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“Are you saved?” That question pops up occasionally. 
We may see it on a billboard, hear it from a TV preacher, 
or even have a friend ask it of us in all sincerity. 

How does the question make you feel? Do you welcome 
it as an expression of care about your eternal destiny? 
Or does it sound high pressure, intrusive—like some-
one is prying into your life in a way that crosses the line 
of good taste?

 The question is a theological one. The word “saved” is 
short for “salvation.” In the Bible, salvation describes 
the relationship of a person to God, a relationship of 
love and trust. This is how God relates to human 
beings. This relationship begins in this life and extends 
beyond our death into eternity. Salvation is sometimes 
called eternal life. In the Christian context, our salvation 
comes through Jesus Christ. The most famous verse in 
the Bible is John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that 
he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes 
in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” We 
live forever; we have eternal life. This begins when we 
believe in Jesus Christ. 

So to ask someone, “Are you saved?” is to ask, “Do you 
have eternal life?” “Do you believe in Jesus Christ?” We 
believe in Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. He died 
on the cross and was raised from the dead so that those 
who believe in him can have a relationship of love and 
trust in God. This is salvation.

Two Models for Salvation
There are two main ways through which Christians 
experience salvation: the conversionist model and the 
gradualist model. These simply point to the different 

means by which we understand our salvation with God 
in Jesus Christ. 

Conversionist
It is possible to know the exact date and time in which 
one was saved or realized one’s salvation. It can hap-
pen in a moment. It can be sudden. It can be a dramatic 
encounter with God in Christ that completely changes 
or revolutionizes one’s life. 

The clear biblical example is Saul of Tarsus. Saul was 
a rigorous Jew who persecuted the followers of the 
recently crucifi ed Jesus of Nazareth. He consented to 
the death of Stephen, an early disciple of Jesus (Acts 
8:1). Then he set out from Jerusalem on the road to 
Damascus intending to round up and bring back these 
followers of Jesus to face the authorities in Jerusalem. 
But on the road, “a light from heaven fl ashed around 
him.” He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying, 
“Saul, Saul why do you persecute me?” The voice was 
that of Jesus. Saul was blind. He was told to go to the 
city where his sight was restored (Acts 9:1–19). His 
name was changed to Paul, and he became the greatest 
Christian missionary of the early church. Saul’s life was 
revolutionized. His new name and new mission were 
the result of a dramatic conversion or turning around. 

The Meaning of Salvation
Considering our salvation is a powerful and personal experience. Understanding how  others 
view their salvation experience through Jesus Christ can help strengthen our relationships 
within the church and among different denominations.

Even today we speak of a “Damascus-
road experience” to indicate a sudden, 
life-changing event which can bring 
us to faith in Jesus Christ; and thus to 
salvation.
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Paul’s life was changed in an instant. Even today we 
speak of a Damascus-road experience to indicate a sud-
den, life-changing event that can bring us to faith in 
Jesus Christ and thus to salvation.

A second example of a dramatic conversion happened 
to John Wesley (1703–1791), whom we know today as 
the founder of Methodism. Wesley was raised in the 
home of a Church of England clergyman. He had a 
nominal religious faith but knew something was lack-
ing in his life. On Sunday evening, May 24, 1738, Wesley 
stepped into a religious service of Moravians in Lon-
don. He recorded that at about a quarter to nine when 
the preacher was reading Martin Luther’s preface to his 
commentary on the book of Romans: “I felt my heart 
strangely warmed.” This revolutionized Wesley’s life 
and at that instant he knew his faith in Jesus Christ was 
real. He knew he had received the gift of salvation and 
had been saved.  

The conversionist model for salvation marks the dra-
matic difference before and after salvation. It is faith 
that is the means by which one believes in Jesus Christ 
and receives salvation. Faith is born in an instant; one’s 
life is turned around, and one becomes a Christian and 
is saved.

Gradualist
For other Christians, faith is not so instantaneous or 
dramatic. For them, faith in Jesus Christ has emerged 
gradually throughout their lives. There is no one par-
ticular time or place or experience they can point to 
when they suddenly felt for the fi rst time that they 
were Christians. Faith in Christ is a way of life, a way 
of understanding how they are and what the direction 
and meaning of their life can be.

Famous nineteenth-century American theologian Hor-
ace Bushnell (1802–1876) wrote a book called Christian 
Nurture in which he said that if Christian parents fol-
low the biblical command to bring a child up in “the 
nurture and admonition of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4 KJV), it 
will be possible that the child “can come to adulthood 
having never been conscious of being a non-Christian.” 
Bushnell said that the aim should not be for the child 
to “grow up in sin” and then “to be converted” in later 
years. Rather, the goal is for the child to live as one who 
is “spiritually renewed, not remembering the time” 
when he or she “went through a technical experience.” 

One can be conscious of having “loved what is good” 
from one’s “earliest years.”1

This is the model of faith or salvation that is familiar to 
a number of persons who grew up in the church. Typi-
cally, Christian parents present their child for baptism 
as an infant. They promise to raise the child to know 
the Christian faith. The congregation of the church often 
makes promises to teach the faith to the child. As the 
child grows, attends church school, youth groups, and 
church camps, and has other spiritual experiences, the 
time comes for the child’s confi rmation. This is when 
particular instruction in the Christian faith is given and 
the child, along with others, joins the church. During con-
fi rmation, the child confi rms the promises made by her 
parents during baptism. The child affi rms Jesus Christ 
as Savior and promises to live life governed by Christ. 
The child is then counted as a church member and con-
tinues to live a life of Christian faith and service. 

The gradualist model of salvation does not recognize a 
before and after but rather focuses on the way in which 
faith grows gradually during life. If one is asked, “Are 
you saved?” there is no hesitation in affi rming one’s sal-
vation based on faith in Jesus Christ, even when there has 
been no dramatic experience of conversion to Christ.

Strengths and Limitations 
of Each Model
Both the conversionist and the gradualist ways of look-
ing at salvation have their place and value. 

Some church traditions and denominations stress one 
model more than the other. Churches in the Baptist 
and Pentecostal traditions often emphasize and even 
insist on a Christian being able to point to a defi nite 
time and place when they “came to Jesus” and by faith 
received salvation. Some believe that if this experience 
is lacking, one cannot truly be a Christian and one is not 
saved. When Jesus said that unless one is “born again” 
(or “born from above”), one cannot “see the kingdom 
of God” (John 3:3), conversionists interpret this to mean 
that one must become aware of one’s salvation at a defi -
nite time and place.

Church denominations such as Lutheran, Methodist, 
and Presbyterian have traditionally stressed Christian 
nurture and Christian education. The model of infant 
baptism, growth in the home and church, and then 
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 confi rmation which leads one not to be conscious of any 
time when one was not a Christian has been primary 
in these traditions. Baptism is the point where a child 
is brought into the household of faith. Later, in confi r-
mation, the child makes a personal profession of Chris-
tian faith. A divine nurture has been at work to lead and 
guide so that Christian faith and practice are continuing 
real experiences throughout one’s life.

Each of these models for salvation has both strengths 
and limitations.

Conversionist. The conversionist model’s strength is in 
making Christian faith a defi nite matter of commitment. 
When one can point to a specifi c time and place where 
one became a Christian by virtue of a conscious choice, 
it is clear one has made a personal commitment. This 
commitment to Jesus Christ has marked a defi nite break 
with one’s previous life. Faith in Christ brings what once 
was called the explosive power of a new affection. One’s 
life of commitment in Christian service has a defi nite 
starting point. There is a foundational moment which 
is remembered and which becomes the motivation for 
a life of Christian commitment. The old expression is: 
“You can’t drive a parked car.” When one says, “Yes” to 
Jesus, it starts the engine, or begins the journey of faith 
and sets the Christian life into motion.

The conversionist model also has limitations. A person’s 
conversion experience raises questions. How does one 
know one is truly responding to Christ and is not simply 
caught up in the emotion of a moment or an event, like 
a religious crusade or revival meeting? 

Does one treat this moment of commitment as a kind 
of virtue or good work, somehow believing one has 
become worthy of being a Christian because one made 
this decision for faith? Theologians have worried that 
this can turn faith into a work—the action of believing 
is something one begins to regard as a good thing or 
work we have done. If this happens, our salvation does 
not rest fully on God’s grace but rather on some form of 
human righteousness. 

Finally, isn’t it dangerous to make one’s own experience 
the “norm” by which the genuineness of the Christian 
faith of others is judged? This can lead to self-righteous-
ness and being judgmental, which are not good Chris-
tian characteristics.

Gradualist. The gradualist model has the strength of 
providing continuity to life. One’s identity begins to be 
formed from the earliest years as an identity of Chris-
tian personhood, lived out in the context of the church. 
This provides a perspective from which one’s values 
and commitments emerge. Christian faith is viewed as a 
way of life that engages the whole self over many years 
of time and in which one is conscious of one’s growth in 
grace. This life is rooted in the church where an ecclesial 
identity emerges and the church’s rites, sacraments, and 
rhythms form the ethos of one’s life. This model empha-
sizes the union with Christ that permeates one’s view 
of the world and commitment to the service of Christ 
through the church for the sake of the world.

The gradualist model also has its limitations. It is some-
times criticized for treating faith so much as a matter of 
course that Christian faith and identity do not appear as 
robust as they should. The gradualist view can appear 
to draw people along, even in a church context, without 
making their Christian faith as life changing as it could 
be. Are the rites of passage in the church treated so natu-
rally that their true function and power may be taken for 
granted or not genuinely experienced? 

Is one’s faith and church membership based on a real 
commitment to Christ or is it merely a social convention 
or cultural accommodation? Does one join the church 
because everyone is doing it, so that church member-
ship is a status symbol or carried out for less than genu-
inely Christian reasons? 

Does the gradualist model adequately communicate the 
life-changing power that commitment to Jesus Christ 
can bring, as seen in the examples of the early Christians 
in the New Testament?

The Nature of Salvation
Both the conversionist and gradualist models are true to 
Christian experience. Church members have come into 

Both the conversionist and grad-
ualist models are true to Chris-
tian experience.
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the church through each of these methods. We need to 
recognize and value both of these approaches to salva-
tion. We as humans, or as church members, are not in the 
position to judge the genuineness of another’s Christian 
experience of salvation, whether it was dramatic and 
sudden or gradual and continual. 

When it comes to the question, “Are you saved?” what 
matters most is that we can in the here and now confess 
Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. Our confession does 
not rest on being able to say a specifi c set of words but on 
the genuine expression of what the church has understood 
it to mean to confess Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. 
It is Christ in whom we trust for salvation. It is through 
Jesus Christ that sinners become reconciled to God. It is 
Jesus Christ who provides our norms for living the Chris-
tian life in committed service to God and the church. Jesus 
Christ stands at the center of our existence as Christian 
persons. This centrality of Christ and his place in our life 
as the one who saves us from the power of sin (Savior) 
and as the one to whom all our motives, thoughts, and 
actions are subject (Lord) is what determines our salva-
tion. We are saved by God’s grace—purely God’s work 
in our lives. We are saved by faith—which is God’s gift 
to us, enabling a relationship of love and trust that God 
intended from the beginning of creation. 

An End or a Means?
Both the conversionist and gradualist salvation models 
bring us to the point of confessing Jesus Christ as our 
Lord and Savior as the way by which salvation is real 
to us in our everyday lives. If Jesus Christ is not a living 
presence in our experience and the one who gives direc-
tion for us, then our salvation is not all it can be.

One way to ask about what it means to be saved today 
is to pose a simple question: Is salvation an end or a 
means?

Some Christians see salvation as solely an end. Its pur-
pose is to get us ready for heaven, which we will inhabit 
after death. In this sense, the focus of the Christian life 
is otherworldly. One must be saved to escape the dan-
gers of hell and eternal suffering. One believes in Jesus 
as the way to avoid eternal separation from God, which 
we humans deserve because of our sin. Salvation is a fi re 
escape (literally!) to enable us to live in eternal bliss in 
the next world.

A better view is to see salvation as a means. It is a 
means by which we live in joyful obedience to a lov-
ing God who has saved us in Jesus Christ. We live as 
saved people in order to serve God’s reign or king-
dom—which takes shape in this world, now. Our salva-
tion is a means to living as God’s partners in this world 
to seek peace, establish justice, and live in love with 
neighbors and enemies. We are saved to serve in the 
coming reign of God. But our eternal life—which lasts 
forever—begins now. We are saved in order to serve. So 
salvation plunges us into the realities of this world in 
the here and now. 

We answer the question, “Are you saved?” with a 
resounding “Yes!” Our salvation is expressed through 
our deep involvement in the hurts of the world, in car-
ing and loving and binding up the wounds of those in 
need. Our love for God in Jesus Christ, our salvation, is 
the beginning of our lives of service. 

About the Writer
Don McKim is academic and reference editor for Westminster 
John Knox Press. He is the author and editor of a number of books 
about Reformed theology and beliefs.

Endnote
1. Horace Bushnell, Christian Nurture (New York: Scribner, 
Armstrong & Co., 1876), 10.
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