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These weeks of July/August we have been focusing on keeping the joy alive.  As we are reading 

and studying the book of Philippians it is obvious that the Apostle Paul wanted to give this 

church a joy transfusion.  His pastor’s heart wanted them to grow in their faith and find joy. 

 

I’m pretty sure that most of you would also agree that you need a joy transfusion.  In the 

craziness and struggles of life, with all its twists and turns, it is amazing how easy it is to get 

down.  Yet it is in and through the Holy Spirit we can be filled with his fruit of joy. 

 

Please turn in your Bibles to Philippians 2:12-18 (read).  Notice that Paul begins this section “my 

dear friends,” or “beloved,” in some translations.  Paul is saying to these people that they are 

special to him—he has a pastor’s caring heart. 

 

Then he uses the words “work out.”  Now that’s kind of a common term today isn’t it?  Wow, 

you look like you’ve been working out.  Say I’m going to the gym to work out.  Your muscles 

look so toned from working out.  I have so much more energy now that I’m working out. 

 

Paul is saying that to “work out” in our spiritual and faith life is the secret to keeping the joy 

alive.  Yet this phrase, “work out your salvation,” has caused problems over the years for many 

students of the Bible.  Does that mean that I am responsible for earning my own salvation? 

 

Yet the first word in this passage is the key—“therefore.”  It means “therefore, in light of what I 

have just told you…what has been said so far in the first part of this letter?”  

 

He is saying that in light of keeping the community spirit alive and by taking care of each other;  

in light of the example of Jesus who humbled himself, became obedient unto death, and whom 

God highly exalted…therefore, because Jesus did all this for you and me, you keep on doing 

these things and work out your own salvation. 

 

We still, however, may struggle with this concept.  We may say that it’s just not Lutheran.  We 

emphasize that we are saved only by God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  This idea of 

working out salvation sounds pretty much like works righteousness. 

 

Yet Paul is not saying this.  Rather, he is reminding them that they already have this salvation by 

faith in Jesus.  Jesus by his grace has set them free to live for him today.  They are free from sin, 

free from death, free from addictions, free from hopelessness. 

 

Paul then is saying—live each day as a member of that state of salvation.  Live then each day as 

God’s precious child.  It does not say “work for” your salvation, but “work out.”  You can’t work 

for your own salvation—there is no way that you can save yourself. 



 

So this verse does remind us of going to the gym.  Paul is saying that what we really need is to 

get in shape with our faith.  The Greek word means mining for the treasure that is there.  It’s like 

a farmer working the soil to bring forth good and abundant fruit. 

 

You know I often tell couples that the real work of their marriage begins when they walk away 

from the altar.  Just because you’ve gone through a ceremony and have been pronounced 

husband and wife does not mean very much.  You’ve got to work out your marriage, and work 

for your marriage in order to make it fruitful and good. 

 

Paul is saying develop yourself—grow and mature yourself so your life will bring forth good 

fruit as you live each day.  He is also reminding these people that he couldn’t be with them all 

the time.  A pastor can’t hold your hand all the time or help you take personal responsibility. 

 

It means take what you find and learn in the Bible, in the Scriptures, apply it and develop it.  The 

Christian life is not meant to be lived passively.  Christ calls us into the game from out of the 

bleachers.  We are to live out our faith each day. 

 

Pastor and author John Ortberg wrote this in the Leadership journal:  Significant human 

transformation always involves training, not just trying.  Spiritual transformation is a long-term 

endeavor.  It involves both God and us.  I liken it to crossing an ocean.  Some people try, day 

after day, to be good, to become spiritually mature.  That’s like taking a rowboat across the 

ocean.  It’s exhausting and usually unsuccessful. 

 

Others have given up trying and throw themselves entirely on “relying on God’s grace.”  

They’re like drifters on a raft.  They do nothing but hang on and hope God gets them there.  

Neither trying nor drifting are effective in bringing about spiritual transformation. 

 

A better image is the sailboat, which if it moves at all, it’s a gift of the wind.  We can’t control 

the wind, but a good sailor discerns where the wind is blowing and adjusts accordingly.  

Working with the Holy Spirit, which Jesus likened to the wind in John 3, means we have a part in 

discerning the winds, in knowing the direction we need to go, and in training our sails to catch 

the breezes that God provides.  That’s true transformation. 

 

What this means, of course, is that Jesus calls us into a life of obedience.  Yet again we may 

respond by saying, “Wait a minute!”  I don’t like that word.  I don’t want anyone telling me what 

I have to do, or how I should live. 

 

Yet if Jesus is your mentor, your Savior, your friend, you need to obey him.  You are no longer a 

free agent able to live and do whatever you please.  Rather your life now focuses on— what can 

you do to please him? 

 

Oswald Chambers in his book, Run Today’s Race, says:  “Never try to explain God until you 

have obeyed him.  The only bit of God we understand is the bit we have obeyed.” 

 



In the Gospel reading for today from Matthew 28:16-20 Jesus says, “Therefore, go and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father…and teaching them to obey 

everything I have commanded them.”  We are to be trained in living a kingdom life. 

 

You may remember the story of the time when Jesus washed the feet of his disciples.  It was an 

amazing example of love and service.  Yet Jesus then said to his disciples that they are to follow 

his example and wash other people’s feet.  We are called to a life of following him. 

 

Paul says that there is joy in this obedience.  It is wonderful to trust, to follow, to obey.  In fact 

this is a privilege, not a duty.  We know that we can lean on Jesus in whatever challenges we 

face—in every step we can find joy. 

 

Paul says in verses 14-15, “Do everything without grumbling and arguing, so that you may 

become blameless and pure, children without fault in a warped and crooked generation.  Then 

you will shine like the stars in the sky.” 

 

Paul is saying that Jesus is going to change you from a selfish person, or a hypocrite, or a 

complainer, to one who is walking tall for Jesus and will be shining like the stars in the sky.  In 

other words to live for Jesus means that you are a standout in the way you live. 

 

I’m sure you have heard the old saying—“I can’t hear what you say because who you are speaks 

more loudly than what you say.”  The reality is that one’s actions, how one serves their own self 

and how one behaves toward others speaks louder than anything. 

 

The truth is that I don’t know too many people who are jerks, or who simply put on a self-

righteous show who are winning many people for Jesus Christ.  People out there in the 

community say they are not drawn to Jesus by that kind of person.  It doesn’t reflect Christ. 

 

Paul says in verse 13, “For it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his 

good purposes.”  The good news is that God does not leave us to do this by ourselves.  Rather, 

he energizes us to do his work lovingly and faithfully. 

 

Paul concludes this passage, “But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the 

sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you.  You too 

should be glad and rejoice with me.” 

 

It has been shown time and again that giving your life in service for Jesus Christ, and trusting 

him in whatever challenges you face, will fill you with joy.  We know that the greatest 

affirmation is when Jesus will say, “Well done good and faithful servant.” 

 

To close this message I will share with you an old reading called “The Road of Life.”  Perhaps 

you have heard it before.  (Read) 

 

My friends work out your salvation.  Live your faith in Jesus.  May you be glad and filled with 

joy.    


