
The Book of Philippians
Lesson 5: Work Out Your Salvation; Shine as Lights -- Philippians 2:12–18

Right after the breathtaking picture of Christ descending and being exalted, Paul says something 
that has puzzled and steadied Christians for two thousand years. Therefore, my beloved, work 
out your own salvation with fear and trembling. The word therefore matters. Because Christ 
humbled himself and was lifted up, we are now called to live out, in our own daily obedience, 
the salvation he has given us.

Notice Paul does not say work for your salvation, as if we could earn it. He says work it out, the 
way you might work out the implications of a truth, or the way a muscle is worked until it grows 
strong. Salvation is a gift we did not earn, and it is also something we are actively to live into, 
with reverence, with seriousness, with our whole selves engaged. This is not a casual project.

And then comes the verse that keeps us from despair. For it is God who works in you, both to 
will and to work for his good pleasure. We are working, and underneath our working, God is 
working. He stirs the desire, he supplies the power. Our effort is real, and it is never alone. This 
is the great partnership at the heart of the Christian life, our genuine participation carried along 
by God’s genuine power.

Paul then paints what this worked-out salvation looks like in ordinary life. It looks like doing 
things without grumbling and arguing. It looks like being blameless children of God shining like 
stars in a dark and twisted world, holding out the word of life. Paul is even willing to be poured 
out like a drink offering if it means their faith stands. As we study these verses, the call is clear 
and bracing. Take your salvation seriously, lean hard on the God who works in you, and shine.

Group Discussion: Paul says, “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling,” and in the 
same breath, “for it is God who works in you” (2:12–13). How do you understand these two 
truths fitting together rather than canceling each other out?

Personal Reflection: Paul calls believers to do everything “without grumbling or disputing” 
(2:14). Where does grumbling or arguing most often show up in your days, and what do you 
think it reveals about your heart?

Read Philippians 2:12–18

Study Questions

1. 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?



2. 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?

3. 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?

4. 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?

5. 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?

6. 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?

7. 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?

8. 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.

9. 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?

10. 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.

Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Ephesians 2:8–10, saved by grace through faith, created in Christ for 
good works we are to walk in; James 2:14–26, faith without works being dead, a faith that is 
completed by what it does; Hebrews 12:14, pursuing the holiness without which no one will see 
the Lord; Matthew 5:14–16, letting your light shine so others glorify your Father; 1 Corinthians 
15:58, being steadfast and abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing it is not in vain.


