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Paul the famous preacher and evangelist and his current traveling companion Silas are in 
solitary confinement, in the innermost cell of the prison, their feet are fastened “in the 
stocks.” They are being punished for performing an exorcism and generally disrupting public 
order. And so Paul and Silas are doing what all good Christians do when they are in a bind 
and waiting for God to act, they are praying and singing hymns to God. It was around 
midnight when their chanting and singing becomes so loud that it woke up the other 
prisoners. Everyone was listening to these two zealot foreigners singing their hearts out and 
praying to their Christian God. 
 
I wonder what they were asking for in their prayers? To be saved from torture? To be 
rescued from death? Or to remain faithful come what may? Or to have their family and 
friends watched over? Do you think they were bartering with God? God, if you get us out of 
here, we will give away all of our money to the poor. God, if you rescue us we will never 
doubt you again. God, if you save us then we will never miss church again. God must love to 
hear the barters we make when we really need help. 
 
A cousin of mine was born premature and very sick and it was touch and go for many days 
in the hospital. My grandmother prayed that if God would save him then she would never 
smoke another cigarette in her life. The prayer was answered. My cousin survived and grew 
healthy and strong and my grandmother kept up her part of the bargain, flushing her 
remaining Virginia Slims down the toilet! 
 
Well, God heard the prayers of Paul and Silas on that day and a great earthquake was their 
answer. With the earthquake the earth shook so violently that the prison doors opened and 
everyone’s chains fell off. “We are free, God has heard us, God has delivered us, praise be to 
God.  Run for the hills; let’s get out of here!” At least that’s what I would have said.   
 
Yet that earthquake rattled more than the prison bars. It rattled Paul and Silas too. God had 
heard their prayers and so they bowed down in the midst of the Holy God who had as the 
psalmist writes, “Brought them out of darkness, and the shadow of death and broke away 
their chains.” They had been saved, yet again.   
 
The experience of being saved or delivered from danger is one, which should make us stand 
still in our tracks instead of running off in our own direction. When God saves us, when 
God hears our prayers, or when God appears in our midst it would be a pretty good idea to 
slow down, take note, and listen for what God is asking now from us. When one receives 
salvation or blessings or the answering of prayers, it requires a response from the recipient.  
Communication and relationship with God is not a one-way street. If the recipient of God’s 
grace and mercy does not respond then it is what Dietrich Bonheoffer called “cheap grace.” 
  
Cheap grace is what we give to ourselves. It is saying, “I’m so sorry” but then not changing 
our behavior. It is saying, “Thank you, thank you” but then not returning blessings to others.  
It is saying, “Yes, God, I believe” but then seeing no reflection of that faith again. Cheap 
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grace is Paul saying, “Thanks for getting us out of here; see you later.” This kind of grace has 
little to do with a real relationship with Jesus Christ. 
 
Bonhoeffer, in his book, The Cost of Discipleship, wrote that Christian grace is costly grace.  
“Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow 
Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man 
the only true life. It is costly because it condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the 
sinner. Above all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his Son: ‘Ye were bought at a 
price,’ and what has cost God much, cannot be cheap for us.”  
 
It is an important reminder that when we cry out to God asking for salvation: 

Save me from this mess I am in.  
Save me from this purposeless life.  

Save me from this hell I am living.   
Or we cry out for forgiveness: 

I’m sorry Lord to have hurt this person.  
I am sorry Lord to have done what is wrong. 

 I am sorry Lord I have been selfish and wicked. 
Or we cry out for help: 

Lord, heal me; make me better. 
 Lord, protect me from danger. 
  Lord, watch over my beloved. 

 
You can make all of those cries and all of them are appropriate prayers to God, but as you 
make them, you are entering into a covenantal relationship with God. God will respond, in 
God’s ways and God’s time, as God does with wisdom, power, and mystery. But when you 
make prayers and pleas to God, like Paul and Silas did that day, you are also opening yourself 
up to a new relationship with your Creator, one where God can also speak, direct, lead, and 
call. It is a liberating and life-giving relationship based on love and mercy and grace. Yet God 
is not the only actor in this relationship, for God has called forth discipleship from those 
who profess to love and believe. When we become Christians, our identity is changed and 
something within us shifts forever.   
 
We experience other identity shifts in our lives as well, becoming a mother is a good 
example. When you become a mother something in you changes and you have new joys and 
new responsibilities. You are in a new relationship, which costs you a great deal and yet the 
blessings of that relationship are abundant. You would never say yes, I want to become a 
mother, I want some child to call me mommy but I don’t want to do any extra work or lose 
any sleep or experience any worry because of said child. It was costly for our mothers to 
nurture us, teach us, and love us. Maybe that was why the very first relationship with Jesus 
was that of the love of a mother. His mother would know how to be a disciple. She would 
know how to respond to his calls, she would know how to put her own will second to his, 
she would know how to commit herself to him fully regardless of how his life unfolded.  
The devotion of a loving mother is one model for discipleship where our love calls forth 
from us great and selfless service. 
 
Our love of God and our belief in Christ requires such a response. And so it should be no 
surprise to us that when God responded to Paul’s prayers and opened those prison bars, 
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Paul did not run for the hills. Paul stayed to minister in the name of Christ to the jailer. Paul 
knew this man needed the saving love of Jesus Christ and so he stayed and saved the man’s 
life and told him the good news and converted and baptized his whole family. God set Paul 
free so that he might be a blessing to others. Costly grace. God’s grace is not conditional of 
our response yet it is the most appropriate reaction to the experience of God’s love and 
mercy.   
 
God set us free so that we might serve those in need of our love. 
God redeemed us so that we might participate in the struggle for justice. 
God forgave us so that we might extend forgiveness to others. 
God welcomed us and accepted us and so we might carry on the inclusive work of being the 
church. 
God loved us first so that we might tell others the good news.   
 
The next time you are counting your blessings, ask yourself the question: “God, how do you 
want me to bless others?” Maybe God is calling you to serve the poor or the marginalized in 
your community. 
 
The next time you ask for forgiveness and feel the comfort of God’s grace, ask yourself the 
question: “God, how do I need to grow as a Christian?” Maybe God is calling you commit 
to studying the scriptures or to daily prayer. 
 
The next time your prayers are answered ask yourself the question: “God, how do you want 
me to serve you?” Maybe God is calling you to give more of yourself to the church. 
 
God does not require or expect our response, but God deserves our response.  
 
My prayer for our new members this day and for all of you would be that you would know 
God’s love, feel God’s grace, hear God’s voice and be ever ready to beckon God’s call. That 
you might enter fully into a transformative relationship with a God who loves you first and 
joyfully calls you into a life of discipleship.   
 
Amen. 
 


