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Philippians 2:12-3:1a 

Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much 

more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; 13 for it is God 

who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure. 

14 Do all things without murmuring and arguing, 15 so that you may be blameless and innocent, 

children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, in which you 

shine like stars in the world. 16 It is by your holding fast to the word of life that I can boast on the 

day of Christ that I did not run in vain or labor in vain. 17 But even if I am being poured out as a 

libation over the sacrifice and the offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you— 
18 and in the same way you also must be glad and rejoice with me. 

19 I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, so that I may be cheered by news of you. 
20 I have no one like him who will be genuinely concerned for your welfare. 21 All of them are 

seeking their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But Timothy’s[b] worth you know, how like 

a son with a father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 23 I hope therefore to send 

him as soon as I see how things go with me; 24 and I trust in the Lord that I will also come soon. 

25 Still, I think it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus—my brother and co-worker and fellow 

soldier, your messenger[c] and minister to my need; 26 for he has been longing for[d] all of you, and 

has been distressed because you heard that he was ill. 27 He was indeed so ill that he nearly died. 

But God had mercy on him, and not only on him but on me also, so that I would not have one 

sorrow after another. 28 I am the more eager to send him, therefore, in order that you may rejoice 

at seeing him again, and that I may be less anxious. 29 Welcome him then in the Lord with all joy, 

and honor such people, 30 because he came close to death for the work of Christ,[e] risking his life 

to make up for those services that you could not give me. 

3 Finally, my brothers and sisters,[f] rejoice[g] in the Lord. 

 

“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.”  What in the world does 

that even mean?  I’ve struggled with this passage since I first heard it as a camp 

counselor and was tasked with teaching Philippians each week to the campers.  

Actually, I didn’t teach it to the campers because I had no idea what to make of it.  

It seems so at odds with our belief in God’s grace that at 19 years old, I decided 

to skip it. 

That was my plan for today, too.  Not much has changed.  But that would be 

taking the easy way out.  And this was not a week for taking the easy way out.  
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Thursday is my sermon writing day.  Thursday, Thursday, Thursday.  Not a good 

day to try to write anything.  My stomach was in knots as I followed along with 

the hearings and the questions being asked of Ford and Kavanaugh.  I sat staring 

at a blank computer screen, thinking about all of the women and men I’ve 

pastored who’ve shared their stories of assault with me and wondering what their 

day was like and how they were doing.  Thinking about my own past with a heavy 

heart.  Staring at a blank screen, trying to read the scripture passage for this week 

and losing my train of thought after the first verse.  Having to start over again 

and again, getting stuck on these first words, “Work out your own salvation with 

fear and trembling.”   

Fear and trembling.  Victims of abuse know something about fear and trembling.  

And there is a reason people don’t say anything.  Just listen to how some people 

respond to allegations of abuse and you can begin to see why fear and trembling 

keep people quiet.  In life, I’ve known fear and trembling.  Perhaps you have, too.  

But I’ve never felt that kind of fear towards God.  So what does Paul mean when 

he says, “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”?   

I think what Paul is trying to get at with these words, is quite similar to what John 

Wesley talked about.  Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, had a 

belief system that was grounded in grace.  Grace, grace, grace.  All over the place.  

Grace.  It’s why I’m a Methodist.  Prevenient grace.  This is the grace that comes 

before – the grace that comes to us before we even have an awareness of the 

concept of God, it’s the grace that simply is.  For all.  This is the grace that God 

gives.  There is not a single thing we can do to earn it.  It just IS.  Paul was greatly 

concerned about this, as was Wesley.  Paul wanted people to know that there 

works, their actions couldn’t earn them salvation.  There is no tally you have to 

keep of all the “good” things you’ve done in life in order to receive or purchase 

God’s grace.  It just is.  That’s our foundational belief.   

But.  We don’t stop there.  If we did stop there, then it would be perfectly ok to 

brutalize, cheat, and demean others without consequence.  Do whatever you 

want – you’re covered by grace.  But Wesley doesn’t stop with prevenient grace, 

and neither does Paul.  Wesley uses the language of sanctifying grace.  Paul uses 

the language of fear and trembling.   



We can’t “earn” grace through our actions, but our actions are still critical.  

Sanctifying grace is what happens when we follow the way of Christ, when we 

follow the teachings of Christ.  Because when we follow the way of Christ, it has a 

direct impact on how we act and how we treat other people.   

Paul wants the Philippians to know that they have already received God’s grace, 

but he doesn’t want them to take it for granted.  He wants them to work out their 

salvation with fear and trembling.  He wants them to take it SERIOUSLY.  To look 

in the mirror and ask themselves, “am I following in the Way of Christ?”  Am I 

living by Jesus’ example? 

What is the way of Christ?  Well, that’s what we discover through our study of the 

gospels.  I’m going to share with you some of the biblical reflections found in our 

United Methodist Book of Resolutions , because I think it’s important to 

recognize the looooong history we have of dismissing violence and the 

alternative path Christ calls us to walk.  I quote: 

"One thousand years before Christ, Tamar was raped by her brother Amnon in 2 

Samuel 13. In Judges 19, there is an account of the gang-rape of a concubine, 

and an even earlier account the rape of Dinah in Genesis 34. These are stories not 

only of the violence done to women, but the failure of those in power to support 

the victims. In Tamar’s case, her father, King David, was silent, doing nothing for 

Tamar, the victim, but rather protecting Amnon, the perpetrator, and thus his 

own dynasty. 

The history of our faith is the history of attempts to recover the insight of Genesis 

1 that all creation is sacred in God’s sight, and all human beings are creatures of 

sacred worth. Jesus was an advocate for the sacred worth of all. In the account of 

the woman caught in adultery in John 7, where the crowd is about to stone her, 

we see Jesus actively oppose violence against women. Jesus saw beyond the 

stigma and blame that her accusers imposed on her. Unlike King David, Jesus did 

not employ his power to cover the injustice, but instead recognized her dignity, 

interrupted the proposed violence, and sought to restore her to community. 

Jesus’ response expresses his commitment to abundant life (John 10:10), and his 

call to help create the circumstances in which abundant life can thrive."i  



What is the way of Christ?  The way of Christ is many things.  One of those things 

is a call to help create the circumstances in which abundant life can thrive.   

We should have some fear and trembling before God as we take a look at our 

lives and ask ourselves how we are walking in the way of Christ and where we are 

not.  That’s the not-so-easy work of sanctification.  And yet if we do that hard 

work, we can understand why Paul was able to talk about fear and trembling in 

the same breath he talked with the Philippians about being “glad” with him.  

Walking in the way of Christ, doing the hard work in response to God’s grace, 

brings joy.  It might also bring suffering and hardship, but it also brings joy 

because at the end of the day, you can rest well knowing that you’ve done your 

best to honor Christ’s way.  In that way, I believe there can be fear and trembling 

and courage and joy  - all at the same time.  May each of us walk in Christ’s way, 

to create the circumstances in which abundant life can thrive.  Thanks be to God. 

Amen.  

 

i UMC Book of Resolutions, "Eradication sexual and gender-based violence" 

 

                                                        


