Philippians 2/ 2002 November

CONTINUE TO WORK OUT YOUR SALVATION

Philippians 2:1-30

Key verse: 2:12

“Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only

in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue

to work out your salvation with fear and trembling.”

We learned Paul’s prayer in chapter 1 of Philippians that Christ may be exalted in his body and in the life of the Christians in Philippi. May he who has sanctified our bodies with his blood help us too, that we may in no way be ashamed but have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in our bodies, whether by life or by death. For to us, to live is Christ and to die is gain, indeed. In chapter 2 Paul urges his brothers in Philippi to work out their salvation.

I.  Be like-minded (2:1-4)

At the opening of chapter 2 we take note that Paul is writing to those who are united with Christ. He says in verse 1, “If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion…” In other words, we can have a grasp of what Paul is talking about in Philippians when we ourselves are united with Christ. Are you united with Christ? Some may say yes; others may hesitate. We need to think about what it is being united with Christ.

There are many different ways of identifying ourselves. But the Bible tells us that man can either be a slave of sin or a slave of righteousness. It also tells us that we who were slaves of sin died to sin when Christ died for our sin. We may never sense or feel that way by our own perception. But that is how God understands our existence. In other words, we are united with Christ in his death as far as God’s understanding of us. If we are united with him in his death, we will also live with him, for he was raised from the dead. When we count ourselves as being united with Christ and therefore dead to sin but alive to God, there comes a whole new world (Ro 6:11).

This may sound like a radical new way of understanding our existence. The view seems foreign and confusing to new believers. But in the list of the experiences in verses 1 and 2 that each Philippian Christian might have had, we can see that the idea of being united with Christ is nothing strange at all to anybody.

What did they experience when they heard the gospel? They were encouraged. We may understand their experience of being encouraged by the gospel with our own experience. We sensed freedom when we heard the gospel. We felt rich and blessed. The gospel was eye opening. It released us from whatever kind of oppression we might have been under. We rejoiced at hearing that God loves us (Lk 4:18-19). We received comfort from his love. We could believe that the Spirit helps us in our weaknesses. When we heard the gospel we could understand that the Spirit intercedes with the same care and compassion as we learn from the gospel of Jesus Christ. The tenderness and compassion of our Lord Jesus nourishes us and anoints us like soothing oil that we may go another day in this wilderness. If not all these, at least some of them are the shared experience of all those who ever heard the gospel. Not all of those who heard the gospel may continue Christian life but those experiences are the proof of them being united with Christ at the moment of hearing the gospel. Obviously such were the experiences of the Philippian Christians, for God’s grace is the same.

How does Paul appreciate their experience? He was joyful (2a). How could be joyful because of their spiritual experience in the gospel? Wasn’t he in prison? He was joyful because he saw that it was God who works in them (2:13). He could see himself and his situation and their experience in the big picture, so to speak. He saw that God did not abandon him. He saw that they were in the good hands of God. Nothing was fine as far as his situation. But everything has to do with God the Father, and that insight made Paul joyful. 

But Paul had some advice for them. He said in verses 2-4, “…then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  We learn from his advice that there was disunity among the Christians in Philippi. The interesting thing is that the very experience, which was given through the gospel, became the cause to discredit the gospel. When each person became confident with their own experience and so looked down on others and did not listen to others there came disunity among them. The very experience from God made them to be sick with selfish ambition and vain conceit. How could the gospel, which makes a sinner be united with Christ, become the cause of disunity among Christians? That is a good question. That is actually a very serious question because many leave the church when they see the sickening effect. The most dismaying fact is that those who are more devoted, more zealous and more sincere, if we can speak of devotion with human comparison, become worse and nastier when they become sick with selfish ambition and vain conceit. We should take Paul’s advice in sincerity and seriousness for we, too, have the same problem.

As we think of Paul’s advice we can understand that the cause of disunity by becoming selfish might have to do with the misunderstanding of the union with Christ. If Christ is missing in a Christian, and only his or her ego shines through, something is wrong with his or her union with Christ. Christ might have been thrown out and crucified outside of the person’s territory. Paul’s advice is straightforward and to the point. We should learn to be like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. We must not do anything out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than ourselves. Each of us should look not only to our own interests, but also to the interests of others. At first glance we feel like Paul is demanding us to be selfless, which is impossible for a human being . But in the last line of verse 4 we may understand that Paul teaches here not to lose the gospel. That is the motive for unity and the care of others’ interest. If they are carried away with the gift of the gospel and begin to serve themselves with the gospel they will lose everything and Christ himself in the end.

II.  Have the same attitude as that of Christ Jesus (2:5-11)

How could they be united in Christ and care for others’ interests? Paul says in verse 5, “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” We shouldn’t panic because Paul sounds as if we should be like Christ. He knows that no one can be like Christ. He is simply speaking of an attitude.

Paul is describing Christ’s attitude in two aspects in 2:5-8: Christ made himself a servant; Christ obeyed to death. But the essence of Christ’s attitude is summed up in verse 7a: He made himself nothing. What does it mean Christ made himself nothing? 

Christ was “in very nature God” (2:6), even while he lived among us as a man. But he took “the very nature of a servant” (7b). That is what it means he made himself nothing. We take note of the repeated use of the words “very nature.” He did not pretend to be a servant, or take the job of a servant temporarily. There is a man in Korea who in his fifties started a new career as a waiter. Before he was a CEO in a big company. But he was disillusioned with the position. Everyone was surprised with his decision. But many thought it was just happening due to his frustration. But he meant the change. He started from an assistant to a waiter, and has been working. He made news for a while. But Christ Jesus did more than that. The words “very nature” means the eternal and essential and fundamental and unchanging quality of his nature. He is God forever. He is a servant forever. How could Christ Jesus, who is in very nature God, take the very nature of a servant? That itself is an eternal mystery. Being made in human likeness, and being found in appearance as a man was not all.  He humbled himself, and became obedient to death—even death on a cross. He became sin. He truly made himself nothing. How could God make himself die? That is what he did. How could God die for his creatures who sinned against him? That is what he did.

Extraordinary. Out of this world. But no one can say it was a good and wise decision. We still have a question of what the greatness of Christ’s humility is or the greatness of his obedience is. That is answered in verses 9-11. “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” His humility was great because he was exalted as a result. If so, we may ask what was the reason for the humility of Christ if he were to be exalted eventually to what he originally was. But in the word “therefore” we understand that in his humility of making himself nothing Christ alone has revealed God. There is no name in heaven or on earth, among the living or the dead, who could reveal God in completeness and fullness and in perfection. That is what Christ did when he made himself nothing, and when he died on the cross. Nothing in all creation has authority or power to reveal God, but that is what Christ did with power when he made himself nothing. The exaltation of Christ is “to the glory of God the Father,” that the God of Israel is the One and Only, and Jesus Christ the Son is Lord of all.

The truth that Christ’s attitude of making himself nothing was the exaltation of God gives us an understanding that his example is the answer to the problem of the selfish ambition or vain conceit among and between the Philippian Christians. They were lost in sin being swept away in the result of what they had done until they heard the gospel. They who were nobodies in God’s eyes became precious children to God when the gospel came to them. But the gospel brought the change so that they may even become better, to become like Christ Jesus. By making themselves nothing, and by making themselves servants of others, they could grow to the height and maturity of Christ. That is what they refused to do. Instead they made themselves somebody in their church to bring shame to the name of Christ and God the Father. They refused the best to choose the better. Actually they rejected Christ. They were just like the Israelites in the Old Testament days, like the tenants who killed the owner’s son to rob the inheritance. Their attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus. Why is that? That was how their salvation would become complete. Only then could God’s joy be complete (2:2). Isn’t it amazing that God’s grace and his joy was still with them who virtually threw away the Son from their vineyard? Indeed, Christ made himself nothing. We cannot fathom the limit of his humility. In other translations his attitude is described as emptying himself.  We should learn to empty ourselves. Then we will be filled with Christ. We believe so because Christ showed in his own life that God was revealed in fullness when Christ emptied himself. 

III.  Shine like stars in the universe (2:12-30)

The example of Christ’s humility that brings glory to God the Father provides us the assurance that it is God who works in those who are united with Christ. “Therefore,” Paul continues in verses 12 and 13, “my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” 

The word “obedience” along with the mention in 2:1 that they were united with Christ, and the mention in 2:16 that they held out the word of life, indicate that the Christians in Philippi struggled by holding on to the gospel. Paul describes their attitude of relying on the gospel of Jesus as working out their salvation. 

But what does Paul mean to work out our salvation? We cannot achieve or acquire our own or others’ salvation by our effort (Jn 15:4; 1Co 15:10; Eph 2:5,8). It comes from God by his will and by his work, as is stated in verse 13 here. What Paul means is that our life is the place where we confirm our salvation. When we depend only on the gospel in all our encounters we many times become like sheep led to the slaughter. We feel like lambs left in the wilderness. We look around and we only see mountains around us. We do not see our salvation coming. So we fear and we tremble. Sometimes we even perish in the situation. But after all those we indeed always see God’s glory. That is how we are assured of our salvation in our life experiences. We sow seeds with tears and we harvest with laughter. We die and so we rise. That is how we work out our salvation.

In the following verses of 14-18 Paul teaches how to obey and what it is to obey. “Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life—in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor for nothing. But even if I am being poured out life a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. So you too should be glad and rejoice with me.”

Why would those gospel bound people complain or argue? They would because they want to do the gospel work. They argue because they don’t agree with each other, and each one has good idea and conviction. Regarding their experience mentioned in verses 1-4 we can understand that their arguments and complaints against each other can be as intense and as serious as their conviction and inspiration with the gospel.  

But if they argue or complain they will become blemished, impure, children of God with fault, not much different from those crooked and depraved people in the world. Why would it happen? It is because they may work for the gospel but in doing so they may not work out their salvation. Instead of with fear and trembling they will work with confidence in themselves. As much as they appear, that much Christ will be diminished. Rather than working out their salvation they would walk out of their salvation.

But if they hold out the word of life in the time when they had to argue, when they wanted to complain, they will shine like stars in the universe. The stars in the sky call men to fear God as we remember in the story of Abraham in Genesis 15:6. Likewise those who are called by God will see our example and learn to fear God when we die. Paul may refer to what he said in Romans 8:19 when he mentions “the universe.” When we hold on to the word of life only, we may appear to our own eyes to be fools. We may feel like dredge, like the scum of the earth, the refuse of the world. But when we do the whole creation applauds with the chorus of thanks. That kind of life is certainly a lonely path, walking through a narrow door. But that is how we work out our salvation and learn to recognize God and praise him at all times, in all experiences, in sorrow and joy, life and death.

In verse 16a Paul explains that the life of holding on to the word of life only is the life which looks forward to the day when we can boast before Christ. What an ambition! What boldness! Somebody said a long time ago, “Boys! Be ambitious!” The life of obedience is the life of true ambition. God said to Joshua to be strong and courageous. The life of holding on to the word of life only is the life of true courage.

In verses 16b-18 Paul explains that we work out our salvation together. Paul was their shepherd and the founder of the church. Now he was in prison because of his work of preaching the gospel, which includes the establishment of the church at Philippi and raising the leaders there. Why should he die now after all his hard work? He describes his possible execution as a drink offering which is poured out on the sacrifice to complete the offering service to God (Num 15:1-10). Without his death he couldn’t completely work out his salvation. They couldn’t either. There comes his command to rejoice. We learn from Paul that he considers each and every Christian in Philippi, and each and every one of their experiences together as the process of working out and completing the salvation which is initiated and guided by Christ Jesus. We should learn his all-embracing view of the gospel work in others and of himself, which includes the whole creation. We should learn from him that he could have such a grand and profound understanding of our existence on the basis of  the work of Christ Jesus—of making himself nothing. May God make many great men and women through the example of Christ and his effect on Paul.

Finally in 2:19-30 Paul commends Timothy and Epaphroditus. In the commendation of the two he illustrates their example to tell his readers how to work out their salvation. Regarding Timothy he says in verses 20- 22, “I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel.” As we thought about the others in the church, that they too wanted to do the work for Christ, the comment that Timothy had a genuine interest in those of Jesus Christ makes us wonder what his difference was. I hope and pray that God may open your eyes and raise up some like Timothy in us. Regarding Epaphroditus Paul repeats the description that the man almost died for the work of Christ. He said in verses 29 and 30, “Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him, because he almost died for the work of Christ, risking his life to make up for the help you could not give me.” Paul meant that the man got sick in the course of working as a messenger of the Philippian Christians and working as a helper of Paul. I was reminded of missionary Mark Yoon who travels all over the world. He is now in Sudan, maybe in Lebanon by now. He almost died after he came back from South America last year. His cholesterol level is very high according to Missionary Grace Yoon, his wife, and his liver and kidney condition do not seem that great. But he cheerfully goes to every place. May we learn to work out our salvation, which is actually the work of Christ Jesus, which began from Christ when he made himself nothing, which embraces the burden and frustration of others, even of all creation. 

