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        Philippians 2:12-13 2-17-19 

  The Ins and Outs of Sanctification 
 

 The epistle of the apostle to the church at Philippi. 2:9-13 For this reason also, God highly 

exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, 10 so that at the name of 

Jesus EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 

and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 12 So 

then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in 

my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; 13 for it is God who is at work in you, 

both to will and to work for His good pleasure. I have in my hand a book entitled The Great Texts of 

the Bible, edited by J. Hastings. And Mr. Hastings provides a full devotional commentary on those 

texts which he considers to be of special greatness. It was very interesting to me to note that he 

includes in his book, Philippians 2:12-13. You see, this passage is, in the eyes of many, a great text 

because it says so much of significance for our doctrine of sanctification. Now, listen closely or you 

will miss everything. Sanctification, briefly stated, is for a Christian, the process of growing holier, 

growing more righteous, more and more like Jesus Christ in character and conduct. And in any and 

every discussion of the who, the hows and the whys of sanctification this verse is brought in and 

discussed. It should be. It really is crucial for understanding this subject of sanctification.  

    Now, you’ll note that the term sanctification is not used in these verses. No form of the word 

is found here either. However, we do find the word salvation. Work out your salvation. Now, most 

Christians use this term “salvation” in a very narrow, exclusive way to refer to the forgiveness of 

sins and the gift of eternal life which comes to those who believe. But the Bible uses it in a broad, 

inclusive way to refer to the fullness of the saving activity of God. Salvation, as presented in the 

Scriptures, is full and complete. It is forgiveness, but it is more. It involves also your deliverance 

from the power of sin, your indwelling by the Holy Spirit and the sanctification which then follows. 

It is a complete salvation. So much so that there is a sense in which you are not fully saved yet. 

There is more of our salvation coming each day, and then again, at the return of Jesus. In Acts 2:47 

Luke describes the growth of the early church and says 47 the Lord was adding to their number day 

by day those who were being saved. Were being saved. He uses here a present participle, referring to 

something that is ongoing. We speak of those who have been saved. But we can also speak of 

salvation as a dynamic, ongoing thing. I have been saved from sin’s guilt already. That is complete. 

But every day God delivers me more and more from the power and deceit of sin. II Corinthians 2:15 
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we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are 

perishing. Once again, the language is present participle – being saved. There is a present, continual 

dimension to our salvation. That is the sanctification dimension, and that is what Paul especially has 

in view in verse 12 of Philippians 2 when he writes 12c work out your salvation with fear and 

trembling.  

     Carefully note that he does not write work for your salvation. He says work it out. He is not 

exhorting them to be saved. He assumes that the gift of salvation has already been worked in. He 

assumed this when he wrote to them as saints in Christ. To work for your salvation would be an 

impossible, hopeless task. if that is what you are trying to do, trying to earn God’s favor by being 

good, forget it. You will never know peace with God that way. Ephesians 2:8 reminds us that 

salvation is a gift of God, not a result of works. Step one for you is to receive salvation and then and 

only then can you work it out.  

     Well, let’s dig in to the our text and discover what it teaches about the Christian life, about 

the process of sanctification. I will divide my comments in this way. First, our duty of sanctification, 

and secondly, our diligence in sanctification and finally our dependence on God for sanctification.  

    First, our duty of sanctification. 12 So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not 

as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and 

trembling. It seems possible that there was a fear in the mind of the apostle that since he was in 

Rome, locked up in prison and unable to minister personally in the churches, that these Philippian 

Christians may grow slack and unfruitful in their spiritual lives. It is not an uncommon thing for a 

person or a group to become too dependent on a strong personality like Paul. They look to him as 

their model and as their motivator and when he is gone, they are left desolate. And although this is 

common, it certainly is not healthy. Christians were never meant to find their sole model and 

motivator in any one person. Neither were they meant to grow overly dependent upon the support of 

their home church or Christian group. Jesus said, I am the vine, and Christian, where the vine is, 

there you can attach yourself and flourish and be fruitful. But, honestly, I hear Christians who leave 

strong church or para-church groups talk as if they can hardly survive without it. And although I 

believe strongly that God never called us to be lone Christians, I also know that any group that has 

not made you personally dependent on God and able to survive without the group has done you very 

little good. Someone may mope about spiritually in new city acting as if that God they thought they 

loved and that Savior for whom they had given up all were confined to this little group and located 
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in the spot from which they had moved, so that our enemy may well say, “Where is your God now?” 

And lest these precious believers in Philippi fall into that trap the apostle reminds them of just who is 

responsible for their spiritual lives and he says, “work out your own salvation.” Your pastor is not 

responsible for your spiritual growth. Your friends are not responsible – not primarily. You are! 

Some of your translations strangely omit it, but the Greek says work out your own salvation. You see 

to it that you move on to spiritual maturity. What Dan Hendley or Ben Burkholder or Taylor Brown 

can do is pitifully little. Don’t fall into the trap of blaming others, of claiming that you aren’t 

growing because of your church or your job or your spouse. Don’t blame it on God either and 

suggest that you would grow if only God did something first. The responsibility is yours.  

    Sadly, there is a stream of thought in the church that would suggest otherwise, that would tell 

you that your growth as a believer is not your job at all, but God’s and God’s alone. That is entirely 

unscriptural. All the varied commands of the Bible to grow in grace, to put sin to death, to fight the 

good fight, are they addressed to God? No. They are spoken to you. But we Christians have become 

Houdinis at sliding out from and escaping our duty. Jerry Bridges, in his little book, Pursuit of 

Holiness, exposes how our choice of words even can be an escape attempt. He writes: It is time for 

us Christians to face up to our responsibility for holiness. Too often we say we are “defeated” by 

this or that sin. No, we are not defeated; we are simply disobedient! It might be well if we stopped 

using the terms “victory” and “defeat” to describe our progress in holiness. Rather we should use 

the terms “obedience” and “disobedience.” I heard a woman this week describe her husband, who 

has committed adultery numerous times, and she said, Oh, he’s a wonderful Christian. And he 

doesn’t want to sin. He is just weak. Excuse me. Weak? The Bible calls adultery sin. Then there is 

this approach that says, “God has to do something first, before I straighten out my act.” I spoke to a 

man once over some sin in his life and his response was: God hasn’t convicted me about that yet.  

He is suggesting that the problem is with God. God hasn’t done His job. Come on Christian! Work 

out your own salvation.  

     That is our duty of, now let’s look at our diligence in sanctification. Work out your salvation. 

That is strange language. But implied in it is that you have something in you to work out. You are 

saved, now live it! That’s the idea. When Lincoln issued the emancipation proclamation he set every 

slave in the union free – legally. But, do you think these slaves immediately acted like free men and 

women? Uh-uh. They were understandably used to slave-life. They were free and yet not free. Paul 

says you are free, now act it out. Having salvation legally, we are to work it out practically. I Peter 
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2:16a Act as free men. In Luke 5 there is the story about the lame paralytic who gets lowered on a 

pallet through the roof in order to get to Jesus, and there Jesus speaks and heals the man and says to 

him, Rise and walk. Now, the man was healed when Jesus spoke, but he could have just laid there, 

never gotten up and never worked out his healing. You see the point. God has worked salvation in. 

You now be diligent to work it out.  

    Notice this too. Jesus commanded that man to rise and walk. Working out his healing meant 

obedience to Christ. That is the same with you too. In Philippians 2:12 it says just as you have 

always obeyed and then work out your salvation. Working it out is obedience and obedience means 

working it out.  

    Now, in your English Bible the term “work” is used twice in verses 12 and 13, but in the 

Greek they are two different words. The word in verse 13a means “produce by power” but the word 

“work out” in verse 12 implies labor and toil, strenuous effort on your part. It says “work.” With 

respective to our standing before God we rest in the finished work and merits of Jesus, but our 

spiritual growth calls for some intention and exertion. Let go and let God is not the whole picture. 

We aren’t called to a relaxed, mellow, Christianity. Maybe you’ve heard as I have teachers who 

condemn striving and effort in the Christian life, who say, “don’t wrestle, nestle.” Don’t you work, 

let God do it. You just relax and enjoy and Christ will do it through you. One author in a book 

called, Grace Walk says, Our efforts can not only never play a part in our victory over the power of 

sin, but they can and do effectually prevent such victory. Amazing! He claims that the Christian life 

is one without effort. Christian teachers sometimes are afraid that if we make room for effort we 

eliminate grace. But listen, grace is not contrasted in Scripture with effort, but with merit. Surely, we 

don’t merit God’s love through our efforts. But that doesn’t make effort the problem. All of the 

Biblical language for the spiritual life speaks of intense struggle: fight, wrestle, strive, buffet. We are 

to be like a farmer, like a runner, like a soldier, like a boxer. It requires effort, great effort, and 

strenuous effort, diligent, persevering blood, sweat and tears. It’s a fight, a continual fight and you 

aren’t to stop fighting until God Almighty rings the bell and says, Come home. Your sanctification is 

yours to grow and to which you must apply yourself with all diligence.  

     That means you will give it thought and effort. Tell me, do you have a plan for your growth 

as a Christian? A strategy? Do you ever sweat over it like you do your budget? You work out your 

own retirement, and you work out your own house plan and your own family plan and your vacation 

plan – do you work out your own salvation? Did you ever determine how in 2019 you will grow 
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more like Jesus? Do you have a plan for prayer, a plan for Bible Study, a plan for your ministry to 

others? Or are you a carefree, care-less or even sloppy disciple? It’s time to work it out brother, and 

do it with diligence.  

     Our duty of sanctification, our diligence in sanctification and finally, our dependence on God 

for sanctification. 12bc So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence 

only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling. Fear and 

trembling. Now, what does that mean? Does that mean we live in dread fear of losing our salvation, 

or of not making it? Not at all. Fear and Trembling is a familiar Greek idiom that means simply 

“humility.” In II Corinthians 7:15, speaking of Titus, Paul writes 15 His affection abounds all the 

more toward you, as he remembers the obedience of you all, how you received him with fear and 

trembling. Does that mean Titus had them all shaking in their boots? Not at all. It means they 

regarded him with an attitude of humility issuing forth in submission and reverent obedience. And 

that is exactly what it means in Philippians 2. To work out your salvation with fear and trembling 

means you will not go about it with a cocky “I’ve got this” attitude. Honestly, some people confuse 

Jesus Christ with Dr. Phil. But fear and trembling means that you are not involved in a self-help 

course to give you an “I can be great” attitude. Fear and trembling means you know God must help, 

that you are dependent on Him. In Psalm 51, when David planned his recovery after slipping into sin 

he humbly appealed to God and said, Lord, you give me a clean heart, you sustain me with a 

steadfast and willing spirit. Not cockiness, humble reliance on God. Notice this. Paul says work it 

out with fear and trembling. Why? Verse 13 for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to 

work for His good pleasure. And when you come to recognize and acknowledge that your spiritual 

growth is God’s sovereign work, you will be humble. Our dependence on God for sanctification 

means humility, first of all  

     Secondly, it means confidence. We talk a lot about men picking themselves up by their 

bootstraps, but I challenge any of you to do it. What hope does a man, in his own power, have of 

changing his own heart? The Bible says he has as much hope as a leopard trying to change its spots. 

It’s impossible. Well, what confidence then do we have that we will change? Just this – 13 for it is 

God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure. God is like a sculptor of 

the soul, chipping away on our insides to shape us after His image. We have the confidence of 

Hebrews 12:2 that Jesus Christ, not you, not me, but Jesus Christ is the author, the finisher, and the 

perfecter of our faith. Our confidence is in Him! Look at Luke 22, at the story of a man called Rock.  
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His other name was Simon. Luke 22:31 Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission to 

sift you like wheat. And the implication is here that Simon, you are such a spiritual lightweight that 

Satan could do it too, except, except for one thing. 32ab but I have prayed for you, that your faith 

may not fail. The only thing that stands between you and spiritual disaster is a praying Savior who 

won’t let you fall. And He, I say, He is our confidence. Now look please at one other passage. II 

Peter 1:3 His divine power has granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness 5 Now for 

this very reason also, applying all diligence. Stop here and think. He is saying that because of God’s 

sovereign, sanctifying work you can with confidence 5-7 applying all diligence, in your faith supply 

moral excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge,6 and in your knowledge, self-control, 

and in your self-control, perseverance, and in your perseverance, godliness, 7 and in your godliness, 

brotherly kindness, and in your brotherly kindness, love. You see the point? God is working in you, 

so you work too with hope and confidence in Him.  

     The third implication of our dependence on God is that our sanctification is certain. 

Philippians 1:6 For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will 

perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus. God began it. He will complete it. Certainty. It is not certain if 

your Christianity is a surface-level human reaction to religious sensitivities. But, if you are truly a 

work of God with sincere faith, God guarantees that He is going to be sanctifying you. Ephesians 

2:10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand so that we would walk in them. If you are a Christian, you are a work of God, and God 

says you will, not you might, you will obey, and you will perform good works because Jesus is the 

author and finisher of your faith. He will see that it is done.  

      Now, maybe you are thinking: wait a second, preacher. Before you made a big deal about it 

being our duty, our work. Is it God’s work or ours? What’s the answer? It is both. Both! The classic 

reformed position on sanctification is what is called synergism. It means that God and the believer 

work together. Our justification and regeneration are monergistic. God does those things entirely on 

His own and has to because we are dead in sin. But, once made alive, we are expected to work with 

God in the building of our Christian lives. Paul writes that way in I Corinthians 3 when he says I 

Corinthians 3:8b-9a each will receive his own reward according to his own labor. 9 For we are 

God’s fellow workers. Jerry Bridges, in his book, The Disciplines of Grace, says some helpful 

things. Man’s part is to trust and work. God’s part is to enable the man or woman to do the work. 

Our part is to work, but to do so in reliance upon God to enable us to work. God’s work does not 
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make our effort unnecessary, but rather makes it effective. Amen. We are absolutely dependent on 

the Lord, but not passively so. Psalm 127:1a Unless the LORD builds the house, They labor in vain 

who build it. You gotta have God at work. But is He the only builder referred to here? No – no. The 

house is built by God and the man – both working together. That’s the idea. It is an active reliance 

on the Lord. In our teaching in Philippians you are commanded in verse 12 to work out yourself and 

verse 13 teaches that sanctification is God’s work and there is no conflict between the duty and the 

doctrine. Now some of you read verse 13 and you think: this sounds like men are just puppets 

manipulated by God. It says God works in us to do what He wants. Hmm. I understand the problem. 

I really do. But hold on. Does the Lord teach it? If so, you believe it, whether you understand it or 

not. But I also think I can help your understanding. Your problem is that you think mechanically. A 

moves B, etc, because that is all we know. But God is a Creator. He is able to do and think in ways 

far beyond our limited comprehension. Ephesians 2:10 says He foreordained that Christians do good 

works. Does that make us puppets without a will of our own? No! When God predetermines an act it 

is a free act that He predetermines. Because this requires precise thinking and some of you desire 

that, I want to read a precise explanation of the relationship of God’s work to ours. From John 

Murray’s Redemption Accomplished and Applied (pg.148f): God’s working in us is not suspended 

because we work, nor is our working suspended because God works. Neither is the relation strictly 

one of co-operation as if God did His part and we did ours so that the conjunction or coordination 

of both produced the required result. God works in us and we also work. But the relation is that 

because God works we work. All working out of salvation on our part is the effect of God’s working 

in us, not the willing to the exclusion of the doing, and not the doing to the exclusion of the willing, 

but both the willing and the doing.   

     The closest illustration of this type of thing I could devise is that of a computer that is able to 

and does work out problems. It actually does work, but prior to its working it had to be programmed 

by an operator. It was worked in before it could work out. And just as a satellite may return to earth 

of its own doing, it does so because it was created to do so, programmed to do so, by a scientist. 

Now that analogy breaks down because man is more complex than any computer. There is the 

mystery of the human will, but I hope you see the point. We work, absolutely, but we work out what 

God works in. And His work is always prior.  

     Our passage says God’s work is twofold. He is at work in you to “will” that is to give you the 

desire for holiness, which, by nature, is absent. And secondly, he gives you the power to carry it out 
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– “to do.” Nothing else is needed. If God gives you the right desire and the power to do it, your 

doing it is inevitable. But who receives the credit? The Bible says right here that any desire or power 

you have to do good comes from the grace of God at work in you. To Him belongs all the glory, for 

it is all done for His good pleasure, His holy purpose. God does what He pleases. You just praise 

God that He pleases to work in you.  

     I hope these verses help your understanding of this mystery of God’s work and our work. But 

let me say this. Understanding it or not, you focus on your responsibility to trust, to be sanctified, to 

work out your salvation, and let God worry about His part. You work it out in thought and in action. 

Work with humility, confidence, certainty, but you must work diligently for it is your blessed calling 

so to do.      

  


