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Text 
Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed – not only in my presence, but now much more in 

my absence-- continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 
13 

for it is God who works in you 

to will and to act according to his good purpose. 

 

Introduction 
 What an exciting thing to witness – a baptism, the ancient Christian initiation rite 

symbolizing what happens when a person put his or her faith in Jesus Christ for salvation.  

Namely, baptism symbolizes being washed of one’s sins and being united with Christ in 

his death and resurrection – the start of the Christian life. 

 But it’s just the start.  Putting your faith in Christ is not it, it’s the beginning of a 

new life.  Being a Christian isn’t just saying a prayer, making a confession of faith, or 

getting baptized and that’s it.  It’s a journey, a pilgrimage through this life toward the end 

goal of being with Jesus and actually being like Jesus someday on the other side of death.  

It’s about following Jesus, a daily walk, a constant learning process, a progression into 

greater holiness.  And I’m here to tell you – Judy – and everyone else who claims to have 

put his or her faith in Christ: that takes work. 

 Kathleen shared this helpful analogy at Small Group a few weeks ago that I 

thought was great – Christianity is like riding a bike.  You’ve got to be moving forward 

or you’ll fall.  You can’t stand still.  Have you ever tried to stay balanced on a bicycle 

while not moving?  Likewise as a Christian you’ve got to be going forward, growing; you 

can’t just sit there.  But, get this, in order to move you’ve got to pedal; you’ve got to exert 

yourself if you’re going to go anywhere… unless… 

 Unless it’s downhill, right?  Maybe Christianity is a downhill bike ride; you hop 

on and coast; you move forward passively.  That would be nice, but honestly look at the 

NT and see what it says.  Does it give any indication that Christianity is a downhill coast?  

Listen to what Jesus said: “Enter by the narrow gate.  For the gate is wide and the way is 

easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many.  For the gate is narrow 

and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Mt. 7:13-14, ESV).  

“Strive to enter through the narrow door.  For many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will 

not be able” (Lk. 13:24, ESV).  Does that sound like the path that leads to heaven is a 

downhill coast or an uphill climb? 
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 Let me give you some more analogies (remember this is the Bible talking, not 

me).  How many of you guys work out?  Christianity is like working out; it’s exercise.  

“Train [it’s the word for going to the gym] yourself to be godly.  For physical training is 

of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present 

life and the life to come” (1Tim. 4:1).  You have to train yourself to be godly! 

Christianity is a fight – “Fight the good fight of the faith.  Take hold of the eternal 

life to which you were called” (1Tim. 6:12).  And it’s evidently a lifelong fight because 

Paul at the end of his life says, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I 

have kept the faith” (2Tim. 4:7). 

There we see another analogy – Christianity is a race.  “Do you not know that in a 

race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize?  Run in such a way as to get the 

prize.  Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training.  They do it to get a 

crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever” (1Cor. 9:24-25). 

It’s also war.  “Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to 

abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul” (1Pet. 2:11).  “Finally, be 

strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.  Put on the full armor of God so that you can 

take your stand against the devil’s schemes” (Eph. 6:10-11).  [See also 2Cor. 10:3-6] 

Paul’s going to say in the next chapter of Philippians – “I press on to take hold of 

that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me…  One thing I do: Forgetting what is behind 

and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which 

God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (3:12-14). 

The Christian life is like exercise; it’s a fight, it’s a race, it’s war… it’s work!  In 

today’s passage Paul says, “Work out your salvation.”  This is no downhill joyride 

through green, rolling hills with daisies and puppies.  This is a sweaty, muddy, grimy 

trek, climb, crawl up a mountain. 

I read a book over the holidays by an 18
th

 century British preacher named J.C. 

Ryle.  The book is called Holiness.  It was a good kick in the pants for me to take this 

Christian life seriously for as Hebrews 12:14 says, “Without holiness no one will see the 

Lord.”  Here’s something he said, “The saddest symptom about many so-called 

Christians is the utter absence of anything like conflict and fight in their Christianity.  

They eat, they drink, they dress, they work, they amuse themselves, they get money, they 

spend money, they go through a scanty round of formal religious services once or twice 

every week.  But the great spiritual warfare – its watchings and strugglings, its agonies 

and anxieties, its battles and contests – of all this they appear to know nothing at all.”
1
 

Is that you?  Brothers and sisters, the message of today’s text is simple and it’s 

just this: the Christian life takes work. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Preliminaries 
 “Therefore…” Paul says (v. 12).  “So then, since you have this charge to act like 

Christians, which in large part means getting along with each other, which at its heart 

involves dying to yourself, which is exactly what Jesus did when he became obedient to 

death on the cross… so then,” Paul gently reminds his dear friends in Philippi, “[just] as 

you have always obeyed – not only in my presence, but now much more in my 

absence…” (v. 12).  And let me just pause right there.  Two preliminary things: 
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First, notice Paul’s pastoral heart.  He calls the Philippians “dear friends,” 

(literally “beloved ones”).  He really cares about these people.  And before he gets to the 

main charge that’s going to be a bit blunt and sober, he affirms them.  He recognizes their 

track record of obedience – “you obeyed when I was with you and even after I left and 

wasn’t with you.”  So Paul’s not excessively harsh with them here.  He’s not just trying 

to scold them.  Here’s a guy who genuinely cares about their spiritual well-being.  That’s 

why he’s going to say the things he’s going to say.  That’s what drives me today as I 

apply his words to all of you.  I love you guys and I’ve seen God at work in your lives 

and I deeply want to see it continue. 

Secondly, let me point out also the reality of personal responsibility.  Paul’s going 

to do everything he can, but ultimately the Philippians’ obedience or disobedience is not 

dependent on Paul.  They were expected to obey whether Paul was there – helping them, 

looking over their shoulders – or whether he was gone.  They couldn’t blame their 

disobedience on Paul’s absence.  They couldn’t say, “Well, Paul’s not here… how are we 

supposed to do this without him?”  Similarly, if you’re not growing, not doing well 

spiritually you can’t blame anybody but yourself.  You can’t say, “But the elders don’t 

spend enough time with me.”  Or, “Nathan’s sermons aren’t that great.  It’s someone 

else’s fault that I’m not doing that great right now.”  You can’t say that.  You’re 

ultimately responsible for your spiritual health. 

 

Stop Working! 
 So Paul cares deeply for these people and tries as best he can to help them along 

spiritually – encouraging and affirming them, but he can’t always hold their hand; they 

ultimately are responsible for their own spiritual lives.  On that note, let’s see what it is 

that Paul has to say to them… and to us.  “[Just] as you have always obeyed – not only in 

my presence, but now much more in my absence – continue to work out your salvation 

with fear and trembling” (v. 12).  There it is.  Paul says it.  We have to work out our 

salvation.  What does that mean? 

 First of all, what does salvation mean?  We use it most of the time, and the Bible 

also uses it this way sometimes, to refer to the moment when someone first believes and 

gives his life to Jesus.  He gets saved, right?  He trusts that Jesus’ death on the cross was 

for him and that he is now accepted and adopted by God.  His sins are forgiven because 

of Jesus’ sacrifice and Jesus’ righteousness is now credited to him.  “[God] saved us, not 

because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy” (Titus 3:5).  “[God] 

has saved us and called us to a holy life – not because of anything we have done but 

because of his own purpose and grace” (2Tim. 1:9).  This is one way the Bible talks 

about salvation.  It’s also called justification. 

 Now let’s be really clear about what this means.  Do you notice what those two 

verses I just quoted are saying?  This salvation, this justification – how you get right with 

God – has nothing to do with what you do.  You don’t earn it.  You don’t work it.  It’s 

entirely by grace through faith.  You simply cease working and trust.  The Bible is very 

clear about this and I want to be too.  It says in Romans 4:5 – “To the man who does not 

work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness” 

(Rom. 4:5).  You cannot work to get salvation in this sense of the word. 

In fact, it’s the very opposite.  We can never work to make God love us.  No 

amount of good works could ever counterbalance our sins and win God’s favor.  In fact, 
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when we work like this it makes God angry.  It’s prideful – “I can do it myself, if I just 

try hard enough.”  It’s an affront to his holiness – “I know I’ve sinned, but if I improve 

and do a certain amount of good things then it will make up for my sins.”  It’s a slap in 

God’s face – “I don’t need Jesus’ death on my behalf; I can take care of it on my own.”  

And it’s ultimately futile – God says, “All your righteous acts are like filthy rags in my 

sight” (Is. 64:6).  You can’t save yourself. 

 I’ve had several friends that have said to me, “I’m just tired of trying to be a 

Christian,” and they gave up.  To them Christianity was just about keeping rules and 

being good and working hard to not do bad stuff and after awhile it just got exhausting 

and they threw in the towel.  Why is that?  Because they misunderstood the very crux of 

Christianity.  They were working so hard to earn their salvation when it can’t be done.  If 

you are here today because you want to try to make yourself better, be a good person, so 

that you will be right with God you’re setting yourself up for failure and misery. 

 You cannot work out your justification.  No amount of working will help one bit, 

in fact it will just dig you into a deeper hole.  You are reconciled to God once you stop 

trying to win his approval and simply rest in the fact that Jesus died for you and you are 

completely accepted on that basis alone.  “For we maintain that a man is justified by faith 

apart from works of the Law” (Rom. 3:28, NASB).  “For it is by grace you have been 

saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, 

so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9).  That is the good news.  I want to make sure that is 

heard loud and clear. 

 

Now Get to Work! 

But now, does anyone know what the very next sentence in Ephesians 2 says?  

“For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God 

prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph. 2:10).  So you are saved/justified apart from 

works and then given work to do.  Paul can say in Ephesians, “It is by grace that you are 

saved, through faith, NOT by works.”  And then he can say in Philippians, “Work out 

your salvation with fear and trembling.”  What is up with that?  How do you put those 

two things together? 

 Well, many times the word salvation in the NT refers to a future and final 

deliverance from judgment – when it’s all said and done (i.e. Rom. 13:11).  We are saved 

when we first believe because God is reconciled to us on account of our faith and we 

enter into a relationship with him.  But in another sense we are not really saved until after 

we have stood before God in the last day and been acquitted and eternally exempted from 

punishment and death and welcomed into eternal life.  God saves us and puts his Spirit in 

us and adopts us as his own and forgives us our sins and counts us righteous in Christ, 

and then puts us to work until the day when our salvation is complete. 

 When we stand before Almighty God at the end of time and are judged to see 

whether we will spend eternity in heaven or hell only those who have persevered to the 

end in faith will be saved.  And that takes work.  And all of this is enough to strike fear 

and trembling into your bones.  This isn’t the way God motivates primarily – by scare 

tactics.  But he does sometimes.  We need a healthy fear and awe of God that compels us 

to really take him seriously, that rattles us and makes us examine ourselves to see 

whether we are in the faith (cf. 2Cor. 13:5), that gives us a sense of sobriety about life 

and death. 
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 Our salvation is an unfolding process.  The process begins by grace, apart from 

anything we do, but then we exercise and fight and run and battle and work to ensure that 

our faith is really in Christ and that we arrive at the end of our life still trusting in Jesus 

alone for our salvation.  Genuine faith evidences itself in work. 

 Some people once asked Jesus, “What must we do to do the works God requires?”  

So what does this look like?  What kind of work is involved in working out your 

salvation with fear and trembling?  Jesus answered those people saying, “The work of 

God is this: to believe in the one he has sent” (Jn. 6:28-29).  We have to work to believe; 

work not to work.  This is it at its core.  You can’t just believe the gospel once – that God 

forgives not based on anything I do but on account of Jesus death – and then go on living 

like before.  That’s not really believing.  You have to believe the gospel everyday.  

Everyday you have to work to remind yourself that you are accepted because of Jesus and 

nothing else.  You have to work at exposing yourself to this message over and over again 

because you will be bombarded with other messages constantly that fill you with lies.  

You can’t be passive.  You have to proactively keep the gospel squarely in front of you 

and resist slipping back into a works righteousness mindset.  It’s a work to continue to 

believe. 

 “See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns 

away from the living God.  But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, 

so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.  We have come to share in 

Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first” (Heb. 3:12-14).  We 

have to “see to it.”  This is the working out of our salvation.  We have to see to it by 

surrounding ourselves with people who will constantly encourage us and remind us of the 

gospel.  We have to see to it by being aware of the deceitfulness of sin and taking steps to 

combat it. 

 The world, the flesh, and the Devil are constantly seeking to deceive us and trick 

us into believing that significance and meaning and worth and hope is found in something 

other than Jesus and him crucified for us.  We cannot be passive.  We may say we believe 

in Jesus but sin may have captured our hearts so that when it really comes down to it, to 

the way we live, we show that we believe other things are what saves us from our misery 

– toys and things and so we go shopping, sex and so we dabble with pornography, 

popularity and so we pander for people’s approval, status and so we become workaholics, 

leisure and so we become lazy bums.  These are all false gospels that we so easily, even 

unthinkingly, slip into believing.  And so we have to work to keep the gospel of Jesus 

Christ squarely before us.  We have to work to see God in his majesty and mercy and 

know him to be everything we need for our souls in Jesus Christ; nothing else can 

ultimately, eternally do it. 

 How do we do that?  What do we do to hone our vision of God so that we keep 

believing the gospel of justification by faith and finding in that our only hope for 

salvation?  It’s what most people call the disciplines.  It’s what the Puritans called the 

means of grace.  It’s what Jonathan Edwards called putting yourself in “the pathway of 

allurement.”  There are these habits that we have to cultivate which put us in the place 

where God can ravish our souls with himself so that we keep on believing in him and not 

in ourselves or in anyone/thing else. 

 We’ve got to work at getting into the Bible.  This book is powerful.  God is in it.  

He inspired it and gave it to us for us to see him more clearly.  He speaks to us through 
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this book.  Through it God recalibrates our minds and our thinking to jive with reality.  

And it’s a book about Jesus!  The whole thing, from beginning to end, is about Jesus and 

how he saves humanity from it deepest problems.  The whole OT is about setting up 

Jesus and most of the NT is about unpacking the significance of Jesus.  The Cross is the 

climax of the whole book.  So if you want to have your eyes focused on Jesus and his 

work on your behalf, you’ve got to work to get into the Bible. 

 We’ve got to work to pray.  Sometimes it’s hard to focus and spend time talking 

to a God you cannot see.  Your mind wanders, you get bored, and it seems unproductive.  

But how can you have a relationship with someone you don’t talk to you.  Just like with 

human relationships you’ve got to work to communicate.  But prayer breeds intimacy.  

It’s a little harder to forget about the gospel when you’ve spent time at the beginning of 

the day praying to God, thanking him for his mercy in Jesus, declaring your dependence 

on him, asking him to help you continue to find your satisfaction in him throughout the 

day.  It’s harder to be duped by the messages of the world when you’re regularly and 

frequently talking to God, bringing your concerns to him, asking for help.  Prayer keeps 

us close to God; you’ve got to work at it. 

 You’ve got to work to worship.  Talking with Peter this week I was reminded that 

worship is a discipline.  Not just coming to church on Sunday and singing songs, but 

using a vast array of means throughout the week to draw your attention to God and praise 

him for who he is.  Even, and especially, during the times when life seems confusing and 

dark and you’re down and don’t feel like God is that real.  Force yourself to praise him.  

Focus on his glory, the chief aspect being his grace, and just bask in it, revel in it, thank 

him for it.  We’ve got to work to worship. 

 We’ve got to work to share our faith.  This is hard, because we fear people and 

worry about losing their approval.  But we have to remind ourselves that the only 

approval that really matters is God’s and because of Jesus we have that and we can’t fear 

mortal man.  And so we share with them that good news that we’ve experienced and I 

guarantee this is what you’ll find as you do so: you’re appreciation of the gospel will sky 

rocket as you seek to explain it to others.  That’s just the way it works.  So we’ve got to 

work to share our faith. 

We’ve got to work to kill our pride.  This means choosing the hard things to do – 

sacrifice and service.  Our natural tendency is to self-centeredness.  We think we’re all 

that, which is the biggest obstacle to us believing the gospel.  So we have to take active 

steps to humble ourselves.  We have to give up things like our comfort.  We have to put 

others first and serve them.  We have to learn to submit.  We have to stretch ourselves 

and push ourselves to do the things that hurt so that we just don’t remain in smug self-

satisfaction.  We have to work to kill our pride. 

 There are others – we have to work at giving, we have to work at 

community/fellowship, we have to work at studying.  We have to work, constantly.  

Never let up believing, seeking God.  Always be alert, resisting the Devil and his lies that 

30 more minutes of sleep will be more beneficial or pleasurable than praying or that 

protecting yourself will be more fulfilling than spending yourself for the poor.  You’ve 

got to fight these lies.  Keep moving forward.  That’s the key – progress.  Never stand 

still – you’ll fall off the bike.  So that means wherever you’re at, go farther.  That’s all.  If 

your sole exposure to the Bible is listening to sermons on Sunday, then go to a Small 

Group Bible Study.  If you do that then start reading in it 5 minutes everyday.  If you’ve 
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been doing that then get a Bible reading plan and read through the Bible in a year.  If 

you’ve been doing that for several years then start learning how to study it deeper.  If you 

do that, then begin to memorize and meditate more on Scripture.  Just keep going 

forward, wherever you’re at.  Taking baby steps is okay, but never stand still. 

 If you pray before meals, consider praying every night before bed.  If you do that 

start keeping a list of people and prayer requests and pray for them every morning at 

breakfast.  If you’re doing that then consider getting up a half an hour earlier every day to 

pray or start coming to Saturday Morning Prayer Meeting to pray with others or start 

doing a regular fast and using that time to pray or learn the discipline of practicing the 

presence of God throughout the day.  Wherever your prayer life is right now, resolve to 

take it to the next level. 

 Wherever you’re at, set new goals to work toward and when you get there keep 

setting new goals and keep working out your salvation until the day you die.  There’s 

always more of God to explore.  In order to keep believing the gospel you’ve got to keep 

working.  When Paul says, “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling,” he “has in 

mind a ‘continuous, sustained, strenuous effort.’”
2
  If you don’t work at these things, 

you’re toast.  You may say you believe that Jesus died for you but you don’t really 

believe it and if you don’t come to the end of your life really believing it you won’t be 

saved. 

 

God is the One Who Works 

 Now here is the cool part.  Verse 12 is not all there is.  Look at v. 13 – “For it is 

God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”  We work out 

what God works in.  The “for” here establishes God’s working as the ground for our 

working.  So we’re not left on our own to work out our salvation.  Even our working to 

continue to believe is God’s work in us.  As John Calvin put it, “Perseverance… is his 

pure gift.”
3
  Is this good news or what?  God energizes us to work out our salvation.  So 

the first act of believing is a gift of God – he convicts us of our sin and causes us to trust 

in Christ as our sin-bearer.  But then he also works in us the will to keep on believing and 

the ability to act on that will. 

 This is a key concept and we see it several other places in the NT.  In Colossians 

1:29 Paul says, “To this end [the end of final salvation in Christ] I labor, struggling with 

all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.”  In 1 Corinthians 15:10 Paul says, “But 

by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect.  No, I 

worked harder than all of them – yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me” (1Cor. 

15:10).  We work out our salvation with fear and trembling because God is the One at 

work in us to both will/desire and work according to his good will.  Amazing!  When we 

stand at the end of time in God’s presence we will be able to take no credit for it, but will 

simply relish God’s grace. 

 If you don’t want to work at all, if you don’t feel any dissatisfaction with 

stagnating in your spiritual life, if you don’t feel any challenge from this text to take 

radical steps to go deeper then God has never really worked in your life. 

But if you have truly put your faith in Christ and trusted in his finished work on 

the cross then you have been born again and the Holy Spirit has come into your life.  And 

he will work in you to cause you to be dissatisfied with sin in your life and with standing 

still.  He will energize you to work out your salvation, to exercise, to fight, to run, to 
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battle.  God will have re-wired your spiritual taste buds and given you a sample of his 

goodness and mercy so that you have your appetite whetted for more.  And he will work 

through his Word and sermons like this to spur you on to keep working for more and 

more of God. 

 

Conclusion 

Has this verse convicted you?  Is God working in you right now to cause you to 

commit to another day of following him, of fighting the temptations to believe another 

gospel, and of going deeper in your appreciation of God?  Are you willing to do whatever 

it takes? 

 

Lord’s Table 

Let’s eat this meal that symbolizes the gospel as nourishment for our work of 

believing the gospel. 

 

Benediction 
Judy… Immanuel: May you throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily 

entangles, and run with perseverance the race marked out for you, keeping your eyes 

fixed on Jesus. – Hebrews 12:1-2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 14, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to 

be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who find 

eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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