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The Apostle Paul is in lockdown and isolation.  His eagerness to share the Good News about Jesus Christ 

has led to his arrest and imprisonment.  From his place of detention in Ephesus, he writes to his friends in 

the Roman colony of Philippi to let them know how he’s getting on, to encourage them and to inspire 

them to share his joy.  It’s that sense of joy that Paul has in his difficult situation that has drawn us to this 

letter in our own lockdown and isolation, trying to work out how Paul can be so joyful in such potentially 

depressing circumstances.  So far, we’ve seen that much of it is down to Paul’s being able to see the 

bigger picture, realising that he is part of a much wider community who are praying for him and 

supporting him, and realising, too, that this is something temporary and will eventually come to an end p0 

and Paul has the prospect of eternity with God to look forward to. 

 

One of the things that threatens to upset that joy, though, is the fact that the Christians in Philippi might 

not be as united as they should be, so Paul gives them a bit of advice about ensuring that they always 

remember to look out for each other and bring a sense of justice and equality into their dealings with each 

other.  He points to the example of Jesus to bring home that point, and reminds them that Jesus is not 

simply their model, but also, through his death on the cross on their behalf, also the motivation.  He 

reminds them that they call themselves followers of Jesus, and if they do that there are certain things 

which follow from it. 

 

Which is why Paul begins v12 with one of his great “therefore …” statements.  If we are one with Christ, 

if we enjoy fellowship with his Spirit, if we are comforted by his love (as he says in 2:1), if we have as an 

example the tremendous, history-making Son of God, the One who left the glory and splendour of heaven 

to live as a human being – indeed, to serve humanity and to die for it – (as he says in 2:6-11) then there 

are things which follow from that for our own behaviour and belief.  And Paul expresses that in these 

words to the Philippian Christians in a way that has often been misinterpreted.  In v12 he writes, 

“continue to work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.”  Many people have taken that to 

mean that we need to play a part in our own salvation, that there is something we have to do in order to 

ensure our salvation. 

 

That would seem to go against everything else that we read in the New Testament.  We cannot earn our 

salvation – it is all by grace, all by faith.  Most of Paul’s letters are devoted to hammering home that point 

in the face of opposition from those who wanted to suggest that there was a good deal of work involved in 

getting to God, in being saved.  But Paul is not saying that here.  Firstly, of course, he tells them that they 



are to “continue” to do this – it’s something to do with a process.  Secondly he writes about God already 

being at work within them to ensure his purposes are fulfilled. 

 

What he is saying here is that our salvation is expressed in spiritual growth and discipleship.  We are to 

work out our salvation in the sense that we demonstrate it by our actions.  The Philippian Christians are 

already saved.  Now they need to show it, to work at it in order to get the best out of it.  The saving event 

has occurred in their lives, now they are to live as though it really does make a difference.  I suppose an 

analogy might be seen in marriage.  Sally and I were married forty years ago this year.  We have a piece 

of paper and a lot of photographs to prove it.  It happened on a particular day and from that point we were 

legally married – we live in a married state.  But there’s still a lot of work to be done (even now!) in order 

for us to get the best out of that, in order to develop in our marriage.  We need to “work out” our 

marriedness – often “with fear and trembling”!  You and I are saved – something has happened to 

transform our relationship with God.  You may even be able to put a date and time on it.  You may have a 

piece of paper that records the event!  But you need to keep working at that to ensure that it really does 

make a difference each and every day, that there is some kind of development, some progress in your 

discipleship. 

 

And, if that is the case, if we do work at it, then other people will notice (or should notice).  Paul says that 

those who do this “shine like stars” in amongst everything else.  There is something distinctive, 

attractive, glowing about those who are working at living out their salvation in the world.  And notice that 

Paul doesn’t say that they should shine like stars, or that they will shine like stars, but that they do shine 

like stars.  As one writer puts it (Homer Kent: Expositor’s Bible Commentary): “They are not told to 

shine, but reminded that they already do.  The challenge was to let the light shine out unhindered.”  

That’s at the root of what Paul is saying here.  They – we – are to live in such a way that the light of 

Christ, which is already in us – is able to shine out and make a difference.  We shine like stars! 

 

Paul is talking about a community that is saved – the Greek word is , which means not just 

“saved”, but also “healthy”.  A healthy Christian community, a community of saved people who are 

shining out for Christ, is one in which certain things are happening.  Or, to start with, in which certain 

things are not happening. 

 

The healthy Christian community, in which the people are trying to live out their salvation, is one without 

“complaining or arguing”.  It’s possible that Paul had in mind here the stories of the people of Israel 

who, on their way from Egypt to the land God had promised them, spent much of their time complaining.  

They had certainly been saved from the slavery and oppression of their Egyptian taskmasters, but they 

didn’t seem to be living out and enjoying the benefits of that freedom.  One of the things we never find 



Paul doing is complaining, but he was aware of those who enjoyed the fellowship and support of other 

Christians, but still ended up complaining – as they still do today.  And there are others, too, who spend 

their time arguing – not debating or discussing the fundamentals of their faith, but arguing about things 

which are at the very best peripheral. 

 

And when that happens, you see, other people – who are as yet outside the church – look on and see a 

bunch of carping and critical people who are certainly not working out their salvation.  The light, the 

starshine, is obscured.  If you ask people why they don’t want to become Christians, more people will say 

that they don’t like what they see in the church than will say that they have thought carefully about the 

claims of Jesus and rejected them.  Don’t go that way, says Paul. 

 

So he suggests some positives.  They are to be “blameless and pure, children of God without fault”.  

There’s a tall order!  But Paul often uses this word “blameless” in his writings.  I don’t think he is 

suggesting that we can become perfect, sinless people.  It certainly wasn’t the case in his life – as he 

acknowledges in his letter to the Roman Christians.  It seems to me that he is advocating a situation in 

which Christians do not give others any cause to point the finger at them.  Again and again in Acts and in 

the letters of Paul (and, indeed, of others) there is an emphasis on having a good reputation with 

outsiders, on living a life which stands up to critical scrutiny, a life of integrity. 

 

And that’s what being a healthy Christian community is all about.  That’s what it really means to work 

out our salvation.  We are to be – individually and collectively – people who live lives of such Christlike 

qualities that we cannot be criticised.  So often those involved in church life simply carry into their life as 

a Christian community the values and attitudes that they discover in their workplaces or neighbourhoods 

– not just arguing and complaining, but selfishness, egotism, jealousy, backbiting, self-promotion – things 

Paul mentioned earlier in  this chapter.  And when others look into the church they see not a group of 

sinners who are being saved, but just another group of sinners who are behaving like everyone else (what 

Paul calls here “a crooked and depraved generation”). 

 

That may sound like a lot of finger wagging on Paul’s part, in amongst all this talk about joy.  Once 

again, he can seem to be simply chiding those who are under his pastoral charge.  But this isn’t just a 

good moan at people whom Paul wants to live better lives.  As always, there is plenty of encouragement 

here, too.  There are two particular reasons for reassurance here.  Firstly, as we’ve already mentioned, 

God is at work in us (v13).  He hasn’t simply left us to get on with it all on our own.  He has his purposes 

and he works within us and through us by his Holy Spirit in order to bring those purposes to fruition.  We 

are not left to get on with this unsupported and uncared for.  As we become Christians, when we are 

saved, when that realisation first dawns upon us that we are being transformed by God’s love, then we are 



given the help of the Holy Spirit – the Spirit of Jesus Christ within us – to help us work out our salvation, 

live out our calling.  And there are also those gifts which the Spirit gives us to enable us better to shine as 

stars in this world. 

 

And the second reassurance is that we are children of God (v15).  God loves us as a perfect parent and 

wants the very best for us.  So, as an ordinary human parent wants his or her children to grow up 

reflecting the very best of their upbringing and encourages, cajoles and disciplines them to do so, so much 

more does God do that to us his children.  We are his children.  Now he wants us to live like it, to act like 

it, to show that we have the best father in the world (as we mentioned last week, on Fathers’ Day).  We 

can know his love, his provision, his presence, his protection.  And that should influence how we behave 

and speak, our attitudes and our imaginations. 

 

In Jesus God has done great things for us.  He has demonstrated his love and compassion for us and put 

within our hearts a hope for the future that nothing can destroy.  In short, he has saved us.  Now it is up to 

us to live as saved people, not just worshipping Jesus, but modelling his characteristics, reflecting his 

glory, sharing his love.  Our worship of Jesus does not stop at the end of v11.  Encouraged by the work of 

God within us, let us get to work and, with nothing to obscure it, shine like stars in this community where 

God has placed us, allowing the joy of being his children to radiate out from us.  As Paul writes these 

words in this little section, giving instruction and advice to these Philippian Christians, he is still able to 

end the section by saying, “I am glad and rejoice with all of you.  So you should be glad and rejoice with 

me.”  Following the way of Jesus will always produce that sense of joy within us as his Holy Spirit works 

in our lives. 

 

We’re going to listen to a song now – it’s by Bernadette Farrell and is called Christ, be our light.  Our 

joyful starshine is the result of God’s love shining on us.  We reflect and radiate that as we allow God’s 

light to shine, and we ensure that there is nothing in our lives to prevent that light being reflected as 

brightly as possible.  Pray these words yourself as our musicians sing for us. 
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Paul begins v12 with one of his great “therefore …” statements.  If we take seriously what he says in 
2:1, and if we have as our example and inspiration the person of Jesus, as he says in 2:6-11, then there 
are things which follow from that for our own behaviour and belief. 
 

In v12 he writes, “continue to work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.”  That would seem 
to go against everything else that we read in the New Testament.  We cannot earn our salvation – it is 
all by grace, all by faith.  But Paul is not saying that here.  He tells them that they are to “continue” to 
do this – so it’s something to do with a process.  And then he writes about God already being at work 
within them to ensure his purposes are fulfilled.  Our salvation is expressed in spiritual growth and 
discipleship.  We are to work out our salvation in the sense that we demonstrate it by our actions. 
 

And if we do work at it, then others should notice.  Paul says that those who do this “shine like stars” in 
amongst everything else.  There is something distinctive, attractive, glowing about those who are 
working at living out their salvation in the world.  Paul is talking about a community that is saved – the 
Greek word is soter, which means not just “saved”, but also “healthy”. 
 

The healthy Christian community, in which the people are trying to live out their salvation, is one 
without “complaining or arguing”.  If we do, then the light, the starshine, is obscured.  So Paul suggests 
some positives.  They are to be “blameless and pure, children of God without fault”.  He is suggesting 
that we can become perfect, sinless people.  He is advocating a situation in which Christians do not give 
others any cause to point the finger at them.  Throughout the New Testament there is an emphasis on 
having a good reputation with outsiders, on living a life which stands up to critical scrutiny, a life of 
integrity.  We are to be – individually and collectively – people who live lives of such Christlike qualities 
that we cannot be criticised.   
 

But there are two reasons for reassurance in all that here.  Firstly, God is at work in us (v13).  He 
hasn’t simply left us to get on with it all on our own.  We are given the help of the Holy Spirit – the Spirit 
of Jesus Christ within us – to help us work out our salvation, live out our calling.  And secondly, we are 
children of God (v15).  God loves us as a perfect parent and wants the very best for us.  We are his 
children.  Now he wants us to live like it. 
 

 In Jesus God has done great things for us.  He has demonstrated his love and compassion for us and 
put within our hearts a hope for the future that nothing can destroy.  In short, he has saved us.  Now it 
is up to us to live as saved people, not just worshipping Jesus, but modelling his characteristics, 
reflecting his glory, sharing his love.  Our worship of Jesus does not stop at the end of v11.  Encouraged 
by the work of God within us, we are to shine like stars in this community where God has placed us, 
allowing the joy of being his children to radiate out from us.  Paul ends the section by saying, “I am glad 
and rejoice with all of you.  So you should be glad and rejoice with me.”  Following the way of Jesus will 
always produce that sense of joy within us as his Holy Spirit works in our lives. 
 
 

For reflection and discussion 
 

1) How do you understand Paul’s words about “working out your own salvation”?  Why should it involve 
“fear and trembling”? 

 

2) What do you think are the marks of a healthy Christian community?  Why should that make us 
“shine like stars”? 

 

3) How is God at work in us?  How is he at work in you? 
 

4) What does it mean to you to know that you are a child of God? 
 

5) What are you going to do as a result of reading this passage? 
 


