
 

 

Working Out Our Own Salvation 
Rev. M. Schipper 

 
 We have been asked to give a brief dissertation on the text found in Philippians 

2:12, 13. No motivation was given to signify the reason for this request. We are assuming 

that it was more than to give an old retired minister something to do. Was it perhaps 

because it appears on the surface that this text seems to contradict the general tenor of the 

preaching in our churches that salvation is of the Lord, and that it is entirely His work 

from beginning to end? Or, to put it a bit differently: if salvation is entirely the Lord's 

work, how can the apostle exhort: you must work out your own salvation?  

 The text, as it appears in the King James Version, reads as follows: “Wherefore. 

my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more 

in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which 

worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure.” 

 To determine precisely what the apostle has in mind with the exhortation that we 

\work out our own salvation, it is important that we consider the text in the light of its 

immediate context. 

 That context is suggested in the word “wherefore” which introduces the text. That 

word indicates that what the apostle says in the text is a conclusion of what he had been 

saying in the preceding. That context harks back to verse five and following. There the 

apostle had exhorted the church at Philippi to "let this mind be in you, which was also in 

Christ Jesus." The mind of Christ, as described by the apostle, was characteristically 

twofold: namely, to be humble and obedient. This humility and obedience the apostle 

demonstrates in the verses six through eleven, where he says: “Who being in the form of 

God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: but made himself of no reputation, 

and took upon him the form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men: And 

being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, 

even the death of the cross. Wherefore God hath highly exalted him, and given him a 

name which is above every name: That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of 

things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth: and that every tongue 

should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 

 It is not our special concern in this writing to dwell on the doctrinal implications 

of the above quotation; for that would take us too far afield. Rather, we note how the 

apostle demonstrates in these verses what the mind of Christ, the Son of God in human 

nature, was. It was His mind to humble Himself and to be obedient. And that mind, the 

apostle says, must also be in us. In humility and obedience we must work out our own 

salvation. 

 But what does that mean that we are to work out our own salvation? 

 This cannot mean that salvation in any sense of the word is a work of man, or that 

it is dependent on us whether we are to be saved. 

 Everywhere Scripture teaches us not only that man is incapable of saving himself, 

but that salvation is from beginning to end a work of God in Christ. The apostle in his 

letter to the Ephesians (2:8-10) teaches, that we are saved by grace through faith, not of 

works, lest any man should boast. He stresses the truth that we are God's workmanship, 

created unto good works which He prepared in order that we should walk in them. Man, 



 

 

of himself, is by nature spiritually dead, wholly impotent to raise one finger toward his 

salvation. He is inclined to all evil and incapable of doing any good. Moreover, man as he 

is by nature does not want to be saved. A salvation which consists in the eternal 

blessedness of God's communion he does not desire. As we have said, all Scripture 

militates against the conception which allows man to contribute to his own salvation. If 

our salvation is all of grace and not of works (and it is): then there is no room for man to 

save himself. Besides, if salvation were a work of man in any sense, it must become 

evident that the work of Christ in the matter of our salvation is vain, and man would have 

something wherein to glory in himself, and not in God. 

 Indeed, it must be stressed that salvation is wholly the work of God in Christ. 

Christ is God's anointed Servant, appointed and qualified to save us. Eternally He was set 

apart for this great work. For this work He came as the Son of God into the flesh. As 

God's Servant He accomplishes all of God's good pleasure. His salvation is also a 

finished work. It is not so that He merely makes salvation possible for us, and that now it 

is up to us whether we will be saved. He is Jesus, Who saves His people from their sins 

(Matthew 1:21). In His body and soul on the tree of the cross He pays the penalty of our 

guilt and merits for us righteousness and life. That this was accomplished by Him, God 

attested to in His glorious resurrection and ascension. God not only gave Him a name 

above every name and made Him Lord over all, but He gave to Him the Spirit without 

measure to apply that salvation to our hearts, and to bring us at last into the glories of 

eternal salvation in the day of His coming.  

 It must become evident therefore that our salvation is a finished work, to which 

nothing must be or can be added by us. Even the realization of our salvation in our lives 

is His work. By His Spirit the exalted Christ enters our hearts, renewing them through the 

power of regeneration, justifying and sanctifying us, implanting in our hearts a true and 

living faith. By His Word and Spirit He calls us into salvation efficaciously in such a way 

that we respond. 

 However, and this is evidently what the apostle has in mind, we are saved as 

rational, moral creatures. In the matter of our salvation God in Christ treats us as such. It 

is not so that when God saves us He puts us to sleep as it were in a Pullman sleeper, and 

we ride unconsciously to eternal glory. Rather, He renews and bends our will into 

conformity with His will. He moves our feet in the way of His precepts, and we walk 

consciously in that way. He inclines our hearts to love Him and seek Him, and we love 

and seek Him with all our hearts. He raises up our hands in praise, and we adore Him. He 

prepares our good works and gives them to us, and we walk in them. Consciously He 

realizes His salvation in us and we work it out.  

 Let no one think he is saved who does not live a life which is in conformity with 

His salvation. 

 In the way of sanctification He saves us, and in no other way. It is the way of 

holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord. It is the way of continual repentance 

and conversion. It is the way of separation from evil and corruption of the world. It is the 

way of conscious and continual obedience. It is the way of humility and contrition. It is a 

life of gratitude, manifested in the desire to be pleasing unto Him.  

 It is imperative that we walk in that way. That is why the Lord teaches us that no 

man can serve two masters. No one can enter the kingdom of heaven while he is seeking 

the things which are below. 



 

 

 Indeed, we must work out our salvation to the very end. That is the significance of 

the word the apostle uses here. It is a work which is not completed until the end is 

reached. 

 But the manner will be with fear and trembling. With fear, not because somehow 

he is not sure that he will not be ultimately saved. But because he knows how often his 

self-honor enters into his work. With trembling, because he considers that of himself he is 

weak, and he knows how strong the power of evil is that besets him. 

 Notice, too, how the apostle admonishes us to work out our own salvation, not 

that of the brother or sister next to us. It is strictly your and my salvation which must be 

worked out. Though we may and do desire the salvation of the neighbor. for this belongs 

to the love of the neighbor. But you and I cannot perform for him. Each is responsible for 

his own. +That is what the apostle means when he exhorts us to work out our own 

salvation. For this the apostle also gives encouragement in the text. “My beloved, as 

ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, -

work out your own salvation…” 

 The church at Philippi had always obeyed. Not only was this true when the 

apostle labored among them, but this was true also now when he was absent from them. 

When the apostle was present with them they had manifested the true Christian attitude. 

When he preached to them, they listened. When he had exhorted, they took it to heart. 

When he had asked for their benevolence, they gave liberally. And this was, of course, as 

it should be. For certainly had the apostle exhorted and they had not listened, they would 

have been disobedient indeed. If he had preached the sincere Word of truth, and they had 

trampled upon it and rejected it, it would have been a grave offence. If he had asked for 

an offering and they had coldly turned him down, they would have been disobedient to 

their calling to show true brotherly love. In all those things, the members of this church 

had shown that they were not mere eye-servants. The fruits of the grace of salvation were 

clearly in evidence, and he tells them so. And now, when he was absent from the church, 

he was informed that they were still obedient to the gospel. They revealed much more of 

their faithfulness than when he was present with them. It showed that they responded to 

their calling, not because of the apostle, but because they understood their heavenly 

calling. And this compliment is intended by the apostle to serve as encouragement to 

them to continue. They must continue the good work of working out what God in His 

grace had worked in them.  

 Would the apostle say the same of us? That is the question each one must answer 

for himself. Let each one answer to the question: Is the mind of Christ operative in us? 

That mind of Christ so operated in Him that He worked out our salvation for us and in us 

in the way of humility and obedience to the will of God. Does that mind of Christ so 

operate in us that we in humility and obedience work out that salvation in our lives? That 

is the question we must answer. Has the Word of the gospel of our salvation humbled us 

into the dust, so that we confess that all our salvation is of Him alone and of pure grace, 

from beginning to end? Has it wrought in us the true sense of contrition and obedience? 

Has it created in our hearts true gratitude, so that all our life is bound up in the fervent 

desire to walk in all good works that are pleasing to God? If the answer is affirmative, as 

it should be, then we may conclude that also we are working out the salvation which God 

in Christ has wrought for us and in us. 

 Then it must also become evident to us that our work is nothing more than the 



 

 

work of god in us, and through us. That is also how the apostle concludes the text. He 

gives us the divine motivating reason for working out our own salvation. “For it is God 

which worketh in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” 

 Indeed, not only is the matter of our salvation His work from A to Z; but also, the 

working out of that salvation is His work in and through us. No man may boast. All self-

righteous Phariseeism is denied. Let no one say when he works out his salvation that he 

in any way contributed to his salvation. 

 It is God Who energizes, works in us both the willing and the doing of His good 

pleasure. Not as in stocks and blocks, not below our consciousness; but in conscious, 

willing, and obedient creatures, who so respond to His work of grace that we live lives 

that are consecrated to His glory and praise. 

 And when His work and our work is finished, then we shall appear before Him as 

the product of His sovereign and elective grace. Thus, God shall forever behold us as 

well-pleasing to Him, and He shall forever be magnified. 
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