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The Forgotten Fear Factor

Philippians 2:12-16

FEAR STORY

I don’t remember feeling real fear until I was five years old.  My family and I were visiting relatives in California, and one evening, as my uncle was saying goodnight to us girls, he said, “You know, kidnappers live right down the street.  Goodnight!”  Click.  Obviously, my uncle did not have young children of his own at this time.

From that point on, I was terrified that I was going to be kidnapped while I slept.  This fear continued to haunt me when we returned to Holland.  It didn’t matter how much my parents reasoned with me, the fear had captured me.
One evening, Holly heard me crying in the bunk bed below.  “What’s wrong, Mandy.” “I’m afraid of kidnappers,” I confessed.  “Mandy,” Holly said, “how would a kidnapper get into our room?” I explained to Holly that, “He would put a ladder up against the roof and climb in.” Eight-year-old Holly knew what kind of logic would work on a five-year-old.  “Mandy, if a kidnapper put a ladder up against the roof, wouldn’t you hear it?”  “Yes,” I said.  “And if you heard the ladder hit the roof, don’t you think you’d have enough time to run and wake up Dad before the kidnapper climbed through the window?”  “Yeah,” I said.  This logic, along with the knowledge that my dad kept a mini baseball bat under his bed relieved my fear of kidnappers from that point on.
Though the fear of kidnappers has dissipated, I’ve found that it’s been replaced with more mature fears.  What if I can’t find a job?  What if I total our car?  What if we can’t have children…what if we can have children?  No matter what stage of life I’m in, I always manage to find something to be afraid of—I imagine you can too.

In fact, before we get too far into tonight’s lesson, go ahead and break up into groups of 3 or 5 and take two or three minutes to share what things about life currently scare you the most.
SMALL GROUPS


Anyone else out there afraid of losing a job?  Anyone afraid their teenager is going to make horrible life-altering decisions?  I imagine some are afraid of another attack of terrorism.

We’re going to study Phil 2:12-16 this evening, but our goal is not to learn how to stop being afraid; rather, the goal of this passage is to instruct us in how we are to be afraid.  We’re not going to talk about the fear we want to overcome, rather the fear that we need.

If you’re not there already, go ahead and turn in your bibles to Phil. 2:12-16 and let’s see what the Apostle Paul has to say about proper fear.

READ SCRIPTURE

I’ve always found verse 12 somewhat troubling, “…work out your salvation with fear and trembling…”  What is Paul saying here?  Is he saying that we need to perform good works in order to be saved?  Is salvation something that we can obtain by what we do?  Didn’t Martin Luther cause a big ruckus in the 16th century when he said we were saved by faith, not by works?  What is Paul saying here?

Okay, quick theology lesson—I know some of you aren’t eager to enter back into the classroom, but stick with me for a minute.  There is a difference between justification and salvation.  Justification happens in a moment in our past where by faith in Christ we are justified and made right before God.  Justification is something that has already happened.  


Salvation, however, is happening right now and will be completed in the future.  Although we use the Christian lingo and we say we are “saved”, we officially will not be saved until the end of time when God restores our earthy bodies and we’re brought into eternal communion with him.  Salvation is something that we have but will not be completed until the end of time.

Let me give you a picture to keep these two words straight.  It’s as if justification is the wedding, and salvation is the marriage.  John and I got married two years ago.  Our wedding is done.  It’s finished.  It’s happened.  While our wedding is over, our marriage is far from being over.  Though we are married, we are daily working out our marriage together.  For example, if John and I were to go visit a marriage counselor, we would say, “We’d like to work on our marriage,” not, “We’d like to work on our wedding.”

Like all metaphors, this metaphor breaks down when we come to the part about fear and trembling.  I would be very nervous about a marriage where one person constantly trembled in the presence of his or her spouse.

Have you got these two words straight?  Justification is a past event, salvation is something we are working on—we’re experiencing it now and look forward to the future when it is complete.


So “work out your salvation with fear and trembling,” not “work out your justification with fear and trembling.”  Got that straight?  
It’s not “work for your salvation,” but “work out your salvation.”  Rick Warren explains it this way when you “work out” a jig-saw puzzle, you already have all the pieces, your task is to put it together.  Or when farmers “work” the land, it’s not in order to get land, but to work out what they already have.
Do you have that first part?  “Work out your salvation”?  I’ve really struggled with the second part of this verse as well, “work out your salvation with fear and trembling.”  Why?  Why “fear and trembling?”  Why not with “love and hope?”  Or  with “boldness and integrity”? Why “with fear and trembling”?

I think we need to look to the next verse to answer this question.  Look with me at verse 13: “Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you…” Stop.  Paul writes that God working inside of us is a fearful thing that should cause us to tremble.  Personally, I’ve heard the phrase, “God is working in you,” so often that it’s not a fearful thing.  And why should it be?  Why should God working inside of us cause us to fear?  Why should we tremble?

I suppose because being a Christian is not like being a member of the local library.  Having God working inside of you doesn’t mean that you’re now a part of a new social club.  God working inside of me means that I am in the midst of a struggle between life and death.  When God works inside of us, we are ambassadors for Christ meaning that everywhere we go, we either proclaim a message of life or of death.  2 Corinthians 2:16 says that everywhere we go, we are the fragrance of life to some people, and the stench of death to others.  What a heavy responsibility.  2 Corinthians goes on to say, “Who is equal to such a task?”
Having God work inside of you is like going about your everyday tasks with a 10 million dollar vase in your hands.  There’s something both beautiful and frightening about carrying around this vase.

“Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling,”  why?  “for it is God who works in you.”
We are all supposed to fear God, but our fear has to be in proper balance.  There are two dangerous extremes in fearing God.  Some people don’t fear God enough.  Others fear God too much.  

NOT ENOUGH FEAR

Perhaps some of you are having a hard time grasping this concept of fearing God.  You’re sitting in your seats thinking, “Why should God working inside of me be a fearful thing?”  And that’s a legitimate question.  After all, we often tell children that Jesus is in their heart to comfort them, not to frighten them.  Maybe the reason why you don’t fear God is because your God concept is off.

I’ll bet that if I asked people who had a difficult time fearing God to describe what God looked like, I’d end up with a picture like this…


People who don’t fear God enough often describe him as having a long white beard, bright, cheery eyes, a big smile, open extended arms.  People who describe this God often envision him surrounded by children and delighting in giving them whatever they desire…With a picture of this kind of God, all you have to do is throw a little red hat on him and you’ve got a great, jolly, Santa Claus.  I don’t know many people who are afraid of Santa.  I can think of a lot of people who love Santa—people line up for hours to sit on his lap, but fearing a god like this is difficult.  Some of you don’t fear God because your God concept is off.

Some people, however, are thinking, “Uh-uh, Mandy, I didn’t grow up with a Santa Claus God.  I don’t need a Sunday evening sermon telling me to fear God more.  I don’t have any trouble fearing God—he is quite scary enough, thank you.”  If I were to ask those people to draw God, it would probably end up looking like this—a man with furrowed eyebrows and a scowl with a lightening bolt in hand just waiting to strike anyone who messes up or has too much fun.  I can think of a lot of people who fear this god…but I don’t know of anyone who loves this god.


(Pointing to pictures)  You see, love without fear is weak, and fear without love is paralyzing.  In order to work out our salvation with fear and trembling, the way Paul intended us to, is to find a balance between these two extremes.  We are often tempted to choose which picture we prefer.  An accurate God concept, however, eliminates both extremes and pulls these two together.  Yes, God is love, it’s accurate to sing, “What a friend we have in Jesus.”  And yes, there is also a more frightening side of God as well.  Revelation gives the picture of Jesus returning riding a horse and wielding a sword.

The question for you now is which side do you error on and what can you do to correct the imbalance.  If you lean towards one of these extremes, upgrade your God concept to include which aspects you are missing.


The kind of fear that Paul is encouraging is neither weak nor paralyzing.  Proper, healthy, Biblical fear is a  mixture of awe, mystery, and love.  It’s the type of fear that you feel when you’re standing on the shores of Lake Michigan at night, watching the dark, powerful waves crash at your feet.  It’s the fear and awe you feel when you’re looking into a large bonfire, admiring it’s strength, but also standing back for fear of flames.  Perhaps this fear is best described as that feeling you get when your newborn baby is placed in your arms for the very first time.  There’s both a feeling of awe, as well as, what any new parent will tell you, some fear.  The fear of being a parent.  Wondering, “What if I drop her?”

Let’s look again at our text: “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.  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…”


Think back with me at the start of this message when we listed off the things we were afraid of.  Remember what types of things we said?  We said things like terrorism attacks and Osama bin Laden, children getting mixed up in drugs.  We fear drunk drivers and school shootings.  We fear…a crooked and depraved generation.  But that’s not what Paul says to do.  Paul takes the idea of fear and flips it on its head.  Don’t fear the crooked generations who desire to destroy you; fear the one who desires to save you.


Now, catch this—so many times we fear the crooked generations and try to shine for God, but in this passage of Scripture, we’re told to fear God and shine for the crooked and depraved generations.

Shine like stars for the crooked and depraved generations.  What does this look like?  How can we shine for this crooked generation.  Surely the Bible must have some powerful plan of attack, or strategic agenda.  Perhaps Paul gives us a dazzling display of apologetics to memorize that will allow us to shine for the crooked.  Let’s see what the Bible has to say:


“Do everything without arguing or complaining.”  That’s it?  That’s not very flashy.  No one is going to blow trumpets when I avoid arguing or complaining.  These instructions sound boring.  It’s not some powerful action—in fact, it’s a passive non-action.  It’s not doing something, it’s doing nothing!  “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…”

I can think of an easy way to avoid arguing and complaining…hide in a closet.  Hide in a Christian closet where you’re surrounded by people who think like you, like the same worship music as you, read the same Christian books as you.  It’s almost possible to hide away in Christian sub-culture surrounded by things and people you are comfortable with.

But I don’t think hiding away in a Christian closet is what Paul had in mind.  Paul says to,  “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…”  We are supposed to be doing these things in a crooked and depraved generation.


It’s not enough to keep from complaining within your church family.  This passage is not about avoiding complaining about the Sunday morning worship music.  This passage instructs us in how to behave in the crooked and depraved generation.  Paul isn’t talking about complaining about your small group leader to your fellow Christian, he’s talking about complaining about your boss to your co-worker.


Look at your outlines.  There are two little boxes.  One says, “With whom do I argue the most,” the other reads, “What do I complain about the most?”  Take a moment and fill those two boxes out right now.

FILL OUT BOXES


We’ve only covered four verses this evening but already have a long to-do list.  Let’s review the things we’ve covered:

1.  Work out your salvation (not justification) with fear and trembling…why?  Because God is working in you.

2.  Don’t fear the crooked generations and shine for God; instead, fear God and shine for the crooked generations.
3.  How do we shine for the crooked and depraved generation?  By not arguing or complaining.


Okay, so all I need to do is I’ve got to work out my salvation with fear and trembling, I’ve got to shine for the crooked generation, and I’ve got to do everything without arguing and complaining.  Right?  WRONG!  Did you hear all the “I’s” I was using?  “I have to do this…I have to do that…”  Quite honestly, I can’t do any of that stuff.  It’s impossible for me to do these things without being overwhelmed.  You see, it’s not my job to do these things.  Look again at verse 13, “for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”  

Just when I get overwhelmed with all the things I have to do in order to be a pure and holy child of God, God says, “Hold on!  I’m the one who does these works in you.  I am the one that gives you the desire to change, and the power to change.”

This is good news.  Yes, we have a lot of things to do.  But, in all honesty, we’re not the ones who will do it—God will work in you to give you the desire and the power to fulfill what he requires.
Let’s say God does what he says he’s going to do.  Let’s say God gives you the desire and the power to be a Phil 2:12-16 Christian.  What would your life look like?

Perhaps that’s not the right question for me to be asking.  Perhaps the proper question is what if God gives Central Wesleyan Church the power to be a Phil. 2:12-16 church?  I ask this question, because if you look back at verse 12, you’ll see a very curious word.  The word, “your.”  Work out your salvation.  In the original language, this word “you” is plural.  This word is not referring to you, or you, or you (point), but to you (gesture to entire audience).  The purpose of this passage of Scripture is not to make you into a better Christian, but to instruct you (gesture) in the way of living.
Look down again at verse 15, “in which you shine like stars in the universe…”  Paul did not write this letter to the Philippians so that one super Christian star could burn a little bit brighter.  This letter was written to encourage the growth of an entire constellation.  

Work out your salvation

You fear God and you shine for the crooked generation

You do everything without arguing or complaining

There is a crooked and depraved generation stumbling in darkness.  Can one little star shed enough light for this generation to find it’s way?  Sure, anything is possible with God.  But imagine what would happen to the crooked and depraved generation of Holland that encountered an entire constellation of God’s people giving off light in the darkness.
God desires to give you both the desire and the power to be a witness shining brighter than anything this generation has ever seen. 
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1.  What types of things do I fear?


*


*


*

2.  Work out your SALVATION, not your JUSTIFICATION
3.  Justification is a PAST, ONE-TIME EVENT
4.  Salvation is an ON-GOING PROCESS

Justification is like the WEDDING

Salvation is like the MARRIAGE
5.  Work OUT your salvation, not work FOR your salvation

6.  Work out your salvation with FEAR and TREMBLING.


Why?  FOR IT IS GOD WORKING IN YOU.

 “To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life. And who is equal to such a task?” 2 Corinthians 2:16
7.  Dangerous extremes

Fearing God TOO MUCH

Fearing God TOO LITTLE
8.  Love without fear is WEAK
9.  Fear without love is PARALYZING
10.  Proper fear = AWE + MYSTERY + LOVE
11. Fear GOD and shine for THE CROOKED GENERATIONS

How?

12.  Do everything WITHOUT COMPLAINING OR ARGUING
13.  IN a crooked and depraved generation

14.  For it is GOD who works in you

15.  God will give the DESIRE and the POWER to become a Philippians 2 Christian

16.  “YOUR” in vs. 12 is PLURAL in the original language.

17.  One star vs. a CONSTELLATION
18.  Shining like stars


*


*


*
“God's...gracious Word can make you into what he wants you to be and give you everything you could possibly need."  Acts 20:32 (Msg)  (a plural “you”)
