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Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine with me three different ways of looking at the world.  Imagine what it would mean 

if somebody lived by the belief that “The aim of life is to rule, to be on top.”  What would that person’s life look 

like?  “The aim of life is to rule, to be on top; therefore, trample down everyone you can.” [Halford E. Luccock, 

More Preaching Values From the Epistles of Paul, p. 190] 

 Or, imagine a person who believes “we are only physical creatures [there is no such thing as the 

spiritual].”  What would this person live like?  “We are only physical creatures; therefore, let us eat, drink and 

be merry!” [Luccock, p. 190] Satisfy any desire you have because only the physical exists, so only the physical 

matters. 

 Or, to switch it up a bit, imagine if you believe “I am a beloved child of God, God only wants his children 

to have good things.”  How would that shape a person’s life?  “God only wants his children to have good things; 

therefore, I can seek and expect a life of health, wealth and pleasant times.” 

 Do you see the flaw in each of those ways of looking at life?  Do you see how the way one looks at life 

shapes the way one lives?  Our beliefs shape the way we live.  The way we look at life leads to a “therefore” 

which affects the way we live.  Therefore is a powerful word.  Therefore connects thought with action, belief 

with living. 

 Now, I want you to imagine you believe the following:  

6 [Chirst Jesus]   Who, being in very nature God, 

    did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; 

7 rather, he made himself nothing 

    by taking the very nature of a servant, 

    being made in human likeness. 

8 And being found in appearance as a man, 

    he humbled himself 

    by becoming obedient to death— 

        even death on a cross! 

9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

    and gave him the name that is above every name, 

10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

    in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

11 and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

    to the glory of God the Father. 

 Imagine you believe that to be true?  What would the “therefore” be that follows such a glorious 

statement about our Lord?  Well, that’s what Paul is giving us in our text today. 

Context 
 Back in chapter 1, Paul opened the letter by calling all the Christians in Philippi “saints.”  He reminded 

them that God is bringing to completion the good work he began in them.  He them encourages the Christians in 

Philippi to grow up into, to mature into their new status as God’s saints, his people set apart for a special purpose, 

literally his “holy ones.” 

 We saw how Paul has matured into his Christian status by making his life’s goal “to glorify God and 

proclaim Christ,” which is how he can look at all circumstances in life, including hardship for himself, and see 

that it all served to advance the gospel, like an army advancing on the world.  His understanding of the big 

picture- life’s purpose is to glorify God and proclaim Christ- completely shaped his understanding of the little 

picture- all the things that had happened to him served to advance the gospel, so he can face death calmly knowing 
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that to live is Christ and to die is gain! 

 Against this backdrop, he instructed the Philippian Christians to stand side by side, united in purpose and 

mind-set, facing their enemies together.  He implored them to be of one mind and to have the same attitude as 

Christ Jesus. Then he gave that beautiful description we just read of Jesus’ attitude and the way he lived it out. 

 Now we come to the “therefore” of this passage. We come to the climax of Paul’s instructions to the 

Philippians.  This is the pinnacle, the top of the mountain in Paul’s letter.  Everything has built up to this point.   

Text 
 So let’s read together our passage, taken from Philippians 2:12-30. 

What It Says (The Lesson) 
 The first word we come to is “therefore.”  Whenever you find the word “therefore” in the Bible, you 

should stop and take a look to see what it is there for!  To read these verses without reading what comes 

before them means you will miss the very important foundation for what Paul is saying!  Therefore is a 

compelling word.  It is a word that has motion in it.  It is the word that drives our action. 

 Paul says, “Therefore, as you have always obeyed….”  Notice the word “obeyed.”  We came across the 

word obedience in the first half of this chapter.  Jesus was obedient, even to death on a cross!  This “therefore” 

matches the “therefore” in verse 9- “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place…”  Because Jesus was 

obedient, God raised him from the dead and exalted him above all others.  [JA Motyer, The Richness of Christ, p. 

92] Because God did this for Jesus, we have a “therefore” ourselves.  Because God exalted Jesus for his 

obedience, we, too, are to be obedient. 

These instructions Paul gives become impossible commands to follow if you don’t know the foundation 

they are built upon- the foundation of having the same attitude in you as Jesus had in him and that God has exalted 

Jesus above every other power.  That is, these verses are only attainable as you become more and more 

Christ-like, which is work God does in you.  But they also describe the process of becoming Christ-like.  They 

are the outward display of the inward change that happens when we submit to the Spirit’s work in us.  But I’m 

getting ahead of myself.   

Let’s take a look at what Paul says about being obedient.  Paul says, “continue to work out your salvation 

with fear and trembling.”  There’s a loaded verse! 

 First, let me clarify what it does not say.  It does not say “work for” your salvation.  It does not say work 

“toward” your salvation.  It does not say work “at” your salvation.  Why? Because all of these things would 

imply that our salvation is something we accomplish, something we earn, or something we do.  Our salvation is 

something God has already done for us.  So Paul says, “work out” your salvation. That is, because God has 

already saved you, entered your life in the person of the Holy Spirit, and you have God’s power at work in you, 

“strive to express this salvation in your conduct.” [James Montgomery Boice, Philippians, p. 162] 

 This means we do not “stop half way.” [William Barclay, Letters to Philippians, Colossians and 

Thessalonians, p. 41]  Paul goes on to say, “God is at work in you to will and to act according to his good 

purpose.” (v. 13) He is saying, “God is at work in you for you to work.” [Barclay, p. 41]  God works in us the 

desire to be saved.  God continues to work in us even after we are saved. Without God’s work in us, we cannot 

overcome sin or achieve any virtue in our lives.  God’s purpose in working in us is to have eternal friendship with 

him in eternity. “The work of salvation is begun, continued and ended in God.” [Barclay, p. 41] 

 But God does not do violence to our will. God does not drag us into salvation kicking and screaming. God 

is a gentleman who respects our boundaries, our choices and our will. God only works in us to the degree that 

we humbly submit to him.  So we must cooperate with God as he works in us to will and acts according to his 

good purpose. That is, we must willingly obey if we are to work out our salvation through the power of the Spirit 

at work within us. 

 We do this with fear and trembling because we are accountable to an awesome God for this obedient work.  

Yet we have great confidence because we know it is God who works in us! [Motyer, p. 94] 

 Now, what are the signs of working out our salvation with fear and trembling?  What evidence should we 

see that God is working effectively in us?  In what ways are we to be obedient? 

 The first sign is in verse 14. Paul says, “Do everything without complaining or arguing.”  These two 

words are used throughout scripture to describe discontented people.  Complaining refers to the internal 
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dialogue we have when we don’t want to obey God. [Boice, p. 170] Arguing is the word Jesus uses in the 

parable of the workers who are hired at different times during the day, but they all get paid a full day’s wage. 

Those who worked longer “grumbled” or “murmured” against the employed. (Matt 20:1-16) The word used is the 

same as the word “arguing” here. Similarly, this is the word used to describe the Pharisees’ comments about Jesus 

eating with tax collectors (Luke 5:30), and the word used in the Greek translation of the OT for the people of Israel 

complaining in the desert. [Boice, p. 170] 

 This kind of obedience leads to being “blameless and pure.” (v. 15) Blameless has to do with our outward 

actions.  When we are blameless nobody has “just” cause to accuse us or complain about us. [Motyer, p. 97]  

This has to do with our outward actions.  Our behaviour is always “above board.” [Boice, p. 171] 

 Pure means to be unmixed. It is the word used for gold or silver being pure, with nothing mixed into it. 

[Boice, p. 171]  It has to do with our inner life.  It has to do with our motives.  We can be blameless on the 

outside, in our actions, but be a vile mess of mixed motives, contempt and animosity on the inside.  To be pure 

means that our inner life is just as blameless as our external behaviour.  You can think of the Pharisees as an 

example of people who were very good on the outside, certainly blameless, but many of them were not pure on the 

inside. That is why Jesus was so critical of them as a group. 

 Blameless and pure have to do with our relationships with others, how they see us.  Being “without fault” 

in the next verse has to do with how God sees us as his children.  Our lives are to be lived openly before God. 

[Boice, p. 172; Motyer, p. 97] 

 When we submit to God’s work in us through obedience, when we work out our salvation with fear and 

trembling in these ways, we are so different from the world around us that we shine like stars in the night sky.  

Paul’s generation was crooked and perverse. Our generation is no better!  As our society moves further and 

further away from our Christian past, it becomes darker and darker.  If we go along with the culture around us, 

we look just like them. If, however, we live and “act in the light and wonder of so vast an act of love” as Christ’s 

death on our behalf, then we will be a stark contrast to the people around us. [Boice, p. 162] We will hold out to 

them the word of life. 

The Examples 
 So this is the lesson Paul is teaching.  This is what he is saying is to be the result in our lives of the 

“therefore” about Jesus’ life of obedient suffering and God’s exaltation of him.  But what every good teacher 

knows, giving examples really helps bring a lesson home. Here we have three examples of how this lesson can be 

applied. 

At first glance, it’s not clear how Paul’s discussion of his own being “poured out” fits.  Further on, it 

seems like a complete change in the letter when he talks about Timothy and Epaphroditus.  But, if you think 

about it, there is a perfect flow of continuity here.  Paul, Timothy and Epaphroditus all turn out to be 

examples of people who did, in fact, work out there salvation with fear and trembling in light of the life, death 

and exaltation of Jesus. 

 Let’s begin with Paul.  He says that he hopes to be able to boast about the Philippian Christians on the 

Day of Christ, that is, when Christ returns and sits in judgement of the world.  He then speaks of being “poured 

out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from [their] faith.” Without going into detail about 

this image, it is a reference to a religious sacrifice having an addition sacrifice of wine being added to it. [Barclay, 

p. 46]  It means that Paul’s potential death in the near future would just be the “finishing touch” added to the 

much larger act of worship consisting of the Philippians’ faith, service and sacrifice. [Motyer, p. 100] Paul is 

saying that even though he is facing death, and the Philippians are worried about him, his life is not the important 

thing, their faith is! [Boice, p. 176] 

 Here we see Paul taking on the attitude of Christ. Paul is more concerned with the Philippians and 

their spiritual well-being than his own physical life!  He is willing to be “poured out,” literally killed, if it 

serves to advance the gospel.  He sees his death as a pittance compared to the faith of the Philippians and what 

they are going through themselves as a tiny minority in a Roman colony. 

 We also see Paul’s humility in the fact that he is sending both Timothy and Epaphroditus back to Philippi.  

These are the only two companions who have stuck with Paul through is imprisonment in Rome, everybody else 

has abandoned him.  Yet Paul is still willing to give them up if it means encouraging the Philippians and 
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advancing the gospel there. [Boice, p. 185]   

 “Paul’s doctrine taught him that a sovereign God ruled all things: whether freedom or imprisonment, 

comfort or discomfort, sickness or health…. Paul’s practice was to accept without question or rebellion what the 

Lord ordained.” [Motyer, p. 102-103]  Paul’s beliefs shaped the way he lived. 

 The second example is Timothy.  Paul says that he is sending Timothy to look after them.  Likely 

Timothy was to be the messenger who carried this letter from Paul.  How does he describe Timothy?  There is 

no one like him, he is genuinely concerned with the welfare of others.  Timothy puts Christ first, unlike most 

people.  He has proven himself over years of ministry with Paul. Notice, too, the image Paul uses of father and 

son.  Paul says, “as a son with his father, he has served with me in the work of the gospel.”  That is remarkable in 

and of itself.  One would expect Paul to say, “as a son with his father, he has served me in the work….”  One 

expects the relationship to be one of a servant to a superior, but Paul says Timothy has served “with me” or 

alongside me. [Boice, p. 178]  Timothy has learned the hard lesson of working with others. He is willing to 

lead but also willing to be led.  He is no “lone ranger” Christian. 

 We also know from the book of Hebrews that Timothy was eventually imprisoned for his faith as well. 

Hebrews 13:23 speaks of Timothy’s release from jail! 

 The third example is Epaphroditus. We know very little about this man except what we learn indirectly 

here in Paul’s letter. In many ways, he is one of the thousands of Christians who are anonymous to history, but 

served God faithfully and are not anonymous to him! 

 Epaphroditus had been sent to Rome from Philippi to meet Paul’s needs. This in and of itself shows 

Epaphroditus’ bravery!  He went alone to a foreign city where he was to live and work with a man charged with 

a capital crime, facing the death penalty.  It would have been quite possible that Epaphroditus would get caught 

up in those same charges himself if he was too closely associated with Paul!  [Barclay, p. 48] 

 We also see that Epaphroditus got very sick while in Rome. We know that there were a number of 

plagues and fevers that would sweep through Rome from time to time. Possibly he was caught up in one of these. 

We don’t know. But we do know that he was deathly ill for a long enough time that word got from Rome to 

Philippi, so the Philippians were worried about him, and then word got back to Epaphroditus that people were 

worried about him so was distressed too.   

 We also see in the life of Epaphroditus that being a faithful servant of God does not guarantee an easy life.  

Nor does it mean you will always be blessed with good health. He was sick a long time.  He almost died.  He 

wasn’t instantly healed and Paul didn’t seem to think he had a “right” do demand that Epaphroditus be healed 

either.  So we clearly see that health is not a “Christian birth right.”  [Boice, p. 184]  Even though Paul had a 

ministry of healing earlier in his missionary career, when he was in Ephesus, Epaphroditus was not healed in 

Rome. 

 Paul refers to Epaphroditus as his “brother,” his “fellow worker” and “fellow soldier.”  Epaphroditus was 

“one with Paul in sympathy, one with him in work, one with him in danger.” [Lightfoot in Barclay, p. 49]  He 

risked his life in more ways than one to be Paul’s benefactor in Rome. The word Paul uses in verse 30 for 

Epaphroditus “risking his life” is a word taken from gambling.  It was a word that came to be used in the early 

church for the “gamblers” – those who risked their lives visiting people in jail, or sick with terminal or infectious 

diseases. Literally it means a person who risks everything on one throw of the dice. [Barclay, p. 50]  They go “all 

in” for Jesus to help people in jail or sick.  Epaphroditus was one of those “gamblers” who risked it all to 

serve Jesus by serving Paul in prison. 

 And here, again, we see Paul’s agape love at work.  As I mentioned before, Paul is sending to Philippi his 

last two remaining companions!  He putting the needs of others ahead of his own. But even as he is sending 

Epaphroditus back, he has Epaphroditus’ well-being in mind. He is about to lose his only two friends, but Paul 

makes sure that Epaphroditus will be welcomed home as a returning hero, not as a failed missionary with his tail 

between his legs.  He is concerned that nobody in Philippi look down on Epaphroditus for coming back while 

Paul was still in prison.  Here, again, is Paul’s concern for others shining through, even at his own expense. 

Learning the Lesson 
 Paul, then, has indirectly given us three examples of people who worked out their salvation: himself, 

Timothy and Epaphroditus.  All three of them faced different circumstances, but they all lived obediently, 



 
 

5 

without arguing or complaining. They were blameless and pure. Certainly they shone like stars in the night sky! 

 But how are we to do this ourselves? How are we to learn Paul’s lesson? How are we to work out our 

salvation? 

 Remember that Paul is writing to people who are already Christians. This is not an evangelistic appeal 

to non-believers to clean up their lives, or even to come to Christ. Paul is writing to those who have already given 

their lives to Christ in faith.  But having made a decision for Christ, they must still strive to obey God and grow 

into their role as God’s special people. 

 If you are a Christian, then this is both a sobering and an encouraging thought. On the one hand, it is 

sobering to know that making a decision is just the beginning, not the end of Christianity. Yet it is encouraging to 

know that it is God who works in us to bring these results about.  We have already been saved, so God will 

continue the work of salvation in us so that we will be saved in the future on the Day of Christ! 

 Sometimes people become Christians and they think they’ve done quite well, repenting and submitting 

themselves to God.  Then they start reading the Bible, in particular passages like this one, and they start to learn 

what God requires of them- namely, to be conformed to the likeness of Christ!  This means becoming like Jesus 

in love, holiness, compassion, wisdom and understanding. Then they start to panic and think this is way too hard, 

even impossible.  So they give up. [Boice, p. 174] 

 But this is exactly the wrong response.  Conversion means coming to recognize that you have nothing in 

and of yourself that can overcome your sin.  Conversion means coming to Jesus to forgive your sin and fix your 

relationship with God.  If Jesus can overcome the problem of sin you face, certainly he can work in you to be 

more like him.  The biggest hurdle is coming to repentance in the first place. The same Spirit that works in us 

to bring us to repentance, will continue that good work, maintaining our humility and developing an attitude 

of repentance in us throughout our Christian walk if we let him.   

 Jesus, the source of our salvation in the first place, is also our inspiration to keep plugging away at learning 

to be obedient, at working out our salvation.  Jesus, whose Spirit is at work in us, will continue to conform our 

hearts to his.  Because Jesus was humble and obedient, not clutching his rights in heaven, but giving them up for 

the sake of others, God exalted him and empowered him above all other powers in the universe. That power is 

now at work in you and in me to raise us up in glory too.  Jesus is both the source of our inspiration and our power 

to live obediently, working out our salvation. 

 That’s the big picture. That’s the “therefore.”  The small picture, the immediate application, is to learn to 

do everything without grumbling and arguing.  “[Paul’s] plea to avoid grumbling comes at the conclusion of 

the great hymn in the preceding verses describing the acts of Christ!” [Luccock, p. 191]  Jesus didn’t 

complain or grumble or argue even though he faced worse difficulties, affliction and suffering than any of us.  

And God exalted him to the highest place.  So take his example and learn how to obey without grumbling and 

arguing! 

The immediate picture includes learning how to be pure in our motives and blameless in our actions.  To 

learn how to work with others, to submit to leaders and to lead those we are called to lead.  It means risking for 

Jesus, even if it means danger to us.  It means putting Christ first and the needs of others ahead of our own. 

This kind of obedience comes with having a long relationship with God.  It takes time for God to reshape 

our will, and not just break it.  So we need to ask God to reshape our will.  It is God who works in us to will 

and act according to his good purpose. The will always comes before the action.  So we need to pray for God to 

change our wills so we desire to be obedient. 

Paul begins this chapter will a call to humble self-examination.  We need to humbly examine ourselves to 

see how Christ-like we are.  We may think we’re doing well having believed. But we are not called just to 

believe. We are called to obey and shine like stars in the sky.  That means we are called to continue to live a life 

of repentance, submitting to the work of the Spirit in our hearts, minds, wills, desires and imagination.  But the 

same God that raised Jesus from the dead, conquering sin, is at work in you and in me conquering the sin 

that resides in us.  We need not fear that the task is too big for the power that does it. We need only fear that we 

resist the power and not make use of the tools God has given us to apply the power to our hearts. 

Therefore, in view of Christ our Lord’s example, live a life of humble obedience and self-examination, 

putting the needs of others before your own.  Set your eyes on Jesus, who refused to clutch at his own rights and 
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gave up everything for you.  See how he was exalted by God for his obedience and let that fuel your desire to 

obey too.  Live a life of awe and wonder at the love you have already been shown in Christ, and you will not be 

tempted to complain, argue or mix your motives.  You will shine like a star among this crooked and twisted 

generation and doing so you will be holding out to them the word of life.  Amen. 


