
January 19, 2022

MATTHEW 19, PART 3
The Gospel of Grace & The Rich Young Ruler

Toward the end of class last week, Terry asked a great question about how the teaching

of grace in Matthew 19 accords with Paul’s teaching in Philippians 2:12-13. I would like to

explain my understanding of the passage below, connecting it to the teaching of grace in

Matthew. I look forward to learning from your feedback!

Philippians 2:12-13
This is one of the most quoted passages in Paul, and having discussed this in a bit

more detail with the Thursday morning class, we all have differing backgrounds and

understandings of this passage. Below I would like to ask a series of questions that have been

helpful in my reading of the passage. My intent is not to reactively respond to other

interpretations but merely to ground us in the truth of what the Spirit is expressing through

Paul.

Individual or Collective?

Perhaps the most important question we can ask about this passage is whether Paul is

addressing his exhortation to individual Christians or to the collective church at Philippi.

Although our English translations distort this, the Greek is exceedingly clear. Please go to Bible

Hub to see the interlinear Greek, but this is how we could translate the passage more

accurately:

Therefore, my beloved family, as y’all have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my

presence but much more in my absence, work out y’all’s salvation with fear and

trembling, for it is God who works in yall, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.

Every single address to the Philippians in this passage is plural in Greek. This is one of the

most difficult nuances of Greek to capture in English. While other languages like Spanish and

German retain the second person-plural, only the slang y’all captures this in English, and most

translators feel this too informal for their translations. But please note that the grammar of this

text is exclusively plural.

What about the context of chapter 2?

And this fits perfectly with the context of Philippians 2! Everything in this chapter is

about the collective action of the church. Note the following:

1



January 19, 2022
● Philippians 2:1-11—This section is all about collective life in the church. Note the

collective qualities taught in verses 2-3. And note that the example of Christ’s humility is

to empower us to “look also to the interests of others” (2:4).

● Philippians 2:14-18—Paul is returning to his exhortation of united living within the family

of God. Paul himself is willing to be poured out as a drink offering for them. They must

rejoice and live together.

● Philippians 2:19-24—Timothy is used as an example of one who does not seek his own

interests but those of others.

● Philippians 2:25-30—Epaphroditus (our model of quarantine in March 2020!) is used as

a second example of one who looked out for the interests of Paul and the Philippians

over his own.

So let us note that everything in Philippians 2 has a collective focus. Would it then make sense

for Paul to make an aside about individual salvation in 2:12-13? Hardly. Rather, the apostle

Paul is exhorting the Philippians to work together toward their salvation. The focus again is

collective, not individual.

Own?

But doesn’t the mention of “own” salvation in 2:12 refer to my own (individual) salvation?

Well unfortunately, this word isn’t used in Greek. Again, please look at Bible Hub for the

interlinear. The much better translation is “y’all’s salvation” or even “y’all’s own salvation.” Even

if we would like to include this word, the focus is still on their collective—not

individual—salvation.

Work Out?

What does this phrase mean (i.e., “work out y’all’s salvation”)? I mentioned this on

Thursday morning in class and would like to share it here. In high school, I had a Chemistry

teacher who would make boxing movements every time we were working out a problem. This

was his attempt to remind us that we were “working out” the problem. So I retain negative

connotations to this phrase.

But fortunately, the Greek word is very positive! This word is used 22 times in the New

Testament. Here is a sampling:

● Romans 5:3—”suffering produces endurance”

● Romans 7:8—”sin...produced covetousness”

● Romans 7:17—”So now it is no longer I who do it”

● Romans 15:18—”...what Christ has accomplished through me”
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● 2 Corinthians 4:17—”affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight”

● James 1:3—”faith produces steadfastness”

Do you notice the range of meanings that this word can have? In short, this word describes the

process of producing and accomplishing something.

But then we must ask the question, if we are accomplishing/producing/preparing/

doing/working out our salvation, who started the process? Paul clarifies in 2:13: “...for it is God

who works in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.” The process of our salvation

was begun not by our works but by the faithfulness of God. On this, see Paul’s comments in

Philippians 3:8-10. And God Himself will perfect our salvation in the resurrection. On this, see

Paul’s comments in Philippians 3:12-16.

What then does it mean to “work out” OUR salvation? That we will cooperate with the

grace of God to bring about growth and sanctification in the family of God. God has not left us

to our own agency. No! God is at work empowering our collective edification and growth. God

has started. And we respond to His grace in helping others to produce a saved life.

Fear and Trembling?

What then do we make of “fear and trembling” (2:12)? So big word of the day (this is for

you, Joyce), this is called a hendiadys, which means a single idea is presented by two

connected words. Paul uses this hendiadys in 2 Corinthians 7:15; Ephesians 6:5; & Philippians

2:12 (Mark, perhaps under Paul’s influence in 5:33). To understand this phrase, I find this

verse most instructive: “And his [Titus’] affection for you is even greater, as he remembers the

obedience of you all, how you received him with fear and trembling” (2 Cor. 7:15).

Did you notice the use of the phrase? The Corinthians had greeted Titus with “fear and

trembling,” and this kindled his affection for them. Does this make Titus a sadistic teacher who

finds joy in his students’ pleasure? By no means! Let me illustrate. A couple of years ago, Jeff

and Cindy seasoned two of my great-grandmother’s cast iron skillets. The skillets have little

monetary value but are a treasure to me. Jeff and Cindy took good care of them and returned

them in a remarkable state. May I say that Jeff and Cindy received these skillets with “fear and

trembling,” not because of their fear of me but because of their knowledge of how valuable

these were to me. And because of their reception, my affection for them (well, at least Cindy;

love you, Jeff!) increased.

How does God receive our “fear and trembling”? With affection. Not because He is a

tortuous Father who takes pleasure in our pain. Rather, because we should know the value of
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the blood of His Son and the gift of His Spirit. And when we know the worth of His grace, we

respond “with fear and trembling.”

So what is the message of Philippians 2?

If I may offer a translation and interpretation of Philippians 2:12-13, here is how it would

read:

Therefore [knowing the humble example of Jesus Christ], my beloved family, as yall

have always obeyed, so now, not only in my presence but much more in my absence,

continue producing [cooperate with God’s gift] yall’s salvation [work together!] with fear

and trembling [knowing the value of the gift you have received], for it is God who works

in yall, both to will and to work for His good pleasure [in your salvation, God is pleased.]

And this is what we are doing in our classes together. We continually open up to the grace of

God, sharing His grace with others. And this mutual act of sharing continually produces

salvation. In this, God is pleased.

Matthew 19
Having explored Paul’s message of grace in Philippians 2, we can now return to the

tragic story of the rich young man. Again, this is a story of grace. This young man wanted to

“acquire” eternal life (Mt. 19:16). Yet the Lord instructed him that eternal life cannot be acquired

but must be entered into (by faith—Mt. 19:17 & Rom. 5:1-2). No one stands worthy before

God, and our law keeping will never save us (Mt. 19:18-21). Only in turning from idols (of

wealth or whatever our idol may be) and following Jesus will we find the way to eternal life (Mt.

19:21). Many will refuse by holding onto idols, but may we follow Jesus (Mt. 19:22).

No statement speaks to the grace of God so much as the message of Jesus in

response to the disciples’ question of who can be saved. The Lord says, “With man this is

impossible, but with God all things are possible” (Mt. 19:26). Our salvation is not based on our

own worth (praise God!). There is nothing we could do to “acquire” salvation. Our wealth,

status, and works will never acquire salvation. But humanity’s impossibility is God’s possibility.

So let us exhort one another to turn from idols to the living God. Perhaps money is my

idol. May you help me to give it up and receive God’s grace. Perhaps status is my idol. May

you help me to give it up and receive God’s grace. Perhaps my works are my idol. May you

help me to give it up and receive God’s grace. Perhaps my beliefs and knowledge are my idol.

May you help me to give it up and receive God’s grace. Together, may we follow Jesus, for it is

God who is at work within us. And with this, God is pleased.
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