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With Fear and Trembling
Philippians 2:1-12

The van whipped around me, then swerved again into my lane, causing me to make a panic stop

and think some unkind thoughts. And then, right before the van whipped again into the other

lane and sped off, sixty miles an hour in a 35 mile an hour zone, I managed to read the bumper

sticker: Warning: in case of the rapture, this care will be unoccupied. Well, I thought, at least the

driving wouldn’t be any worse. 

Preacher, I don’t go to church, but I want you to know that I am saved.  

Preacher, I’m here in jail for DUI, but I want you to know I believe in Jesus. 

What do these incidents have in common? The people mentioned are saved, have received

salvation, but perhaps their spiritual journey is not complete. 

First off, let me state again a core belief: that Christians have the assurance of salvation. Romans

3:22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no

difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace

through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 

This passage tells us two things: first, there is not a one of us who is righteous enough to

deserve heaven, for we have all sinned, we all fall short , but now the good news: all who

believe are justified freely (that is are accepted as acceptable). This is God’s gift to us through

Jesus Christ. 

The gates to heaven are opened wide to us because of Jesus’ love for us, his sacrifice for us. Of

all the worries we have, eternal life is no longer one of them. We have the assurance of

salvation.
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But we are called to salvation, not just when we take our final breath; we are called to live as

saved people today. Faith is about more than getting to heaven. It’s about living in response to

Jesus Christ. 

Let me talk a little more about this notion of salvation. In Greek the word means “healing.” The

healing of our souls, if you will. But salvation is not just a promise of eternal life tomorrow; it

is a living reality in our lives today.

I think every verb tense that can be used is used to talk about salvation. Jesus speaks of it as a

future reality: Mt 10:22 – those who stand firm to the end will be saved. . . but then an ongoing

reality: to the woman, perhaps of poor reputation, who has anointed his head and wept tears

on his feet, Jesus says Lk 7:50, your faith has saved you, go in peace. 

Has saved. Perfect tense, talks about a past action that continues into the present. In Acts, we

hear of hundreds coming to Christ And the Lord added to their number daily those who were

being saved. Being saved. Romans 8:24, were saved. 5:10 shall be saved.

Salvation, then is the past, present, and future transformation of our souls through the gift and

call of Jesus Christ. 

And today, Paul implores us:

Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. A better translation: continue to work out your

own salvation with fear and trembling. Continue. Ongoing. Every day. Not just something you

decide one day and forget about.

And we could even say: LIVE OUT YOUR SALVATION... 
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Work out your salvation with fear and trembling. As Paul writes to the church at Philippi, there in

the Macedonian Province of Greece, he is writing to a church he dearly loves. He writes not

to chastise them, but to affirm them, to thank them for their love and support of him. 

It is a good and faithful church. “Therefore my dear friends, as you have always obeyed.” This

is a high compliment to the church, one Paul seldom gives. 

And, as he writes, he is in prison, probably his final imprisonment. He longs to see them again,

but knows that he probably will not. Will probably never see the outside of prison again. He

is not discouraged: to live is Christ (to experience the presence and assurance of Christ’s love),

but to die is gain (eternal life) is how Paul puts it elsewhere.  

He knows that Christ’s love breaks through the barriers of prison bars and through the barrier

of death. But this letter takes on the character of a last will and testament. Paul’s final words

to people he will not ever speak to again. 

And he writes: Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. Or, live into your salvation.

Live as if your salvation has made a difference, in other words.  

Fear and trembling: With awe and respect. When is the last time you were awed by anything?

Overwhelmed. Was it the grandeur of a mountain or the joy of your first child’s birth? Was it

standing at the altar on your wedding day? 

Live your spiritual life with the same intensity, that’s part of what our Scripture is saying.  God

has done something wondrous and mighty in salvation: don’t take it lightly. Be overwhelmed,

grateful, humble. Because if you accept the awesome gift which is in salvation, then you will

live your life in a different way. 
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And what will that life look like? Well, that’s behind the command: Work out your salvation. 

Now at some level, Paul is saying: I will no longer be able to teach you, guide you, direct you. So now

you have to work it out for yourself what salvation means. And at some level he means this: that we

are to look to our own hearts, not judge others. Just because your experience of salvation occurs in a certain

way doesn’t mean other ways are invalid. 

Some people accept Christ’s salvation in a specific moment, which they always recall. Others

find salvation when their sins are so great that they overwhelm and suddenly they know that

God loves them. Others who are saved speak in unknown tongues. Others still, who were

raised in the church can never recall a time when they didn’t believe, didn’t know that God had

saved them; Christ has been an on-going reality right from the beginning. 

Paul says: that’s all right. Don’t try to force your understanding on others. Work out what

salvation means for you.

But at a deeper level, our Scripture is telling us this: LIVE OUT your salvation. Christ has

transformed you. Live that reality. And live it seriously, with fear and trembling, as if the very

notion of failing to live up to Christ’s expectations indeed causes you to tremble. 

Dare I say it: the ultimate focus of the Christian life is not getting to heaven when we die; it is

serving Christ while we live. To work out our salvation is to figure out how Christ wants us to

live, what Christ wants us to do, as people who have been touched, redeemed, and called by

the Lord. 

So often our testimony is what Jesus Christ has done for me, and this is important to hear.

What might be of more interest is to hear what we have done for Christ; what sacrifices we

have made, what dares we have accepted, what courage we have shown because of  our faith.
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How have we indeed worked out our salvation, what it means, upon what journey it leads us?

Our Scripture passage offers some suggestions: Don’t look just to your own interests, but also

to the needs of others. Take upon yourself the attitude of Jesus Christ himself, who instead of

grasping for more and more, took upon himself the nature of a servant. He was humble.

Obedient. Obedient even to death on a cross. 

To live out our salvation is to enter into this spiritual reality. To be overwhelmed by salvation

is to live in a new way. We don’t complain, don’t argue. We realize that we have been called,

set apart, to shine like the stars in the sky. To shine the light of Christ’s love in a world that is

dark.

Paul realizes that Christ cannot always promise an easy sort of life. Indeed, most every early

Christian found that at some level, life became more difficult when one accepted the gift of

salvation and life found in Christ. Paul himself spoke of numerous floggings and shipwrecks,

and now prison, all for the sake of Christ. And Jesus’ promise to us is not of comfort and ease

and wealth and health, it is the promise of (Mt 10:16) of being sent out as sheep among wolves.

It is the almost certainty of facing persecution and ridicule. 

And all this is tied up in a mature understanding of salvation. That the cross is not just a ticket

to heaven, but an invitation for us to live life in a new way in response to that cross. The power

of salvation is not just the power to raise us from death to life, it is to lead us on a new journey,

it is to give us a new way of living life, with Christ, and not ourselves at the center.

Paul knew he couldn’t control what the world would do to him. All he could control was his

response, as a person redeemed, claimed, and called by Christ. And how he should live out his

saved life? Maybe that’s what made him fear and tremble. Fear not because he might not get to

heaven when he dies, for that is assured, but fear that he might disappoint Christ while he lives.
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In a few moments we will be leaving this sanctuary, as people redeemed, claimed, and called

by Jesus Christ. And this afternoon, and tomorrow, and in every day, we will be faced with

situations and we will be called upon to make decisions about this or that. 

And what role will our relationship with Christ play in our thoughts, our attitudes, and our

decisions? How shall we live out our relationship with Christ? How shall we, in other words,

live out our salvation? May it begin with fear and trembling, to realize Christ has done

something wondrous and overwhelming for us and in us. And calls us to live in response what

he  has done.  Amen.
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