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What is Salvation? 

 

Salvation is perhaps the central theme and vital message of the Bible, and it is an 
urgent matter for Christians and indeed for all people. It is the more significant today 
simply because, even in Christian preaching, it has been largely laid aside in favour of 
more congenial, comfortable themes. 

What is Salvation? 

The Bible does not give us a neat answer to this question. In fact, the two parts of the 
Bible have a somewhat different focus of salvation. In the Old Testament it is mainly 
but not entirely material salvation: deliverance from enemies, adversity, evil and 
death, and entry into freedom, wellbeing, and provision of a place to live and the 
necessities of life. In the New Testament it is mainly but not entirely eternal salvation: 
deliverance from evil, sin, guilt and hell, and entry into holiness and eternal life in the 
kingdom of God. 

Old Testament 

Much of the Old Testament focuses upon the people of Israel and their needs for 
deliverance from their enemies, from slavery, from the evils of the surrounding 
nations, and from landless insecurity. It is understandable, then, that salvation 
focuses upon these immediate national needs.  

    Then Moses and the people of Israel sang this song to the Lord, saying, 
    "I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; 
        the horse and his rider he has thrown into the sea.  
    The Lord is my strength and my song, 
        and he has become my salvation; 
    this is my God, and I will praise him, 
         my father's God, and I will exalt him. Exodus 15:1-2  

Salvation is a common theme of Israel’s worship of God and appears frequently in the 
Psalms. 

   Oh sing to the Lord a new song, 
        for he has done marvelous things! 
    His right hand and his holy arm 
        have worked salvation for him.  
    The Lord has made known his salvation; 
        he has revealed his righteousness in the sight of the nations.  
    He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness 
        to the house of Israel. 
    All the ends of the earth have seen 
         the salvation of our God. Psalm 98:1-3  

Having said that the OT context of salvation is the nation of Israel, there are many 
personal references, particularly in the Psalms. 

    "The Lord lives, and blessed be my rock, 
        and exalted be my God, the rock of my salvation, 2 Samuel 22:47  

    But I have trusted in your steadfast love; 
        my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. Psalm 13:5  
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    The Lord is my light and my salvation; 
         whom shall I fear? 
    The Lord is the stronghold of my life; 
        of whom shall I be afraid? Psalm 27:1  

In the midst of the focus on material salvation there is a hint of the need for salvation 
from the guilt of sins. 

     Hide not your face from me. 
    Turn not your servant away in anger, 
        O you who have been my help. 
    Cast me not off; forsake me not, 
         O God of my salvation! Psalm 27:9  

    Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, 
        O God of my salvation, 
        and my tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness. Psalm 51:14  

This awareness of a deeper need of salvation is used by the Holy Spirit to bear 
witness prophetically to a coming Saviour whose power does not lay in military 
deliverance but in humility brings righteousness and salvation. 

    Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! 
        Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! 
    behold, your king is coming to you; 
        righteous and having salvation is he, 
    humble and mounted on a donkey, 
        on a colt, the foal of a donkey. Zechariah 9:9  

Through this Saviour God will ‘take away the reproach of his people from all the 
earth’ and ‘swallow up death forever’. 

    On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples 
        a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine, 
     of rich food full of marrow, of aged wine well refined.  
    And he will swallow up on this mountain 
        the covering that is cast over all peoples, 
     the veil that is spread over all nations.  
    He will swallow up death forever; 
    and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces, 
        and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth, 
     for the Lord has spoken. Isaiah 25:6-8 

People from all nations will know that this Saviour is for them too. 

    It will be said on that day, 
        "Behold, this is our God; we have waited for him, that he might save us. 
        This is the Lord; we have waited for him; 
       let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation." Isaiah 25:9   

This salvation will be proclaimed by God’s people to all the nations. 
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(The Lord) says:  "It is too light a thing that you should be my servant 
        to raise up the tribes of Jacob 
        and to bring back the preserved of Israel; 
    I will make you as a light for the nations, 
        that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth." Isaiah 49:6  

And so God will make his gracious appeal to all in his creation. 

    "Turn to me and be saved, 
        all the ends of the earth! 

        For I am God, and there is no other. Isaiah 45:22  

New Testament 

In comprehending the New Testament witness it is helpful to have a framework for 
what is said concerning salvation. the early Methodists asserted the following about 
salvation: 

1. All people need to be saved 

2. All people can be saved 

3. All people can know they are saved 

4. All people can be saved to the uttermost 

We can view the witness of the New Testament to salvation under these four 
realities: 

1. All people need to be saved. 
I.e. from sin, death, judgement and hell  

From Genesis 3 onwards the Bible has warned that ‘The soul who sins shall die’ 
(Ezekiel 18:20), and the New Testament agrees with this 

    For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ 
Jesus our Lord. Romans 6:23  

This ‘death’ is the spiritual death of being at enmity with God and under His 
condemnation. 

    Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall 
we be saved by him from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies we 
were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are 
reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.  Romans 5:9,10 

While ‘the wages of sin is death’ the even more fearful thing is the double 
judgement of sinning against God and then rejecting his gracious salvation.  

    How much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the one 
who has spurned the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant 
by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace?...It is a 
fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. Hebrews 10:29-31  

The gospel of salvation is to be preached to all nations and 

    Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not 
believe will be condemned.  Mark 16:16  
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The Bible, then, asks the compelling question: ‘How shall we escape if we neglect 
such a great salvation?’ This salvation ‘was declared at first by the Lord, and it was 
attested to us by those who heard’ (Hebrews 2:3). So all people need to be saved.  

Let us now look at this gracious salvation which we all need. 

2. All people can be saved 
I.e. grace, forgiveness, redemption and eternal life through faith in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

An ‘angel of the Lord appeared to (Joseph’) in a dream telling him that his wife, 
Mary, will bear a son, ‘and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people 
from their sins.’ (Matthew 1:20,21) 

The most famous expression of this salvation is found in John 3:16. 

    For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  

Amazingly, God’s response to our rebellion is not condemnation and destruction, 
but costly, divine sacrifice and merciful salvation for us sinners. 

For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in 
order that the world might be saved through him.  John 3:16,17  

The seriousness of our situation before God, and the extraordinary mercy of God 
toward us, are both shown in that ‘He…did not spare his own Son but gave him up 
for us all’ (Romans 8:32). This is a very stark revelation to a sin-dead, morally 
complacent humanity. We are ‘justified by (Jesus’) blood’ and ‘saved by him from 
the wrath of God’ (Romans 5:9). This ‘word of the cross is folly to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God’ (1 Corinthians 
1:18).   

For God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved 
us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with 
Christ…By grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own 
doing; it is the gift of God, Ephesians 2:4-8  

 For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be 
received by faith. Romans 3:22-25  

   …he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but 
according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of 
the Holy Spirit, Titus 3:5  

Consequently, ‘there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under 
heaven given among men by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12). And ‘everyone 
who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved’ (Romans 10:13).  

So all people can be saved. 
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3. All people can know that they are saved 

I.e. new birth, assurance and adoption; all witnessed inwardly to the believer by 
the Holy Spirit 

When Peter preached the message of salvation to the crowd on the day of 
Pentecost ‘they were cut to the heart’; that is, they were convicted of their 
rebellion against God and their murderous rejection of His beloved Son, and they 
said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"’ That is, 
what should they do in order to be saved from their fearful, guilty predicament.  
‘And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the 
Holy Spirit (Acts 2:37-38).  

When we receive Christ with repentance and faith we are ‘born of God’ (1 John 
5:1) and we receive the gift of the Holy Spirit who comes to dwell within us (2 
Timothy 1:14). The Holy Spirit gives us an inward assurance that ‘we have peace 
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ’ (Romans 5:1) and that we do not ‘come 
into judgment, but (have) passed from death to life’ (John 5:24). Indeed the love 
of God is ‘poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us’ 
(Romans 5:5).   

The Holy Spirit further witnesses that those ‘in Christ’ have been adopted as God’s 
eternal children. 

    For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you 
have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, "Abba! 
Father!" The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children 
of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, 
provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him. 
Romans 8:15-17    

And so ‘when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 
believed in him, (you) were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the 
guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his 
glory (Ephesians 1:13-14). So all people can know they are saved. 

4. All people can be saved to the uttermost 

I.e. regeneration, holiness, and power over sin through faith in Christ and the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. 

The question here is, ‘What are we saved to?’  

God ‘chose us in (Christ) before the foundation of the world, that we should be 
holy and blameless before him’ (Ephesians 1:4). In Christ, God ‘has delivered us 
from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son’ 
( Col. 1:13). In the cross of Christ ‘you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God’ (1 
Corinthians 6:11). So 

    …you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ 
who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory…you 
have put off the old self (humanity) with its practices and have put on the 
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new self (humanity), which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of 
its creator.  Colossians 3:3,4,9,10 

Those whom the Lord Jesus has saved, therefore, are ‘all children of light, children 
of the day. We are not of the night or of the darkness’ (1 Thessalonians 5:5).  

    …the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 
deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor 
men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor 
drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And 
such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. 1 
Corinthians 6:9-11  

This, then, is the uttermost to which we are saved—the full character, beauty and 
holiness of the Lord Jesus Christ, and because the Lord Jesus has risen from the 
dead ‘he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through 
him, since he always lives to make intercession for them’ (Hebrews 7:25). 

So all people can be saved to the uttermost. 

The pearl of great price 

In summary, then, we ‘all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God’, and so for 
all of us this salvation is the pearl of great price. Jesus says that we are ‘like a 
merchant in search of fine pearls, who, on finding one pearl of great value, went and 
sold all that he had and bought it’ (Matthew 13:45-46). ‘For what does it profit a man 
to gain the whole world and forfeit his life? (Mark 8:36). Indeed, ‘How shall we 
escape if we neglect such a great salvation?’ (Hebrews 2:3).   

    Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake from 
sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed.  Romans 
13:11  

    (God) says, "In a favorable time I listened to you, 
        and in a day of salvation I have helped you." 
Behold, now is the favorable time; behold, now is the day of salvation.   
                       2 Corinthians 6:2   

   After a great earthquake the jailer in Philippi said to his prisoners, Paul and Silas, 
"Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" And they said, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you 
will be saved, you and your household."  Acts 16:30-31  

So, friends, do not be ‘ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation 
to everyone who believes’ (Romans 1:16). ‘If you confess with your mouth that Jesus 
is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be 
saved. For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one 
confesses and is saved’ (Romans 10:9-10).  
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