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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL: PHILIPPIANS 
Week 6: Working Out Our Salvation 

 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–11 
II. PAUL’S MISSIONARY REPORT, 1:12–26 
III. A CALL TO SANCTIFICATION, 1:27–2:30 

A. The Duties of Christian Citizenship, 1:27–2:4 
B. Christ as a Model of Christian Humility, 2:5–11 
C. Exhortation to Christian Obedience, 2:12–18 

The connection between the previous section and the surrounding context is made clear 
by v. 8, which emphasized Christ’s humility (“And being found in appearance as a man, 
he humbled himself”). As we noted before, Paul had previously exhorted the Philippians 
to humble-mindedness in v. 3 (“Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. 
Rather, in humility value others above yourselves”). Paul’s reference to the self-
humbling of Christ in v. 8 is also described in that verse as an act of obedience (he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to death”). This idea of obedience is now picked 
up in v. 12 and becomes the main emphasis of vv. 12–18. Just as Christ obeyed, the 
Philippian Christians are to obey. They are to do things without grumbling and discord. 
The result will be that their witness to the world is credible and powerful. 

 
Verses 12–18 can be divided into three sections. In vv. 12–13 Paul gives a general 
exhortation and encouragement for the Philippians to lead obedient lives. In vv. 14–16 
Paul follows up with more specific instruction to avoid dissension in the church. Finally, 
in vv. 17–18, Paul concludes with an appeal to his own ministry. 

 
1. The believer’s work, 2:12–13 
 

(2:12) 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, 

 
“Therefore” links Paul’s exhortation in the following verses with the example of 
Christ in 2:6–11. The main thought of vv. 12–13 is the exhortation, “continue to 
work out your own salvation.” This is probably a more specific way of expressing 
the idea of obedience stated in the phrase “you have always obeyed.” 
 
Paul’s exhortation for the Philippians to work out their own salvation might seem to 
contradict the apostle’s frequent emphasis that salvation is not obtained by one’s 
own works. For example, in Romans 4:5 he says that God saves “the one who does 
not work,” and in Titus 2:5 Paul says God saved us “not because of righteous things 
we had done.” Also, in 2:13, the next verse, Paul says it is “God who works.” This 
tension expresses the paradox of divine sovereignty and human responsibility. 
However, part of the solution to this dilemma is to note that in 2:12 Paul is exhorting 
the Philippians to “work out” the salvation that God is presently working in them 



 

 2 

(2:13). The initiative for our salvation comes from God alone. Our justification does 
not flow from our own righteous conduct, but God “justifies the ungodly” (Rom 
4:5). 
 
When we speak of the biblical concept of salvation, salvation is a term that covers 
many theological concepts and is not restricted to only justification. Justification is 
monergistic, but some aspects of salvation require our participation. Sometimes we 
use the word salvation to include God’s redemptive work in its totality, while other 
times is can refer to just one aspect. Because salvation in its entire scope necessarily 
includes the manifestation of righteousness or holiness in our lives, it follows that 
our activity is essential to the process of salvation. 
 
“With fear and trembling” is to be understood as it is commonly found in the OT 
(Exod 15:16; Isa 19:16) with the idea of having a disposition of obedience to God in 
light of our own weakness. 
 
(2:13) for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good 
purpose. 

 
Paul says that though we have a part to play in our progressive sanctification, the 
enablement to carry out our sanctification is furnished by God himself, who 
produces in us both the desire to live righteously (“to will”) and the effective energy 
(“to act”) to do so. Our activity in working out our own salvation is possible only 
because of divine grace. 
 
The point, then, of vv. 12–13 is that, while sanctification requires conscious effort 
and concentration, our activity takes place, not in a legalistic spirit with a view to 
gaining God’s favor, but rather in a spirit of humility and thanksgiving, recognizing 
that without Christ we can do nothing and so he alone deserves the glory. John 
Murray offers this interpretive summary of vv. 12–13: “God’s working in us is not 
suspended because we work, nor our working suspended because God works. 
Neither is the relation strictly one of cooperation as if God did his part and we did 
ours so that the conjunction or coordination of both produced the required result. 
God works 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…. We 
have here not only the explanation of all acceptable activity on our part, but we also 
have the incentive to our willing and working…. The more persistently active we are 
in working, the more persuaded we may be that all the energizing grace and power is 
of God” (Redemption: Accomplished and Applied, pp. 148–49). 
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2. Blameless children, 2:14–16 
 

(2:14) Do everything without grumbling or arguing, 
 
The call to unity, which was first declared in 1:27 (“stand firm in the one Spirit”) and 
then expanded in 2:1–4 (“being like-minded...being one in spirit and of one mind”), 
reappears here. As the Philippians obey Paul’s exhortation in v. 12 to work out their 
own salvation with fear and trembling, it should be done “without grumbling and 
arguing,” that is, without dissension within the church. 
  
(2:15) so that you may become blameless and pure, “children of God without fault in 
a warped and crooked generation.” Then you will shine among them like stars in the 
sky 

 
Paul now explains that the purpose of the exhortation in v. 14 to “do everything 
without grumbling and arguing” is so that the Philippians might “become blameless 
and pure.” To this is added a further description, “children of God without fault in a 
warped and crooked generation.” We become “children of God,” when we are 
regenerated, born into God’s family. We have a new nature, a new disposition that is 
oriented toward God and holiness. But holiness needs to increase, to grow. As we 
progress in our sanctification, our goal is to become “children of God without fault,” 
particularly as viewed by the world around us. 
 
The apostle is mindful of the Philippians’ location within a corrupt Roman society. 
You and I also increasingly live in the moral blackness “of a warped and crooked 
generation.” If our sanctification, holiness, is what it should be, then we will stand 
out as the children of God like “stars in the sky” at midnight. 
 
(2:16) as you hold firmly to the word of life. And then I will be able to boast on the 
day of Christ that I did not run or labor in vain. 

 
Paul now clarifies how the Philippians can fulfill their task of behaving as God’s 
children in the world, as those light bearers of the gospel. We do so by holding firm 
to “the word of life,” which means “the word that brings life.” 
 
Paul consistently lived his life in the light of the approaching day of Christ, for on 
that occasion the final account of his stewardship, as evidenced in the lives of his 
converts, would be decided. “The day of Christ” is the time when Christ will return 
for his church, and when believers will have their works inspected and rewarded (cf. 
1:6). 
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3. A personal appeal, 2:17–18 
 

(2:17) But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and 
service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 

 
As sort of proof that Paul has not “run in vain” (v. 16), he points to the actual facts of 
his ministry among the Philippians. Paul acknowledges that his apostolic efforts and 
suffering could lead to martyrdom (“poured out like a drink offering”). He earlier 
told the Corinthians, “We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus” (2 Cor 
4:10) and “I face death every day” (1 Cor 15:31). Paul was more than willing to 
“spend and be expended” for the sake of his converts (“So I will very gladly spend 
for you everything I have and expend myself as well,” 2 Cor 12:15).  
 
The prospect of standing before Christ (v. 16) reminded Paul that it might be soon. 
By using the vivid illustration of a drink offering, he explained that even though he 
was presently in a dangerous situation that could lead to a martyr’s death, it was the 
climax of his ministry and a cause for rejoicing. 
 
Paul was not embittered but was rejoicing in his present labors and sufferings. He 
was willing not only to endure his present sufferings but also to lay down his life.  
 
(2:18) So you too should be glad and rejoice with me. 

 
Likewise, the Philippians should display the same attitude as Paul. They must not 
wring their hands, nor complain about their own trials and Paul’s. 
 

D. Resumption of Paul’s Missionary Report, 2:19–30 
As the title to this section states, Paul is resuming the missionary report of 1:12–26. The 
primary purpose of these verses is to give information regarding Paul’s plans, in effect, 
“what’s next.” And “what’s next” has to do with the coming visits to Philippi by 
Timothy (vv. 19–23) and, hopefully, Paul himself (v. 24). But right away Paul will be 
sending Epaphroditus back to them with this letter (vv. 25–30). But Paul has another 
purpose for this section in that it supports 1:27–2:18 (how Christians should conduct 
themselves) by giving examples (in Timothy and Epaphroditus) of the kind of Christian 
conduct Paul had urged on the Philippians. 
 
1. Timothy, 2:19–24 
 

(2:19) I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be 
cheered when I receive news about you. 

 
Because of his imprisonment Paul cannot return to Philippi for the present. He 
nevertheless expects to send Timothy to them soon—not immediately, but as soon as 
he has a clearer view of his affairs (v. 23: “I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I 
see how things go with me.”).  
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Paul’s plans to send Timothy are tempered by the phrase “in the Lord Jesus.” The 
Lord Jesus is the one on whom our expectations and hopes are dependent and by 
whom they are determined. 
 
Paul’s stated purpose for sending Timothy is “that I also may be cheered when I 
receive news about you.” As we learn later in the next section (vv. 25–30), 
Epaphroditus will be coming back to Philippi with this letter. Paul hopes the letter 
will solve some of the issues in the Philippian church Paul covered in 1:27–2:18 
(“that you stand firm in the one Spirit, striving together as one for the faith of the 
gospel,” 1:27; “make my joy complete by being like-minded,” 2:2; “in humility 
value others above yourselves,” 2:3; “not looking to your own interests but each of 
you to the interests of the others,” 2:4; “continue to work out your salvation with fear 
and trembling,” 2:12; “Do everything without grumbling or arguing,” 2:13. Then 
when Timothy comes, hopefully, he can report back to Paul good news about the 
Philippians so Paul “may be cheered.” 
 
(2:20) I have no one else like him, who will show genuine concern for your welfare. 
 
Paul now gives his first reason for sending Timothy to the Philippians. The words 
“like him” are actually one word in Greek that might be rather literally translated 
“equal in soul.” Paul has no one with him in Rome and available to be sent to 
Philippi who is such a kindred spirit and who genuinely cares about the things that 
affect them. The purpose of this glowing description of Timothy is not to introduce 
him to the Philippians since Timothy was already well-known to them. He had been 
with Paul at the founding of the church in Acts 16. 
 
(2:21) For everyone looks out for their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 

 
This verse provides the basis (“for”) for the previous statement that Paul has no one 
like Timothy among those who are with him in Rome who might have been sent to 
Philippi. The reason Paul has no one quite like Timothy who will be concerned for 
the welfare of the Philippians is that all the others (“everyone”) were concerned 
about their own affairs rather than the cause of Jesus Christ. But who are these others 
Paul is talking about? As I stated, the natural reading of the text would assume that 
these others (“everyone”) are people in Rome that Paul might have sent to Philippi. 
But, of course, this kind of indictment by the apostle seems too sweeping and severe. 
Clearly, he cannot mean this in an absolute sense. Does he really mean that 
“everyone” in Rome is a jerk except Timothy? 
 
Since Paul always displays a high regard for those who travel with him, and that in 
4:21 he sends greetings from “the brothers and sisters who are with me,” it does not 
seem possible that the “others” who seek after their own interests are those other co-
workers whom Paul might have sent to Philippi. More likely, Paul is contrasting 
Timothy’s character qualifications and some other people who came to mind as Paul 
was dictating. These people are condemned because they lack the two essential 
qualities noted of Timothy in v. 20: “like-mindedness with Paul, which expresses 
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itself in genuine concern for others.” 
 
(2:22) But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his 
father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 
 
The “but” links this statement about Timothy with v. 20. After contrasting Timothy 
with others who were concerned about their own interests, in v. 21, Paul now gives 
his second reason for the decision to send Timothy to the Philippians, namely his 
proven character, which they had known about from the time of the church’s 
founding. The evidence of Timothy’s proven character was his ongoing commitment 
to the advance of the gospel in a close personal relationship with Paul. 
 
(2:23) I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with me. 
 
Paul now concludes (“therefore”) his commendation of Timothy by returning to the 
language of v. 19 (“I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon), indicating 
again his hope of sending Timothy to the Philippians “soon.” But now Paul qualifies 
the “soon” of v. 19 by explaining that what he means by that is he will send Timothy 
as soon as he knows how things will turn out for him in his court case. However, 
Timothy will not be the person bringing this letter because Paul wants to keep 
Timothy with him until he has more definite information about the outcome of his 
case. 
 
(2:24) And I am confident in the Lord that I myself will come soon. 

 
Paul adds that a visit from Timothy was not intended by Paul to be a substitute for 
his personal presence at Philippi. He is confident that he will soon be at liberty and 
able to visit the Philippians himself. But that confidence is “in the Lord,” meaning 
that he is confident if that is what the Lord wills to happen. 


