
Question: 

How are we to understand Paul’s admonition in Phil 2:12, to “work out your own salvation with fear and 
trembling,” in light of his strong teaching of salvation by faith alone?

Answer:

The first thing to recognize is that “salvation” as taught throughout the Scriptures is a “complete package” con-
sisting of (1) God’s sovereign initiative to choose those who would be saved (Rom 8:29–30; Eph 1:3-4), (2) His 
providential means to call the elect to Himself through the Gospel (John 6:44; Rom 1:16; 8:30), (3) His granting 
of repentance and faith to those He calls (Acts 5:31; 13:48; 2 Tim 2:25; Eph 2:8–10), (4) His forgiving the sins of 
those who exercise saving faith in His Son, Yeshua (Acts 10:43; 13:38; 26:18; Col 1:14; 1Jn 2:12), (5) His giving 
of the Spirit to those who are being saved so that by the work of the Spirit in their lives, they are more and more 
conformed to the image of His Son, Yeshua (Rom 5:5; 8:9–11; 1Cor 3:16; 2Tim 1:14; James 4:5), (6) and res-
urrecting His saved ones to life with Him for all eternity (John 11:25; Rom 6:5).

All too often, “salvation” is viewed as summed up in the forgiveness of sins, or what might be termed “justifica-
tion,” that is, the act of God whereby He declares the sinner to be completely righteous in His sight. But justifica-
tion is only part of God’s saving act toward the sinner whom He is saving. There is also the process of sanctifica-
tion, which is that process by which the redeemed sinner is made holy in thought, word, and actions.

The election of those who would be saved, as well as the forgiveness of their sins is something that God does 
entirely of His own free and sovereign will without any aspect of these saving actions being supplied by the per-
son himself. This part of salvation is God working alone, for the sinner is dead in his sins and is therefore entirely 
unable, on his own efforts, to seek for God, to muster faith to believe the truth of the Gospel, or to refashion him-
self to stand righteous before Him. In all of this, the work of God is monergistic ( a word meaning “one working 
alone”).

However, once the sinner is regenerated (brought to life) and given the gift of faith (Eph 2:8–10), he is renewed in
his ability both to seek God and to partner with Him in conforming his life to the pattern of righteousness revealed
by God and demonstrated by the life of Yeshua. Thus, sanctification (the process of becoming holy—of becoming 
more and more like Messiah) is a sunergistic work (a word meaning “working together”) of the Spirit of God and 
the redeemed sinner together. Being renewed in the image in which the sinner was created (Col 3:10) is therefore 
a cooperation between the redeemed person and God. In this way, the born again person is both required and en-
abled by God to put to death the deeds of the flesh, to grow in the knowledge of God and His ways (2Pet 3:18), to 
increase one’s faith in Him (1Thess 3:2), to bring every thought captive to the obedience of Messiah (2Cor 10:5), 
to put on the armor of God (Eph 6:11ff), and therefore, to grow in righteousness (2Pet 1:5ff). 

Thus, in Phil 2:12, when Paul admonishes us to “work out your own salvation in fear and trembling,” he is refer-
ring to this process of sanctification, which is equally a part of our salvation as is justification. But why does he 
say that this process of our sanctification (“your own salvation”) is done in “fear and trembling?” The next verse 
explains: “for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.” Though the saved 
person has been declared righteous in God’s sight, and has been reborn and thus enabled to partner with God in 
the process of being conformed to the image of His Son, he must constantly be aware of the fact that his ability to 
live righteously is still a matter of God’s grace. Apart from the strength that comes by the work of the indwelling 



Spirit of God, one would be unable to be victorious over the sinful nature (the “flesh”) which still remains within. 
So the redeemed soul cannot be rely on his or her own strength in the battle against sin and the Devil. While the 
desire to live holy is now an integral part of the “new person” who has been redeemed (cf. Rom 6:6; Eph 4:24; 
Col 3:10), the power to overcome sin is still supplied by God. Thus, the process of sanctification requires a con-
stant reliance upon God’s grace, knowing that the ability to please Him is dependent upon His faithfulness to
accomplish His work within the heart of the believer.

It is to this cooperation between the redeemed sinner and God, in the process of sanctification, that Paul refers 
when he writes “work out your own salvation in fear and trembling.” As partners with Him in the work of sancti-
fication, we must do our part, always remembering that we are still utterly dependent upon Him for the strength to
live righteously.


