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DOCTRINE WITHOUT THE MACHINERY

Personal Savior, Private Faith:

When Salvation Becomes All About
Me

Most of us learned to call Jesus our personal Savior. The phrase isn'’t in the
Bible, and the verse we lean on for it, Galatians 2:20 (NLT), was written in the
middle of a fight over who gets to eat together. This study looks at what personal
faith gets right, what cheap grace gets wrong, and why salvation was never only
about me. With Scripture, honest questions, and prayer prompts for the road.
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FACTIONY
For everyone who wanders and feels far from home.

For the ones who left when the noise got too loud, and the ones still

sitting in the back row wondering if they belong.

For the solo believer, the doubter, the tired, and the ones who feel

alone in a crowded church.

You are not lost. You are on your way home.
You are not the only one. This is for you.



FA I]TI |] N b faithoverfactions.com

About Faith Over Factions

Faith Over Factions is a place for the spiritually homeless: people who still love Jesus but
can't find Him in the noise of institutional religion or partisan faith. Everything here is free.

No email address, no paywall, no algorithm deciding what you see.

You'll find reflections, portraits of Christians who resisted when it cost them something,
devotionals for unsteady days, and a private Faith Journal for the questions you're not
ready to say out loud. We don't take sides in the culture war. We take Jesus at His word and
try to follow Him with honesty, humility, and a lot of grace for the stumbling.

Pull up a chair. You're welcome here.
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Personal Savior, Private Faith: When Salvation
Becomes All About Me
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It's a comfort to believe Jesus knows me personally. My grief doesn't get lostin a
crowd, and my failures don't make me a stranger to him. His love reaches the place |
actually live, under the religious vocabulary and behind the face | show everybody
else.

So what happens when that comfort turns into a closed door? When “Jesus is my
personal Savior” starts to mean my eternity is settled, my religious identity is secure,

and whatever suffering is going on outside my window has very little to do with my
faith?

The trouble was never the word personal. It's the word private. Somewhere along the
way the good news became an arrangement between me and God, and it left my

relationship with everyone else mostly untouched.

Jesus loves me personally. The love that reaches me also teaches me to reach

toward others.

What Does It Mean to Call Jesus Your Personal Savior?

To call Jesus your personal Savior is to say you trust him yourself, for yourself. Nobody
else’s faith can stand in for yours. Your parents can't believe on your behalf, and

neither can a congregation, a pastor, or a political movement.

All of that is biblical. The phrase isn't, and the words “personal Savior” never show up
anywhere in Scripture. They came out of nineteenth-century American revivalism and
spread through twentieth-century evangelism on the radio, at crusades, and in tracts.
“Accept Jesus as your personal Lord and Savior” got so familiar that plenty of us
assume it's quoted from somewhere.

It isn't. That doesn't make it wrong, either. The church uses lots of good theological
language that isn't in the Bible word for word. It just means we ought to ask what this
phrase brings along with it, and what it leaves out without anyone noticing.
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The first is that the New Testament calls Jesus Lord far more often than it calls him
Savior. One of the earliest Christian confessions was three words long. Jesus is Lord.
Paul writes, “If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God
raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10:9, NLT). Savior is about what
Jesus does for me. Lord is about who he is, and who | answer to. Keep the first and

drop the second, and the relationship only runs one way.

The second is how Jesus taught us to pray. He didn't start with “my.” He started with
“Our Father in heaven” (Matthew 6:9, NLT). The most private prayer he ever handed us
is in the plural.

The Most Personal Verse in Paul Was Written About a Divided Table

Ask for a verse about personal salvation and most people will hand you Galatians 2:20.

My old self has been crucified with Christ. It is no longer | who live, but Christ lives
in me. So | live in this earthly body by trusting in the Son of God, who loved me
and gave himself for me.

Galatians 2:20, NLT

Who loved me and gave himself for me. You can't get more personal.

Now back up a few verses and look at where Paul is standing when he says it. He's in
the middle of telling the story of confronting Peter in Antioch (Galatians 2:11-14). Peter
had been eating with Gentile believers. Then some people showed up who insisted the
old boundaries still mattered, and Peter got up from the table. He was afraid of what
they’'d say. The other Jewish believers followed him out, and even Barnabas got swept
along with them.

Paul said it plainly. Peter wasn't following the truth of the gospel.

That's the argument Galatians 2:20 belongs to. Paul’'s most personal statement of faith
comes out of a fight over who gets to eat together, and he isn't using it to retreat into
some private spirituality. His point is that Christ loved him and gave himself for him, so
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personal is the same grace that won't let it stay private.

The starting point holds, then. Calling Jesus my Savior can be real trust and real
gratitude, a way of saying | belong to him. It goes wrong when we pull those words

away from the life they describe. And away from the table.

When Assurance Becomes a Transaction

A lot of us were handed the whole story of salvation squeezed into a single moment.

Say the prayer, accept Jesus, settle your destination.

I'm not out to take that moment from anyone. A prayer can be an honest response to
grace. Conversion can mean everything, and many believers can tell you the exact

night trust became real for them.

The moment turns into machinery when the formula starts carrying more weight than
the person we were responding to. Salvation becomes a finished transaction, and the
main thing you got out of it is protection from punishment. Receipt filed. Account
closed.

After that, Jesus’ teaching is background noise. Forgiveness matters, but
reconciliation can wait. Heaven matters, but my neighbor’s hunger is somebody else’s
problem.

None of that is baked into the phrase “personal Savior.” Plenty of people say it and
mean something deep and good, and we owe them the courtesy of finding out what
they mean before we condemn their words. What | want to know is whether the

teaching attached to those words leaves room for the whole life of faith.

What Personal Faith Gets Right

Personal faith means | answer Christ myself. My family’s religious history can't do my
trusting for me.

It means | get to bring him my actual life: shame, doubt, grief, resentment, the parts I'd
rather keep hidden. | don't have to turn myself into an acceptable religious product
before grace will reach me.
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And it means | belong to him. “My Savior” is the language of trust, not ownership. It
doesn't let me recruit Jesus into my prejudices, and it doesn't excuse me from
listening when his teaching goes against me.

It's personal enough to comfort me. It's just as personal when it confronts me.

Salvation Was Never Only About Me

Ephesians 2 has one of the most quoted summaries of the gospel anywhere in the
New Testament. We're saved by grace through faith, not by our own works, so nobody
gets to boast (Ephesians 2:8-9).

That's where many of us stop reading. Paul keeps going.

In the next verse we're God'’s masterpiece, created anew in Christ Jesus to do the
good things he planned for us long ago (Ephesians 2:10). Then he turns straight to the
deepest split in the early church, the one between Jews and Gentiles.

For Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles into one
people when, in his own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility
that separated us.

Ephesians 2:14, NLT

Grace first. Then good works, then the wall coming down, then one shared household
(Ephesians 2:19). That's how the chapter moves. Salvation reaches individuals and

changes how they stand toward each other, in the same motion.

Titus is just as plain about it. Christ gave his life “to make us his very own people,
totally committed to doing good deeds” (Titus 2:14, NLT). His own people. That's a
different thing from a stack of private arrangements.

It's possible to read these chapters carrying a much smaller question, the one about
what happens to me when | die. It's a fair question. When it crowds out every other
one, though, we lose track of what salvation means for how we live together right now.

A teaching can hang onto every biblical word and still shrink what the words mean. We
can talk about being saved all the time and hardly ever ask what our faith is doing to
the walls we keep up.
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Cheap Grace: When Grace Asks Nothing of Us

Salvation is God’s gift. Compassion doesn't buy it and activism doesn't earn it. You
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don't keep it by performing well enough to satisfy some religious gatekeeper.

Receiving it does open you up to change, though. Titus 2:11-12 talks about grace as a
teacher. It trains us to turn from empty living and to live with wisdom and devotion to
God. Forgiveness and transformation are part of the same saving work.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer had a name for grace that forgives and never transforms anything.
He called it cheap grace, the kind we claim for ourselves while keeping our lives
sealed off from the one who gave it. His description was “grace without discipleship”.?
He wrote that in 1937, while he was training pastors for the Confessing Church. It

wasn't an abstraction to him.

James fits the whole problem into one scene.

Suppose you see a brother or sister who has no food or clothing, and you say,
“Good-bye and have a good day; stay warm and eat well"—but then you don't
give that person any food or clothing. What good does that do? So you see, faith
by itself isn’t enough. Unless it produces good deeds, it is dead and useless.

James 2:15-17, NLT

John comes at it from the other side. If someone has enough to live well and sees a
brother or sister in need but shows no compassion, how can God's love be in that
person (1 John 3:17)?

Following Jesus is how we respond to grace. It isn't what we pay to get in.

That matters a lot if you're tired. Someone fighting depression, addiction, disability,
fear, or old wounds doesn’'t need one more spiritual performance review. Growth can
be slow. Some days faith is asking for help, and some days it's starting over after
failing again.

I'm not worried about any of that. What worries me is teaching that makes
transformation beside the point, teaching that says the way we treat people doesn't
really have much to do with belonging to Christ.
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If Grace Is Free, Why Does Matthew 7 Sound So Severe?

Matthew 7:21-23 might be the most unsettling thing Jesus ever said. People call him
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Lord and point to their prophecy, their spiritual power, all the impressive things they
did in his name. He tells them he never knew them. The ones who enter, he says, are
the ones who actually do his Father's will.

So if following Jesus isn't the price of admission, how does that fit?

Look at what he said right before it. You can identify a tree by its fruit (Matthew 7:16—
20). Fruit doesn't give a tree life. It shows what kind of tree you're looking at. The
people in verses 21-23 had the vocabulary and all the religious activity, but not a life
that had been shaped by actually knowing him.

It's a warning about confidence built on declarations, not a fresh checklist for deciding
who's saved. And | have to hear it for myself before | go turning it into a weapon
against somebody else.

What it asks me is whether my idea of salvation lets Jesus speak into my life, or

whether it just hands me words to reassure myself with.

Here'’s the question | can't shake. What have we taught people if they can feel sure of
heaven and stay comfortable with cruelty on earth?

You Don’'t Have to Return to Harm to Live Your Faith With Others

Faith that draws us toward other people doesn't require anybody to put up with
abusive religious machinery.

Some people walked out of their churches because staying meant manipulation,
humiliation, exclusion, or being expected to protect the leaders at everyone else’s
expense. Calling them back to caring for one another can never turn into a disguised
demand that they go back to the place that hurt them.

You can be outside every institutional church and still practice generosity, hospitality,
accountability, friendship, and shared prayer. You can sit in a pew every Sunday and

be completely isolated.
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So the question isn't whether you've got a membership card. It's whether you're
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making room for relationships where love gets given, received, and practiced
honestly.

Savior of the World, Not Just Savior of My Circle

In John 4, Jesus spends two days in a Samaritan town. By the time he leaves, the
people there are telling the woman who first met him that they believe now, and not
only because of what she told them. They've heard him for themselves. And they call
him the Savior of the world (John 4:42).

That's personal faith. They heard him themselves. But the title they give him is one of
the widest in the Gospels, and it comes from people on the far side of a deep religious
and ethnic divide.

You don't have to settle every theological argument about salvation to feel the weight
of that.

If Christ’s love reaches me, | can’t assume it quits at the edge of my comfort. The
stranger, the person whose identity unsettles me, the neighbor whose beliefs | think
are wrong. They're still people I'm called to love.

Personal assurance should make room for meeting them. It was never meant to get me

out of it.

Four Ways to Let Your Faith Reach Past Yourself

1. Examine what you mean. Finish this sentence honestly: “Jesus is my Savior, so...”
Pay attention to what comes first. A destination? Protection, forgiveness,
belonging, a changed life? Then notice what almost never shows up. Take that

answer into prayer, and don't dress it up.

2. Read past the familiar verses. Read Galatians 2:11-21 and all of Ephesians 2 in
the NLT. Watch the movement from grace to good works to the wall coming
down and people sharing a table. Where does your understanding of salvation
usually stop? What does the rest of the chapter add?
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3. Let your faith reach one relationship. Pick one concrete thing. Apologize without
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defending yourself. Help somebody with a practical need. Listen without loading
up arebuttal. Interrupt a cruel conversation. Do it because you've already been

loved, not to collect evidence that you deserve grace.

4. Pray both prayers. Ask, “Jesus, where have | used assurance to avoid listening to
you? Where do | need your comfort, and where do | need your correction?” Leave
both questions open. Sometimes the next faithful step is letting someone care
for you, and sometimes it's caring for someone else. Either one means loosening

your grip on doing it all yourself.

More Light for the Journey

Read these passages in the NLT.

Galatians 2:11-21: Paul’'s most personal statement of faith, made in an argument over a
divided table.

Ephesians 2:8—-22: Grace leads to good works, reconciliation, and one shared

household.

Titus 2:11-14: Grace teaches us how to live and forms a people.
James 2:14-17: Faith that ignores a hungry neighbor is dead.

1 John 3:16-18: Love shows up in what we do, not just what we say.
Matthew 7:15-23: Fruit reveals what religious claims can't.

John 4:39-42: A Samaritan town hears Jesus for themselves and calls him the Savior
of the world.

Taken together, these ask a bigger question than whether you can remember a
conversion formula. How are you receiving grace, and what are you doing in response?

Let’s Walk This Out Together

You don't have to give up the comfort of being loved personally by Jesus. If you've felt
invisible or unwanted or past forgiving, that assurance might be what's holding you up.
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Keep it. Let it grow.

Jesus knows me. | can trust him with my life. His grace gets all the way down to my
failures, and he keeps inviting me to grow. The people around me end up part of how |

answer him, because love has to land somewhere.

We don't need one more religious test. We need room to let the Savior we confess
actually shape the lives we're living.

Think about it on your own. Share it if you feel led. Start the conversation with what

grace is teaching you.

Footnotes

1. Frank Viola and George Barna trace the phrase to the mid-1800s and credit its wide popularity to radio
evangelist Charles Fuller, whose Old Fashioned Revival Hour aired from 1937 to 1968. See Frank Viola and
George Barna, Pagan Christianity? Exploring the Roots of Our Church Practices (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale,
2008), 191-192.

2. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, trans. R. H. Fuller (New York: Macmillan, 1959), chapter 1,
“Costly Grace.” First published in German in 1937 as Nachfolge.
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Check-In Questions and Prayer Prompts

Take these slowly. Write in the Faith Journal or on the lines below. What matters is

that each question gets an honest answer somewhere.

1 How do you finish the sentence “Jesus is my Savior, so..."?
Write down the first thing that comes, whether it's a destination, protection,

forgiveness, or belonging. Then write down what almost never makes the list.

PRAYER PROMPT
“Lord, You know what | actually mean when | call You Savior. Show me the
parts I've been leaving out, and don’t let me dress up the answer.”

2 What does being loved personally by Jesus allow you to receive?
Name the comfort, forgiveness, help, or belonging you still have a hard time
accepting. Be specific about why it's hard.

PRAYER PROMPT
“Jesus, | say You love me, but some days | keep it at arm’s length. Help me
stop bargaining and just take what You're offering.”
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3 Whose table have you quietly gotten up from?
Peter left the Gentile believers because he was afraid of what certain people would
say. Think of one person or group you keep at a distance for a reason like that, and

write down what the reason really is.

PRAYER PROMPT
“God, I've walked away from people to protect my reputation and called it

conviction. Give me the nerve to sit back down.”

4 Whose suffering have you placed outside the concerns of your faith?
Name one person or group you tend to overlook. Then write one practical thing you

could do for them this week, small enough that you'll actually do it.

PRAYER PROMPT
“Father, I've been comfortable not noticing. Open my eyes to one person ['ve
walked past, and show me what to do with my hands.”
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9 Where do you need comfort, and where do you need correction?
Leave both questions open. Some weeks the faithful step is letting someone care for
you. Some weeks it's caring for someone else.

PRAYER PROMPT
“Jesus, where have | used assurance to avoid listening to you? Where do |
need your comfort, and where do | need your correction?”

A Blessing for the Road

May the God who sees the wanderer find you wherever you are tonight.

May Christ, who never needed you to have it all together, meet you in the
questions you’re still carrying.

May the Spirit steady your feet when the noise gets loud, and quiet your heart
when the world won't.

Go gently. Tell the truth. Love the ones in front of you.

And when you fall, and you will, may grace be the first thing you find when you
get back up.

You're Always Welcome Here

If this helped, don't carry it alone. Write your answers in

the Faith Journal, free and private. Share this with

O

faithoverfactions.com, on Substack, Facebook, Bluesky, Faith Journal  This piec

someone who's wandering. And come find us at

nline

[}

and Instagram.

The porch light is always on.
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Take Something for the Road

You don’'t have to walk this alone, and you don't have to pay to keep going. Here are a
few companions for the journey. Three are free. No email address, no catch.
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THE BELEAGUERED BELIEVER’S GUIDES

THE PATH OF THE

BELEAGUERED
BE&IEVER

df'

The Path of the Beleaguered
Believer

“You are not losing your faith,
you are finding it under the
noise.” For the one who keeps
getting up.

FREE DOWNLOAD

THE BELEAGLERED BELIEVER'S GUIDES

EVERYDAY ENDURANCE
WALKING EVERY DAY

WITH JESUS
e

Everyday Endurance

Walking every day with Jesus: a
six-week workbook for
becoming a stronger disciple.

And a Quiet Place to Write It All Down

The Faith Journal is a private space for the questions in these pages,
the prayers you mean, and the faith that doesn't fit neatly anymore.
Write honestly. Share prayer requests only when you're ready. Free,

private by default, no comment threads, no algorithm.

Personal Savior, Private Faith: When Salvation Becomes All About Me

THE BELEAGUERED BELIEVER'S GUIDES

the qrt ¢f GHRISTIAN
GOMMUNICATIONS
~ ONLINE

The Art of Christian
Communications Online
A Bible study course on speaking
truth with grace when the
internet won't.
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When You're Ready to Go Deeper

If something in these pages stirred you, you don’t have to walk the rest of the way

alone.

RED BELIEVER'S GUIDE TO

A field guide for courage, clarity, and
unshakable hope in a convulsing world.

JOHN ATKINSON

The Beleaguered Believer’s Survival Guide to the
End Times, Book 1: Navigating the Storm is a field
guide for weary disciples trying to follow Jesus with a
clear head and a steady heart while the world gets
loud and cruel. It isn't a prophecy chart or a book of
fear. It's teaching, reflection, and practice to help you:

See challenges through Kingdom eyes
Discern truth in an age of deception
Endure hardship without losing heart
Love fiercely when love grows cold

Stand firm in Christ when the world convulses

Available on Amazon
Kindle (free with Kindle Unlimited),
paperback, and hardcover.

Get it on Amazon - Learn more

. - /
FAGTIONS

Grace and peace for the road.

faithoverfactions.com
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