  

It is all a bit hazy now. So much happened and so quickly.  

Out of the rubble, through the dust, and despite the darkness, I heard them – those 

prisoners! “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” 

I called for the lights. I had forgotten about the stocks. Of course they were there. I had 

them locked by the feet, and here before me I saw the strangest thing! Not only had the 

earthquake knocked the doors from their hinges, it had somehow loosened everybody’s 

chains – what kind of earthquake does that?! 

The prisoners were all free, but they were there! 

 

Those prisoners all standing before me was a great gift. If true, if indeed all were there, then 

my life was saved. But if I was a prisoner and my stocks suddenly dropped off and the cell 
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doors suddenly swung open, then I would take it as an invitation to hot foot it out of there. 

Not these men! 

It was at that point that it dawned on me: I needed more than a physical salvation! I needed 

the salvation they had! It was personal. It was powerful. It was beyond anything that I could 

do for myself. 

“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” I blurted out. I will never, ever forget the answer! 

“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved – you and your whole household”. 

Inspired by Acts 16:16-40 
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Bible Study: Saved by Grace 

Reflection/Discussion: 

How does our world measure success? Consider the different secular day-to-day spheres of our lives 

(e.g. schooling, parenting, work), in what ways is a person seen to be valuable? 

 

 

What do you think it looks like to be ‘a success’ as a Christian? 

 

 

Read Ephesians 2:1-10 

NIV Ephesians 2:1-10 

 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to 

live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of 

the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also 

lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and 

following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of 

wrath.  

 
4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with 

Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-- it is by grace you have been 

saved. 6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly 

realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages he might show the 

incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, 

it is the gift of God-- 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God's 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in 

advance for us to do. 

 

Suggestion: Be creative and inspired - Draw a picture that depicts this passage. 

1. Who is this passage written to? And, who does this passage critique? 

 

2. What are the characteristics and consequences of one who is disobedient? 

 

 

3. Opposite to being dead in transgressions and sins, God has ‘made us alive with Christ’. Why? 

By what means? 

 

4. Describe ‘grace’ as explained in this passage. 
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5. Why has God ‘seated us with him [Jesus] in the heavenly realms’ (v6) 

 

6. What ‘work’ does God ask for? 

 

Implication/s 

7. How should this passage shape a person saved by grace in Christ? 

 

8. For the person saved by grace, what would be the wrong way to apply this passage? 

 

9. What do you think it looks like to be ‘a success’ as a Christian? 

 

 

Spend some time praying 
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Salvation by Grace 

According to Acts 16, the Philippian Jailer and his whole family listened to the Word of the 

Lord as spoken by the Apostle Paul. They accepted it and were then baptised as a sign that 

they had been saved (Acts 16:16-40). 

Christians are people who believe in the Lord Jesus. They are saved, not by what they have 

done, but by what he has done. Jesus’ greatest gift is his salvation – which is why Christians 

can clearly and confidently say that they are ‘saved by grace’. 

This is a fundamental starting point. 

Let me explain. 

Being a ‘person of faith in Jesus’ is not a status which is earned or established by some 

wonderful deed. Christians are not saved by the good things that they do, or by the 

sufferings that they endure, or by the things that they go without as if in some way heavenly 

credit points are accumulated. 

Salvation by Grace is a truth that is one of the most liked but most badly applied truths of 

the Bible.  

It is liked, because it speaks of God’s gracious work to save. If you took a person who was, at 

best an enemy, and gave them everything as if they were your best friend – then you would 

have to say that was a gracious, perhaps unwarranted, certainly extraordinary gift. That is 

what God has done in saving a Christian. 

Badly applied, because many take this grace for granted. It is a faulty assumption to assert 

that because ‘God is loving’ he will save everyone. And further, it is a fallacy to think that 

because God has saved, people no longer need to obey God. 

So, why is salvation by grace so hard to accept? 

This doctrine is one of the many points where the Bible is totally out of step with our 

society! 

Romans 5 helps us: 

5 Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have 

peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we 

have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. 

And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. 3 Not only so, but we 

also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering 

produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; and character, 

hope. 5 And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has 

been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has 

been given to us. 
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6 You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ 

died for the ungodly. 7 Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous 

person, though for a good person someone might possibly dare to die. 
8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still 

sinners, Christ died for us. 

9 Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall 

we be saved from God’s wrath through him! 10 For if, while we were 

God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his 

Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved 

through his life! 11 Not only is this so, but we also boast in God 

through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received 

reconciliation. 

We can do nothing to earn favour with God 

The first reason salvation by grace is out of step with the world is because the Bible says 

that we can do nothing to earn favour with God. We are saved by faith not our works. 

Being ‘justified through faith’ (verse 1) is a fancy way of saying that a person’s relationship 

with God has been put right. How does that happen? The answer is there for all to read 

‘through faith… through our Lord Jesus Christ’. 

The term ‘therefore’ at the beginning of the verse tells you that it is making the argument 

based on something already written in this letter by the Apostle Paul to the Christians in 

Rome; many of whom would have had Jewish origins (meaning they were descendants of 

Israel) and had grown up knowing the history in the Old Testament of how God had saved 

them. 

A quick history lesson: the Father of Israel, Abraham, is the one who heard the original 

promises from God that he would save his people – that is the topic of the Romans 4 (the 

chapter immediately before). Paul explains how God had credited Abraham as righteous - 

“What does Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as 

righteousness.’” (Romans 4:3 c.f. Genesis 15:6). What is significant is that at that time, 

Abraham was credited as righteous - Abraham had done no work. He had no law to follow 

(that came later with Moses). He had no birthmark. He had no distinct sign that marked him 

as special (circumcision, to mark out a person of Israel, came later). And yet, Abraham was 

declared righteous. 

The point? God declares Abraham to be right with him on the basis of faith, not on the basis 

of any effort on Abraham’s part. 

For Christians in Rome 2000 years ago, and also here, today, God justifies them through 

faith in Jesus, not because of any human effort. 

That is a very different picture to our society. Imagine what it would be like to receive 

something good without having to earn it; to be graded with top marks at school without 
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having to do any homework or sit any exams; to be awarded top marks at university without 

submitting an essay or handing in an assignment; to be promoted and renumerated at work 

without having to sit through a performance review or meet any KPI’s! 

With God, the gift of salvation is not by our efforts. It is through faith in Christ. 

It is about hope 

The second reason that salvation by grace is totally out of step with the world has to do 

with hope. 

There is a connection drawn between grace and hope in verse 2, which reads: ‘We have 

gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. We rejoice in the hope of the 

glory of God.’ 

Christians have access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. Can you see that this is 

a present reality for those in faith? They ‘now stand’. 

Our world tends to think of hope as ‘wishful thinking’, like winning the lotto (“I hope I win 

the jackpot”), but that is not the Bible’s view of hope at all. Hope is a sure thing because of 

God’s grace in Jesus. 

Consider for a moment what that means for the person of faith. They ‘rejoice in the 

[certain] hope of the glory of God’. Every time a person gets baptised (like the Philippian 

Jailer in Acts 16); every time a person declares that they are a follower of Jesus, they are 

declaring that they accept what Jesus has done for them and also what that means for their 

glorious future. They rejoice in hope. 

Does that mean that a Christian should expect everything to be all roses? Not at all! 

Christian hope is not simply present when things are good, but also has relevance when 

things are not so good. Read on in our passage. Verse 3: ‘we also rejoice in our sufferings, 

because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and 

character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us.’ 

Is that not strange to our ears? Rejoice in suffering! 

It is strange, because the hope on offer in our world is lost when suffering comes. If all we 

live for is what can be offered in the here and now, then at some point that ‘hope’ will be 

found to be wanting. Suffering, for any reason at all, is one such point. 

With Jesus, suffering cannot take away Christian hope because even if suffering leads 

drastically to the point of death, there is more. There is peace forever with God. 

It is not uncommon to hear reports of Christians suffering for their faith. There are many 

theatres of war where those most targeted are those who hold to a Christian faith. To be 

attacked, to be beaten, to be exiled or even to be killed is hardly something to rejoice in. Yet 

this experience does not mean hope is void. In fact, those who do suffer will often say that it 
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is at those times when hope is most important. Chapter 5 Resilient in Suffering will consider 

this topic in more detail. 

If Christian hope is simply wishful thinking, then Christians should be pitied more than 

anyone. Conversely, if worldly hope is to be taken seriously, then it must find an answer for 

suffering. 

It tells us something about ourselves that we don’t like to admit 

The third reason salvation by grace is out of step with the world is because it tells us 

something about ourselves which deep down we know is true, but we do not like to admit. 

Verse 6 identifies me as someone who is ungodly. Verse 8 calls me a ‘sinner’. Not a very 

popular notion!  

I quite like thinking of myself as a good person, and I am sure given the opportunity you also 

would like to be seen as a good person. Generally, we are good, give or take the occasional 

traffic infringement or swear word! Yes, we are good people! But, I am not sure anyone 

would want to put their hand up and say they are perfect. And that is the point. 

If we are not perfect, then we are a sinner. This passage is reminding us that deep down we 

are ungodly and sinners. 

Paint me with the brush of sin and you paint a portrait of an unrighteous man. I wish I could 

say otherwise, but I am a sin masterpiece! 

So how do ‘good’ people, if not by their own efforts, come to have peace with one who is 

perfect? How do the unrighteous become righteous? The answer is that Jesus took our 

place: ‘While we were still sinners, Christ died for us’ (verse 8).  

Jesus did not need to die for a righteous man; he had to die as a righteous man, in order 

that we ‘good’ people might be made completely righteous in God’s sight. 

Why is that so necessary? 

As verses 9 to 11 state, all people without Jesus are God’s enemies. Being an enemy of 

anyone is hardly a pleasant notion. Being an enemy of the God of the universe should be 

terrifying! And without someone to step between us and God, then we are in the firing line 

of his wrath. There is absolutely nothing comforting about that picture. 

It is into that reality that God’s grace comes: ‘For if, while we were God’s enemies, we were 

reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, 

shall we be saved through his life!’ (verse 10). 

Faith and Works and Grace 

What does it mean to be saved through faith by God’s grace? 
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It means that God, through Jesus, and only through Jesus, has made the effort to save us. It 

is His gift and it is freely given. That’s grace. 

When someone works at a job, they receive payment for what they have done. They have 

earned their pay. We would never call that pay check a gift. By works, we get what we 

deserve. That is exactly why ‘faith ‘ is the opposite to ‘works’. By works we get what we 

deserve, but in faith we get what we don’t deserve. 

A Christian is saved in faith by grace. 

Faith and Obedience and Grace 

While faith can be contrasted with works, there is another dimension to consider. Faith can 

also be contrasted with disobedience. And that is why, when someone becomes a person of 

faith, the right response is to obey Jesus. After all, why would you trust Jesus to remove 

your sin and guilt before God, if you were only going to hold onto sin and continue to 

disobey God day after day? 

When Jesus started his public ministry as recorded in Mark 1, his first words were these: 

‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news’ (1:15). 

Jesus calls people to repent (to turn to him) and to believe (to place their trust in him). 

Repentance involves seeing sin for the deceitful and deadly thing that it really is, and turning 

away from it. Belief in Jesus involves seeing Jesus for the gracious and powerful Saviour that 

He really is, and turning to Him. 

Faith places these two acts together in a person’s salvation – repentance and belief are two 

sides of the same faith-coin if you like. 

Have you ever noticed that when you turn from something you turn two ways? 

Suppose you are walking to go to the front door of your house when you suddenly 

remember that you have left your bag on the bench. When you turn to go back to the 

bench, you also turn away from the front door. Every turning involves a turning from 

something to something. 

That is what a saving faith looks like. It involves turning from the horror of sin (which if you 

didn’t would leave you out of step and not at peace with God who will hold you to account) 

and turning to trust and hope in Jesus (who brings you in-step with God and at peace with 

him). 

Now let me try and explain why repenting and believing in Christ is not a work. 

Repenting and believing in Jesus, if solely by human action, does nothing if Jesus had not 

already paid the price. It is because of Jesus that salvation forever is even on offer, and it is 

by God’s grace, and only by his grace, that we are saved. 
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What does a Christian look like? 

So, for someone who is indeed saved by grace, what should that change about the way you 

live your life? 

A Christian is someone who has moved from being out-of-step with God to now being 

someone who is in-step with God through Jesus. Or, to put that another way, a Christian is 

someone who has moved from being in-step with the world to now being someone who is 

out-of-step with the world. 

So: 

1. Don’t think that being good, or working hard for God is what gives you more credit. The 

best line of credit has already been offered in Jesus alone. 

2. Don’t take the gift of salvation for granted. Instead live lives that are worthy of the gift 

that has so generously been given. And that will look like a forgiven sinner, who rejoices in 

the hope of the glory of God and rejoices in whatever sufferings they might experience for 

being in Jesus Christ. 

3. Be more concerned about the security we have in Christ than you are concerned about the 

security you have in the world. There will always be a temptation to rest in what the world 

offers. It will only be a temporary rest. 

4. Be obedient to Jesus. There will be a temptation to use the excuse “because I am saved by 

grace then I don’t have to do anything that Christ asks of me” (of course we wouldn’t say it 

like that – we would be much more nuanced or subtle). To think to yourself, “I don’t have to 

be involved in service, because I know I have already been saved by grace” is a self-

deception and a misunderstanding of grace. Christians should be concerned about being 

saved people who take obedience to our Saviour very seriously. More about being Active in 

Service in Chapter 9. 

 

 

 

Action Reflection 

1. What about your thinking and your behaviour should be changed as a result of this 

‘essential’ Christian quality? 

 

2. What is a step you can take to make that change this week?  

 

Pray about it. 


