
Work Out Your Salvation
Philippians 2:12-13

In the words of Mark Twain, “Few things are harder to put up 
with than the annoyance of a good example.”  Why is that?  Why 
is a good example so annoying?  Probably most of all, because a 
good example makes us feel guilty or inadequate, and it doesn’t 
give us any ability to accomplish the same achievements in our 
own lives.  Admiration for a great person can inspire us, but it 
cannot enable us.

Last Sunday afternoon we studied a great example, the 
greatest example ever.  Jesus Christ.  And in verse 5, we were 
exhorted, “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus.”  In other words, we are not to stand up for our rights.  We 
are to put the interests of others ahead of ourselves.  We are to 
make ourselves bondservants.  And you might think, “My mother 
was like that.”  I have a friend who is like that.”  “I know several 
missionaries like that.”  But the annoyance of that good example 
is that you must work to apply it to yourself.  Not to others, but to 
yourself.

And so our text, verse 12, begins with the word “therefore.”  
Therefore, with that good example of Jesus, apply it to yourself.  
That is your responsibility, a duty that you cannot hide from, and 
that will be the focus of our study this afternoon.  But also, we will 
see that Jesus’ example is different from everyone else, because 
he does give the ability to follow.  And as we are called to work 
out in our own lives our responsibilities, we are told that God is at 
work in us to enable us.

So my message today is for Christians, for true believers, 
those who have been born again by the power of God, whose 
heart and mind have already been changed, those who are 

genuinely and legitimately born again.  If you are not a believer, 
not a Christian, if God has not yet caused you to be born again 
and made you a new creation, then you need to ask him to do so.  
Confessing your sin, hating your sin and turning from it, 
committing yourself to follow God and to serve him with all of your 
heart, you need to receive Jesus Christ as your savior.  And then, 
I might say, then the work begins.  The working out of your 
salvation.  With the encouragement that God is working in you. 

These verses, perhaps more clearly than any other single 
passage of Scripture, describe and define the relationship 
between our responsibility and God’s responsibility.  In that 
relationship, there are two dangers, two opposite extremes.  On 
the one hand, some people remain passive in their Christian life, 
believing that they live by grace, they live by the power of God, 
and if God doesn’t stir them or teach them in a personal way to do 
something, they won’t do it.  They wait passively on God, waiting 
for him to overwhelm them or overpower them in their own 
experiences.  And short of that, they just go on living as they 
always have.  And when exhorted to obey the law, they might say, 
“God hasn’t moved in me or told me to do that yet.”

But, on the other hand, there are people on an opposite 
extreme.  Their understanding of the Christian life is essentially 
the same as any other self-help program.  Whether its a diet and 
weight control program or an evangelism program, the emphasis 
falls upon “how to.”   Most religious and Christian book stores will 
have a large section of books in this category, accurately and 
appropriately labelled “self-help.”

And they are dangerous.  Because sanctification, and growth 
in the Christian life, is a far different thing than any self-help 
program.  Any book or program that starts with the words, “How 
to...” is suspect.  For by ourselves, we cannot change.  Not 
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without God’s help.

So how do you balance those two things.  The danger of 
waiting passively for God to do something in your life, and the 
danger of depending and relying upon your own strength and 
wisdom to accomplish something in your life.  How do you 
balance those two things?  Learn what Paul teaches in 
Philippians 2:12-13.

My outline is very simple, intending to capture the simple truth 
of these verses, and intended for you to remember.  Two points, 
and though usually in preaching it is not my objective for you to 
remember the actual statement of my points, today it is.  It is my 
intention.  I want you to remember these words, as the statement 
of the proper doctrine of sanctification.  It’s simple.  We work out.  
God works in.

Now let’s see what that means.  First,

I. WE WORK OUT.
v.12

That’s our responsibility.  It’s an exhortation.  A command.  
Work out your own salvation.  Work it out in the practical and 
ordinary affairs of daily life.  Put it into practice.  Continually.  The 
NIV translates verse 12, “Continue to work out your salvation.”  
The idea is of continuing to work out your salvation until it’s 
finished!

Continually, consistently, carefully, apply your faith, your 
religion, to your everyday life.  Work out your own salvation when 
it comes to using money.  When it comes to relating to your 
children, or parents.  When it comes to how and where you work.  
Work out your salvation in terms of your use of time, the friends 

you keep and the activities that you are involved in.  Work out 
your salvation is the political positions and moral commitments 
that you hold.

I can’t emphasize this responsibility strongly enough, and I say 
that as one who wholeheartedly believes that God has 
determined all things that happen from before the creation of the 
world.  I believe that God has foreordained everything that comes 
to pass, everything that happens.  He is in control.  He is God, 
and there is no other.  Certainly Scripture teaches that.  Paul 
speaks of our salvation in Ephesians 1, noting that we obtain our 
salvation, 

Eph. 1:11  “...according to the purpose of Him who works all 
things according to the counsel of His will.”

All things.  All things come to pass according to the counsel of 
God’s will.  That’s a hard doctrine to grasp sometimes, because 
you might feel that it takes away your responsibility.  But it 
doesn’t!  God’s eternal purpose is part of his secret will, his mind 
which is unchanging and unchangeable.  But not fully revealed.  
God has not revealed to us what will happen, for instance, on 
Tuesday.  He has not revealed to us who will win the election to 
be the President of the United States.  Until it comes to pass, that 
remains his secret will, and figuring that out is not our 
responsibility.  What IS our responsibility is his revealed will.  His 
law.  And,

A.  Working out your salvation means learning obedience 
to God.

Remember even Jesus learned obedience.  He learned, by 
making all the right choices, he learned to obey and submit to his 
father’s will.  Specifically, “he learned obedience by the things 
which He suffered.”
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We, like our Lord Jesus, need to learn obedience.  Not waiting 
around for God to do something in us that we can feel or 
experience, but simply to accept the responsibility to obey.

That is the context for Paul’s exhortation.
v.12

He’s talking about obedience.  I want to emphasize this 
because we are often very careless in our obedience, and I am 
compelled to examine my own heart also.  We are careless.  We 
make some effort, but not a lot.  After all, we want to avoid that 
self-help extreme.  We want to avoid legalism and self-
righteousness.

I have known some preachers who almost never preach on 
the law, fearing such things, as if exhortations to obedience were 
inappropriate for Christian preaching.  They think those 
exhortations to obedience to the law somehow contradict grace.

But, my friends, learning obedience is hard work.  It doesn’t 
just happen.  And with the weakness of the flesh, it doesn’t 
happen automatically.  That becomes obvious with sins that 
dominate life, like people fighting drunkenness or trying to rid 
themselves of the addiction to nicotine or narcotics.  Sometimes, 
we recognize that effort, and sometimes, in those big things, 
people make the effort and, by God’s grace, succeed.

But what about the little sins?  The sins that are no littler in 
God’s estimation.   How hard do you work to learn submission to 
proper authorities?  Wives to husbands.  Children to parents.  
Employees to employers.  How hard to you work at that?

What about working on the sins of your mind?  Idle and vain 
thoughts.  Impure and adulterous thoughts?  Selfish, jealous, 

envious thoughts.  Or what you say?  Your tone of voice, as well 
as the content of your speech.  Your anger, your temper.  How 
hard do you work on those things?

Your responsibility is to work very hard!  To work out your own 
salvation in your own daily lives.  And that work involves very 
difficult commitments, like the commitment to pray.  It’s hard work 
to pray, and don’t let anyone fool you.  But work hard at it.  It’s 
hard work to read the Bible regularly, daily.  Even to meditate or 
memorize it.  But work hard to do those things.  

It’s hard to learn, but work hard at it.  Put yourself under the 
teaching of the church.  Do your own study.  Search the 
Scriptures.

It might be hard work to assemble yourself together for 
worship, but work hard at it.  Work hard at coming to church, and 
don’t ever think that one hour a week is really enough work.  
Work hard at keeping the sabbath day holy, and learning to 
delight yourself in God by freeing yourself from worldly 
responsibilities and recreations.  That’s hard work.  

It’s hard work to transform your mind.  It’s hard work to change 
the way you think.  It’s hard work to develop gentleness and 
patience, self-control and perseverance.  But work hard at those 
things.

Oh, we are so lazy, aren’t we?  So self-satisfied and 
complacent about the condition of our souls.  And, therefore, so 
weak.

I still remember the years of my youth, when physical training 
was a high priority, and I gladly gave myself to the work involved.  
But I don’t as much anymore.  Now, I know there is profit in bodily 
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exercise.  I know it because Paul tells Timothy so.  But how much 
profit is there in our exercise with regard to godliness!  As Paul 
writes,

1 Tim. 4:7  “But reject profane and old wives' fables, and 
exercise yourself toward godliness. 8 For bodily exercise profits a 
little, but godliness is profitable for all things, having promise of 
the life that now is and of that which is to come.”

In other words, work hard.
In 2 Timothy 2, Paul mentions three groups of people who 

work especially hard.  Three good illustrations of the Christian life.  
Soldiers.  Athletes.  And farmers.  And those are his examples for 
us to follow.

2 Tim. 2:3  “You therefore must endure hardship as a good 
soldier of Jesus Christ. 4 No one engaged in warfare entangles 
himself with the affairs of this life, that he may please him who 
enlisted him as a soldier. 5 And also if anyone competes in 
athletics, he is not crowned unless he competes according to the 
rules. 6 The hard-working farmer must be first to partake of the 
crops.”

In another place, again with athletic language, we read,
1 Cor. 9:24  “Do you not know that those who run in a race all 

run, but one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may 
obtain it. 25 And everyone who competes for the prize is 
temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a perishable 
crown, but we for an imperishable crown. 26 Therefore I run thus: 
not with uncertainty. Thus I fight: not as one who beats the air. 27 
But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I 
have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified.”

It is a simple, direct, personal exhortation.  Work hard.  Work 
out your salvation by learning to obey God.  And learn to obey 
him by practicing obedience!

But do so “in fear and trembling.”  What does that mean?

B.  Working out your salvation begins with a proper 
reverence of God.

Fear and trembling means reverence.  Not self-help.  Not, “I’m 
doing this for myself.”

Not legalism or self-righteousness.  You’re not trying to 
appease God, nor win his approval.  And certainly not in order to 
make yourself look good, but rather, wishing to show your love for 
God.  By learning to obey out of a deep and abiding reverence for 
him.

Reverence is such a great motivator, for those who are 
mature.  Not the threat of punishment.  Not the danger of 
alienation or rejection or condemnation.  But the deep sense of 
the honor to which God, and God alone, is due.  In other words, in 
all your work, in all your efforts and striving, you should always be 
conscious that you live before the face of God, in his presence.  
There should be a sense of awe in the life of the believer, a sense 
of living where we are always visible, always seen and 
understood, vulnerable and exposed before God, and always 
loved as his children.

That’s what produces reverence.  And without reverence, your 
obedience will never measure up.  I’m sure of it.  And without 
reverence for God, your obedience will quickly degrade into 
patterns of self-help.  

And where does that reverence come from?  A knowledge of 
God, as you find in the Scriptures.  That’s the value of studying 
the doctrine of God, the attributes of God, to produce reverence 
upon the awareness of his glory. 

“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.”  Work 
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hard at it, loving God with all your strength.  And work with this 
great encouragement.

v.13

We work out.

II. GOD WORKS IN.
That’s my second point.  And there is no contradiction.  We 

must accept the responsibility for our own actions, and at the 
same time, depend upon God’s help to do what he commands.

There are two verses in Scripture that, combined, teach that 
so well.  First,

John 15:5  “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who 
abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without Me you 
can do nothing.”

Without me you can do nothing.  But with me?  The other 
verse.

Phil. 4:13  “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens 
me.”

You can do all things, that is, all things God commands you to 
do.  The amazing part of God’s grace is that he enables you to do 
what he commands you to do.  And in that regard,

A.  God’s work in us comes first.
v.13

Clearly, the implication is that strength and ability to work out 
your salvation comes from the work of God in you.  Without that 
work of God, all that I have said so far this afternoon is empty and 
meaningless, because it is impossible.

For an unbeliever, the law has but one main task.  To convict 

and condemn.  And in that sense, as Paul writes to the Galatians, 

Gal. 3:24  “The law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we 
might be justified by faith. 25 But after faith has come, we are no 
longer under a tutor.”

The law condemns.  And until you sense that condemnation, 
you will never understand what it means to be saved.  So before 
there can be any obedience to the law, in the fullest sense of 
obedience, a man must be saved.  His heart must be changed.

God’s work in us comes first.  For without that work of God, a 
man has no ability to do anything that is pleasing to God.  So this 
is anything but a message of self-help.  This is anything but 
legalistic self-righteousness.  This is the gospel.  You must be 
born again!

John 3:3  “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born 
again, he cannot see the kingdom of God...Most assuredly, I say 
to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter 
the kingdom of God. 6 That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and 
that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.”

God’s work in us comes first.  And,

B.  God’s work in us actually changes our heart.
“God helps those who help themselves.”  Do you know where 

that is in the  Bible?  Has anyone ever asked you that?  Ever 
asked anyone else?  Some people will swear that is in there 
somewhere.  They quote it as if it is in the Bible. 

But it isn’t.  It’s not that God fans into flame a spark that was 
already within you.  It’s not that God helps you help yourself.  
Rather, he comes to you while you are dead in your sins, and he 
makes you alive.  Actually, what is closer to the truth, is that God 
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helps those who recognize that they cannot help themselves.

We were dead in sin, hating God and having no ability to 
understand his law.  We read in,

Eph. 4:4  “But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great 
love with which He loved us, 5 even when we were dead in 
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you 
have been saved),.”

Or even more explicitly,
Tit. 3:3  “For we ourselves were also once foolish, disobedient, 

deceived, serving various lusts and pleasures, living in malice and 
envy, hateful and hating one another. 4 But when the kindness 
and the love of God our Savior toward man appeared, 5 not by 
works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His 
mercy He saved us, through the washing of regeneration and 
renewing of the Holy Spirit, 6 whom He poured out on us 
abundantly through Jesus Christ our Savior.”

What does Philippians 2 say? 
v.13

God changes our will.  He renews our will.  He gives us the 
ability to choose what is good.  And he gives us the strength to do 
that good which we choose!

Now, that doesn’t contradict everything I said earlier about 
your responsibility, but rather, it puts it into context.  As Christians, 
you must accept your responsibility to will and to do that which is 
good in God’s sight, to obey his law.  But don’t ever think that you 
deserve the praise for those good works, for God has worked in 
you to will and to do that which is good.  And God, therefore, 
should receive the praise for all the good that you do.

So, it’s your responsibility to do good.  And God receives all 
the praise and honor when you do good.  That’s fair, isn’t it, after 
all, your chief end IS to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.  For 
as verse 13 ends, your goal is to do what you do for his good 
pleasure!  Therefore,

C.  God’s work in us changes our ultimate goal.
Instead of living for our own glory, God so transforms us when 

we are saved that He becomes the object of our praise and glory.  
We live for his glory.

v.13

People often think of their own Christian life in terms of ups 
and downs, but I think a much better perspective would be to 
think in terms of ins and outs.  The Christian life is not so much a 
series of ups and downs as it is a process of ins and outs.  God 
works in, and we work out.

And that balance between God’s work and our is so perfectly 
demonstrated in the prayer which Paul offered to God of behalf of 
the Ephesian church, a prayer I must pray for you as I exhort you 
to work out your salvation.

Eph. 3:16 “...that He would grant you, according to the riches 
of His glory, to be strengthened with might through His Spirit in 
the inner man, 17 that Christ may dwell in your hearts through 
faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may be able 
to comprehend with all the saints what is the width and length and 
depth and height-- 19 to know the love of Christ which passes 
knowledge; that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
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