The Book of Philippians, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 5: Work Out Your Salvation; Shine as Lights
Philippians 2:12-18

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This lesson sits on one of the most important and most misunderstood truths in the New
Testament, the relationship between God’s work and ours in salvation. Paul holds two things
together in a single breath, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, and it is God
who works in you. What is doctrinally at stake is enormous. On one side stands the error of faith
only, which treats salvation as a finished transaction requiring no obedience and no effort, and
treats grace as a reason to do nothing. On the other side stands the presumption of once saved,
always saved, which assumes that no matter how a person lives, their salvation is
unconditionally secure. Paul’s words demolish both errors at once. Our salvation is genuinely
worked out, with reverence and seriousness, and it is genuinely God who supplies the desire
and the power. Give this paradox its full weight, and resolve to teach it clearly.

This passage is also deeply formational, because it turns the high theology of Christ’s descent
into the daily texture of obedience, freedom from grumbling, and shining witness. Paul refuses
to let salvation remain abstract. It shows up in how we handle a complaint, how we behave at
work, whether our light is visible to a watching world. The aim is to send students home both
clearer about how salvation works and more serious about living it out in the ordinary places
God has put them.

So aim at both targets. Help your class hold divine grace and human responsibility together
without collapsing into either passivity or presumption, and at the same time press them to take
their own salvation seriously enough to live it out, leaning hard on the God who works in them,
and shining as lights where they are.

Question 1
Student Question:

Paul commands, “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling” (2:12). What does it
mean to work out a salvation we did not earn, and why does Paul attach “fear and trembling” to
it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by clarifying what Paul does not say. He does not say work for your salvation, as though
we could earn God’s favor by effort. He says work it out, a phrase that means to carry something

to its full effect, to bring to completion in practice what God has begun in us. Salvation is a gift,
and a gift is meant to be lived.



The image is one of active engagement. A mine is worked out when its ore is fully extracted, a
problem is worked out when its implications are pursued to the end. Paul calls believers to bring
their salvation to bear on every part of life, not to leave it as an unopened gift on the shelf.

The phrase fear and trembling signals the seriousness of the matter. This is not the cringing fear
of a slave dreading punishment, but the reverent seriousness of those who know that salvation
is a holy and weighty thing, and that the God who saves is to be honored, not presumed upon.
Eternity is involved, and Paul will not let us treat it casually.

Help your students feel the balance. Working out our salvation is not anxious self-salvation, and
it is not casual indifference. It is the serious, reverent, lifelong engagement of those who have
received a priceless gift and intend to live worthy of it, in the strength God supplies, which the
next verse will name.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Working out salvation, not working for it: living out what God has given

e Salvation as a gift meant to be actively lived, not left unopened

® Fear and trembling as reverent seriousness, not cringing dread

¢ The weight of eternity making salvation a matter not to be treated casually

Discussion Prompts

e What is the difference between working for and working out your salvation?
e Why does Paul attach fear and trembling to this command?
¢ What would it look like to stop treating your salvation casually?

Question 2
Student Question:

Be honest about the posture of your own faith. Is it active, engaged, and serious, or has it drifted
toward something casual and passive? What would it look like to truly work out your salvation
this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question asks students to assess the posture, not merely the content, of
their faith. Many hold correct beliefs while living passively, treating salvation as a settled matter
that asks nothing further of them. Naming the drift is the first step.

Help students recognize the signs of passive faith, prayerlessness, neglect of Scripture, coasting
on past decisions, a Christianity that costs nothing and engages little. Passive faith rarely
announces itself, it simply slides into a comfortable routine that no longer presses on the heart.



Contrast this with the active faith Paul calls for. Working out our salvation means engaging it
daily, in prayer, in obedience, in repentance, in service. It is the difference between owning a
gym membership and actually training. The gift is received once, but it is lived out continually.

Press for one concrete act of engagement this week. A renewed practice of prayer, a sin actually
confronted, a discipline taken up, a step of obedience long delayed. The aim is to move the
student from assessing their posture to changing it, in one specific way.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Assessing the posture of faith, not merely its content

® The quiet signs of passive faith: prayerlessness, coasting, costless religion
e Active faith as daily engagement in prayer, obedience, and repentance

*  Moving from assessment to one concrete act of engagement

Discussion Prompts

* Honestly, is your faith active and engaged, or has it drifted toward passive?
e What are the signs of drift in your own life?
e What one act would move you toward working out your salvation this week?

Question 3
Student Question:

Paul immediately adds, “for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good
pleasure” (2:13). What does this teach us about where our desire and power to obey actually
come from?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Right after the command to work, Paul reveals the secret of how. It is God who works in you.
Our working never stands alone, underneath it is the deeper working of God. This keeps the
command to work out our salvation from ever becoming self-salvation.

Notice the two things God works in us, both to will and to work. He stirs the desire and supplies
the power. This is profound pastoral comfort. When we find ourselves lacking the will to obey,
God is the one who can give us even the wanting. When we lack the strength, he supplies that
too. We are not left to manufacture obedience from our own depleted resources.

Be careful here to avoid two distortions. This verse does not teach that God overrides our will so
that our choices are not truly ours, the Calvinistic notion of an irresistible grace that bypasses
human freedom. Paul addresses real people who must genuinely choose to work. Nor does it
teach that we are passive vessels with nothing to do. God works in us, and therefore we work,
the two are joined, not opposed.



Help students see how this fuels rather than cancels effort. Some imagine that if God is at work,
we can relax. Paul reasons the opposite, work, because God is working in you. His work is the
reason for our confidence, not an excuse for our passivity. We row hard precisely because the
current of God’s grace is carrying us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e God working in us both the desire and the power to obey

e Our working never standing alone, always carried by God's deeper work

* Against the notion that grace bypasses or overrides genuine human choice
e God’s work as the fuel for effort, not an excuse for passivity

¢ The joining of divine power and human responsibility, not their opposition

Discussion Prompts

e What does it mean that God works in you both to will and to work?
e How is this comfort when you lack the desire or strength to obey?
e Why does God's working fuel our effort rather than cancel it?

Question 4
Student Question:

When you face a command of God that feels beyond you, do you tend to rely on your own
willpower or on the God who works in you? How would leaning on his work change the way you
approach obedience?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question presses verse 13 into the student’s experience of obedience that feels impossible.
The honest issue for many is that they attempt obedience in their own strength, exhaust
themselves, and conclude they cannot change.

Help students see the difference between gritting and trusting. Willpower alone is a small and
quickly emptied tank. Leaning on the God who works in us means praying for the very desire
and power we lack, expecting him to supply what he commands, and acting in dependence
rather than in mere determination.

Offer a practical pattern. Before attempting a hard obedience, ask God to work in you both to
will and to work. Then act, trusting that grace is at work in the acting. This is neither passive
waiting nor anxious striving, but dependent effort, the posture of the whole passage.

Encourage students to name one command that currently feels beyond them, and to bring it to
God in exactly this way this week. The change Paul describes comes not by trying harder in
isolation but by working hard while leaning on the One who works in us.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® The difference between gritting in willpower and trusting God’s work
e Praying for the desire and power we lack, not just resolving harder

¢ Dependent effort as the posture of the passage

® Bringing one impossible-feeling command to God in dependence

Discussion Prompts

¢ Do you tend to obey by willpower or by leaning on God’s work in you?
¢ What command currently feels beyond your strength?
¢ How would dependent effort change the way you approach it?

Question 5
Student Question:

Paul says to “do all things without grumbling or disputing” (2:14). Why would Paul single out
grumbling and arguing right after such a high call, and what do these attitudes do to a person
and to a church?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

It can seem a steep drop from the cosmic descent of Christ and the call to work out our
salvation, all the way down to grumbling. But Paul knows where salvation is actually tested, in
the ordinary friction of daily life and community. Grumbling and disputing are where a worked-
out salvation succeeds or fails in practice.

The language echoes Israel in the wilderness, who grumbled against God and against Moses and
perished in their complaining. Paul does not want the new people of God repeating the old
failure. Grumbling is not a small fault, it is a corrosive unbelief that quietly accuses God of doing
badly by us.

Trace what grumbling does. To the person, it sours the heart, breeds ingratitude, and poisons
joy. To the church, it spreads like infection, undermining unity and dimming witness. A
grumbling congregation cannot shine, because complaint and light cannot occupy the same
room.

Help students see the connection to the whole passage. The blameless, shining children of God
in the next verse are recognizable partly by what is absent, the grumbling and arguing that mark
the crooked generation around them. To stop grumbling is itself a way of shining.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Salvation tested in the ordinary friction of daily life and community
e Grumbling as corrosive unbelief that accuses God, echoing Israel in the wilderness



¢ The damage of complaint to the individual heart and to church unity
¢ The absence of grumbling as part of how God'’s children shine

Discussion Prompts

e Why does Paul drop from cosmic glory to grumbling so quickly?
¢  What does grumbling reveal about our view of God?
*  How does complaint dim a church’s witness?

Question 6
Student Question:

Think of a recent situation where you grumbled or argued your way through. How might that
same situation have looked different if you had approached it as a child of God working out your
salvation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question makes the previous truth concrete by recalling an actual recent
episode. Generalities about grumbling change little, a specific remembered situation can be
examined and learned from.

Help students replay the scene honestly. What were they complaining about, and what did the
complaint assume about God, others, or their own rights? Grumbling usually hides a demand,
that life go our way, that we be treated as we feel we deserve.

Then invite them to re-imagine the scene as a worked-out salvation. How would gratitude, trust,
and the awareness of being a watched witness have changed their words and tone? The point is
not to manufacture false cheerfulness but to bring the situation under the lordship of Christ.

Encourage one specific resolve. Where is grumbling a settled habit, at home, at work, in traffic,
about the weather or the church? Ask each student to choose one recurring complaint and to
meet it this week with thanksgiving and trust instead. Habits of grumbling are broken in
particular places.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Examining a specific remembered episode rather than grumbling in general
¢ The hidden demand beneath most complaints

® Re-imagining the scene under the lordship of Christ

e Replacing one recurring complaint with thanksgiving and trust

Discussion Prompts

e What recent situation did you grumble your way through?



¢  What demand was hiding underneath your complaint?
¢ How would approaching it as God’s child have changed it?

Question 7
Student Question:

Paul says we are to be “blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of
a crooked and twisted generation,” shining “as lights in the world” (2:15). What does this teach
us about holiness and about the church’s witness in a dark world?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul describes the worked-out salvation in vivid terms, blameless and innocent children of God,
shining like stars against a dark sky. Holiness here is not withdrawal from the world but
distinctiveness within it. The light shines precisely in the midst of a crooked and twisted
generation, not safely away from it.

Notice that the contrast itself is the witness. Stars are visible because the sky is dark. The
blamelessness of God’s children stands out against the surrounding crookedness, and that very
difference is how the light is seen. A church that blends in completely has stopped shining.

Teach holiness as both gift and pursuit. Believers are children of God by his grace, and they are
called to live without blemish, pursuing the holiness without which no one will see the Lord
(Hebrews 12:14). This is consistent with the whole passage, God works in us, and we work out a
life that is visibly different.

Help students feel the missional weight. The point of shining is not to feel superior but to hold
out the word of life, as the next verse says, so that others are drawn to the light. Holiness and
witness are joined. We shine not to be admired but so that others may find their way to Christ.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* Holiness as distinctiveness within the world, not withdrawal from it

¢ The contrast between God'’s children and a crooked generation as the witness itself
* Holiness as both grace-given identity and lifelong pursuit (Hebrews 12:14)

¢ Shining joined to mission: holding out the word of life

e Light meant to draw others to Christ, not to invite admiration

Discussion Prompts

e Why must the light shine in the midst of darkness rather than away from it?
e How is the difference of God’s children itself a witness?
e How are holiness and mission joined in this passage?

Question 8



Student Question:

Where has God placed you to shine, your workplace, your neighborhood, your family? Are you
actually shining there, or blending in? Name one way your light could shine more clearly this
week.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question turns the call to shine toward the specific places God has stationed the student.
Light is local. Each person has been placed, providentially, among particular people who see
their life up close.

Help students name their actual stations, the office, the school, the gym, the extended family,
the neighborhood. Then ask the honest question, am | distinguishable as a child of God in this
place, or have | quietly blended in to avoid notice? Blending in is the path of least resistance,
and most of us drift toward it.

Be concrete about what shining looks like. It is not necessarily preaching, it may be integrity
when others cut corners, kindness where others are harsh, joy without grumbling, a readiness to
speak of Christ when asked. The light is a whole manner of life that makes the gospel visible.

Press for one specific way to shine more clearly this week in one specific place. A word spoken, a
kindness shown, a compromise refused, a complaint replaced by gratitude where coworkers can
see it. The aim is to leave with a concrete plan to shine, not merely a wish to.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Light as local, shining among the particular people God has placed us near
* The drift toward blending in to avoid notice

¢ Shining as a whole manner of life, not only explicit words

*  One concrete way to shine more clearly in one specific place

Discussion Prompts

¢ Where exactly has God placed you to shine?
* Are you distinguishable as a child of God there, or blended in?
e What one specific way could your light shine more clearly this week?

Question 9
Student Question:

Hold verses 12 and 13 tightly together: “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling,
for it is God who works in you.” How does this passage teach genuine human participation in
salvation, guarding us on one side against a “faith only” that expects no effort, and on the other
against presuming we are saved no matter how we live?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal summit of the lesson, and it deserves the heaviest treatment. Paul places
two truths side by side and refuses to let go of either. We are to work out our own salvation,
genuinely, with reverent seriousness. And it is God who works in us, genuinely, both the desire
and the power. Neither truth is allowed to swallow the other. Hold them together for your class
as Paul does.

Use this to guard against the first error, the notion of faith only, which treats salvation as a
finished transaction that requires no obedience and no effort. Paul plainly commands believers,
already saved by grace, to work out that salvation. Scripture everywhere agrees that saving faith
is a living, obedient faith, a faith that hears, believes, repents, confesses Christ, is baptized into
him (Acts 2:38; Romans 6:3-4; Galatians 3:26-27), and then walks in the good works God
prepared (Ephesians 2:10; James 2:17-26). A faith that produces no obedience is not the faith
that saves. Grace is not opposed to effort, it is opposed to earning, and here grace is the very
thing that empowers our effort.

Use it also to guard against the opposite error, the presumption of once saved, always saved,
which assumes a person remains saved no matter how they live. Paul commands ongoing effort
with fear and trembling, which makes no sense if the outcome were unconditionally guaranteed
regardless of our response. Scripture warns plainly that those who once believed can fall away
and be lost (Hebrews 3:12-14; 6:4-6; 10:26-31; Galatians 5:4; 2 Peter 2:20-22). Salvation is
preserved through ongoing faith and obedience, not by a one-time security that frees us from
the call to persevere.

Now show students the beauty of the balance. This is not a tightrope of anxiety where
everything depends on our trembling performance. It is a partnership in which God supplies
what he commands. We work because he works in us. Our participation is real and required, and
his grace is real and sufficient. The fear and trembling is reverence before a holy and gracious
God, not terror before an uncertain outcome, because the God who began the good work is
faithful to complete it in all who continue to walk with him.

Land the truth pastorally. Tell your class plainly, do not be passive, as though grace asked
nothing of you, and do not be presumptuous, as though grace asked nothing further of you.
Work out your salvation, lean on the God who works in you, and keep walking. This is the whole
counsel of God on how the saved are to live, and it is good news, not bad.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Genuine human participation in salvation held together with genuine divine working

e Against faith only: saving faith is a living, obedient faith that works (Ephesians 2:10; James
2:17-26)

¢ The obedient response to the gospel: hearing, believing, repenting, confessing, baptism
(Acts 2:38; Romans 6:3-4; Galatians 3:26-27)



® Grace opposed to earning, not to effort; grace empowers our obedience

e Against once saved, always saved: believers can fall away and be lost (Hebrews 3:12-14;
6:4-6; Galatians 5:4; 2 Peter 2:20-22)

e Salvation preserved through ongoing faith and obedience, not unconditional security

e Fear and trembling as reverence before a gracious God, not terror over an uncertain
outcome

Discussion Prompts

* How does this passage refute the idea that salvation requires no effort or obedience?
* How does it refute the idea that we are saved no matter how we live?
¢ Why is the balance Paul describes good news rather than a source of anxiety?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back over the whole passage. Paul calls you to a serious, God-empowered, shining, joyful
faith. Name one specific way Jesus is using these verses to form you, whether toward greater
seriousness, deeper dependence, less grumbling, or brighter light.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone gathers the passage into one personal response. The passage has several edges,
seriousness about salvation, dependence on God'’s work, freedom from grumbling, visible light,
and even Paul’s poured-out joy. Help each student receive the one that presses on them.

Press for the specific. Not | want to take my faith more seriously, but | will restore daily prayer
and bring my besetting sin to God this week. Not | want to grumble less, but | will meet my
commute, or my coworker, with thanksgiving. Formation lives in the particular.

Connect the response to the partnership at the heart of the passage. Whatever step the student
names, they take it not in their own strength but leaning on the God who works in them. This
keeps the capstone from becoming one more exhausting resolution.

Close in prayer, asking God to work in your class both the will and the power to live out their
salvation, to free them from grumbling, and to make them shine. Note Paul’s striking joy in
verses 17 and 18, willing to be poured out for their faith, and pray that same glad, self-giving
faith over your students.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e  Gathering the passage into one specific, personal response
e Choosing the particular step over the general intention

e Taking the step in dependence on the God who works in us
e Paul’s poured-out joy as the model of a glad, self-giving faith



Discussion Prompts

*  Which edge of this passage presses most on you?
e What one specific step is Christ forming in you?
¢ How will you take that step leaning on God’s work rather than your own?



