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“Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved.” 

That’s the answer given by the apostle Paul and his sidekick Silas; 

the answer to a question thrown at them in this story from the book of Acts. 

Now, several times during Eastertide, we have found ourselves dealing with stories that 
were driven by questions. 

And in this case, it is a question cried out by a desperate Philippian jailer: 

“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 

It is blurted out by a man who has just seen his life flash in front of his eyes, as he prepared 
to fall upon his sword. 

But now, upon discovering that his prisoners had not escaped, he instead falls before 
them, and yelps his plaintive question: “What must I do to be saved?”  

Now, it’s a question that has reverberated down through the ages.  But in the jailer’s case, 
what exactly does it mean? 

Was he asking how he might be saved from punishment by the Roman authorities?  Had 
the earthquake persuaded him that something of cosmic significance was going on here? 

Or had Paul and Silas made enough of a racket when they were praying and singing in 
their jail cell, that the jailer was able to piece together some theological notion of what 
“being saved” might mean?  

We don’t know what it meant to him.  But 20 centuries later, do you and I still have any 
better sense of what the question means?   

We live in the midst of an American evangelical culture that traffics in those terms, but 
they are not, by and large, our terms.  

The fact is that many of you became Presbyterian—or remained so--precisely because 
of your discomfort with that language. 

So if someone asks you, “What must I do to be saved”—or more likely, asks if you are 
saved—chances are you will either be offended or tongue-tied. 



 

But even if the part about being ‘saved’ feels beyond your comfort zone, the first part of 
Paul and Silas’ answer  

may seem as though it puts us on more familiar ground.   

“Believing in Jesus” sounds like something that you and I know how to talk about. 

After all, it wasn’t that long ago that we taught classes called “Basic Christian Beliefs”, or 
read booklets with titles such as, “What Do Presbyterians Believe?”   

And it was only around 25 years ago that the late Shirley Guthrie, arguably the most 
beloved professor at one of our most progressive Presbyterian seminaries, wrote the 
revised version of his master work, Christian Doctrine.   

In it, he lays out the basic beliefs of the Reformed tradition, and how we came 
more or less to consensus on those affirmations. 

And it’s the most helpful guide I know for understanding what our faith tradition 
means by the words that we use. 

But nonetheless, there is a bit of a problem.  Many of our most thoughtful contemporary 
theologians—people like Richard Rohr, Diana Butler Bass, or John Philip Newell—have 
become uncomfortable in talking about belief. 

It’s not that they reject the basic body of Christian doctrine; it’s just that ‘belief’ sounds 
and feels to them too abstract,  

too much like talking and debating about God and Jesus, rather than practicing 
them. 

Pastor Graham Standish has written a book entitled, Becoming a Blessed Church.  In it, 
he tells of how he always held his Presbyterian upbringing at arm’s length, because all of 
it seemed to be a head trip. 

It wasn’t until some of the questions he was encountering as a juvenile corrections 
counselor drove him to a Christian spirituality degree at a Catholic university, that he 
began to engage seriously with his own church background.  The difference, he found, 
was between learning about God, and knowing God experientially. 

Barbara Brown Taylor is considered by many to be the finest preacher of our generation.  
In her book An Altar in the World, she expresses the disconnect this way: 

“Some of the most reverent people I know decline to call themselves religious.  For 
them … it means being able to say what you believe about God and why.  It also 
means being able to hold your own in a debate with someone who believes 



 

otherwise.  They, meanwhile … do not want to debate anyone.  The longer they 
stand before the holy of holies, the less adequate their formulations … seem to 
them.  Angels reach down and shut their mouths.”  (An Altar in the World, 2009, p. 
22) 

So how do we square all of this with Paul and Silas’ simple instruction to “believe on the 
Lord Jesus and be saved?”  

Or more to the point, how would they have brought the Philippian jailer, in a very 
short period of teaching and explanation that night,  

to the point that he was ready to embrace this new religion—this new way of life? 

Let me suggest that we might learn something, at this point, from some somewhat 
obscure writings that date from the Protestant Reformation, almost 500 years ago.  

The 16th century Reformers spoke of true saving faith that consisted of three parts: 
information, assent, and trust.    

And one of the classic examples is to consider this simple, everyday object that is here in 
front of us. 

Now, the first level is to recognize, from its shape and appearance, that this is a chair.  
And that is superficial acknowledgement of raw data, or information. 

Then a second level of engagement occurs when I say, I believe that this chair can 
support me.  That is assent, or belief.   

But the third level of engagement occurs when I trust levels one and two by sitting in the 
chair.  Only then do I actually experience the chair—its comfort, its degree of support.  
And then I know that it is truly a chair. [Neal D. Presa, Feasting on the Gospels, Luke, Vol. 1, 
p. 218] 

Which may explain why, if you look up the words “believe” or “belief” in the New 
Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, you will find a grand total of only nine sentences. 

 Whereas, if you check out the word ‘faith’, you will encounter a full 15 pages of 
material about the nuances of difference between believing in God and trusting in God; 

the distinction between affirming as a matter of information that Jesus is the son 
of God, and knowing or experiencing him as the one who makes all things new.   

And in that respect, it doesn’t hurt to know that the New Testament Greek word for belief 
(pistos) is the same as ‘to know’ or ‘to have faith’. 



 

For our ancient Christian forebears, these things were one and the same.  But 
somehow over the centuries, we have separated ‘belief’ into some kind of assent 
to abstract doctrines. 

So this account in the book of Acts tells us that the jailer took them upstairs to his living 
quarters and, “They spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house”. 

Somehow, through the work of the Spirit, Paul and Silas, in a very short period of 
time, were able to present the word of God in such a way that the jailer moved 
from information to assent to belief, or faith. 

God’s earthquake, along with the witness of these two prisoners, has released the 
jailer from a prison of his own.   

And get this: the very first act of the jailer, upon his conversion, is to show his former 
prisoners hospitality by setting food before them. 

So it is wonderfully appropriate that here, today, we are about to celebrate the sacrament 
of Holy Communion.  How fitting is it that when we talk about ‘belief’ as ‘faith’, and faith 
as ‘knowing Christ and trusting in him’, we are about to be guests at his table? 

Guests in a meal where he invites us to know him, to experience him, by sharing in his 
very essence—his body and his blood?   

And in so doing, we become one with him, and with all of Creation. 

“Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved.”      


