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SHARING LIFE AT FIRST BY DR. BOB BENDER, PASTOR, ON FEBRUARY 4, 2018 

“THE TRAGEDY OF RUNNING IN VAIN” FROM PHILIPPIANS 2:12-16 

 

 The winter Olympics begin this week. In fact, the Christians of the NT era had a name for 

themselves—Athlea Dei—Athletes of God. Many times, in Paul's writings, he would use athletic 

competition as an example or illustration of the eternal truths he taught.  1 Corinthians 9:24-27 and 1 

Timothy 4:7-8 are cases in point. Our text of the day is another example of athletic imagery. Paul in this 

passage is best seen as a player-coach. He is both a runner (player) and an encourager (coach). <read text>. 

Paul tells the Philippians, "Don't let me down and fail in the race because if you do, I will have run in 

vain. I don’t want to run in vain."   

 Jogging, or running, is certainly a popular exercise, but not with me. I have never seen anyone 

smiling while they are jogging. I have to have a basketball and some buddies in order for me to run. For 

our consideration this morning, however, all of us are going to be runners. What are some similarities 

between physically running and spiritually running our race (answers)? How sad it would be to run the 

race of life only to find out at the end that you had run in vain. How can we avoid running in vain?    

 

I.  TO AVOID RUNNING IN VAIN, WE ARE TO WORK IT OUT (V. 12) 

 

 One day, my youngest daughter, wanting to witness to one of her friends asked me, “Hey dad, do 

you have one of those ‘External Life’ tracts?” What she was referring to was an Eternal Life gospel tract. 

But she got me to thinking… We need an external life just as much as we need an eternal life as of course 

they are connected—or at least should be!  

 The focus of the text is our salvation. Paul is telling them what to do with their salvation that was 

so precious to them. What are we to do with this salvation we possess? The key phrase in this text is "work 

out your salvation." Salvation is inward, but it is also outward. The Christian life is not a series of ups and 

downs, but of ins and outs. But what does "work out your salvation" mean, and how do we work out our 

salvation?   

 "Work out your salvation" does not mean that we are to work toward our salvation or work for our 

salvation—the Philippians were already saved. This phrase also does not mean that we are to work at our 

salvation in order to prove to God and others and even yourself that you are saved. The Galatian Christians 

fell into the performance trap, incurring the denunciation of the Apostle Paul.   

 What then does "work out your salvation" mean? There are three phases of our salvation in 

Scripture: (1) regeneration: salvation from the penalty of sin; (2) sanctification: salvation from the power 

of sin; and (3) glorification: salvation from the presence of sin.  It is the second use that Paul refers to 

here—the continual salvation from the power of sin over us.  He is saying that we are to allow an inner 

experience to be an outward expression; to allow that which was begun to continue toward its natural goal: 

Christlikeness.  He is saying the same thing here that he is saying in 1:27. We are to fulfill the moral and 

spiritual demands of the gospel. We are to keep on working out and never relaxing or letting down. 

 We are to work out our salvation with fear and trembling. We do not fear the loss of our salvation. 

We are to fear the loss of the effectiveness of our salvation. We are to fear being disobedient to a holy 

God (1 Cor. 9:27).  

 A successful athlete makes a strenuous work-out a part of his daily schedule. They push their 

bodies to the limit daily in order to function at peak efficiency during the race.  Folks, only as we push 

our spirits to the limit daily will we be prepared to run the race when it is our turn to run. The reason many 

of us lose the race is simple—we are not in spiritual shape before the race (1 Tim. 4:7-8).    
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 We are to work out our salvation by being involved in a spiritual exercise program. When athletes 

work out, they are not involved in some exotic or really very exciting activity. They just routinely lift 

weights or run.  For the Christian, our workout includes the essentials and basics of our Christian life—

Bible study, Scripture memory, prayer, Christian fellowship, discipleship, and church attendance. 

 I had my annual physical a couple of months ago. I was encouraged when Dr. Barrick said that I 

was in excellent physical shape. I'm glad he didn't say that I was in excellent shape for my age. That's like 

telling your wife that she looks good for her age! The thought occurred to me, what if I was having a 

spiritual check-up and if somehow the Lord could tell me how I am doing? He has a way of telling us 

anyway, doesn't He? Just as some of us are out of shape physically, so many of us, I fear, are out of shape 

spiritually. We would not last in a race, because we do not exercise spiritually. We do not work out our 

salvation. We simple sit, soak, sulk, and sour. Many of us need to work it out with fear and trembling lest 

we run in vain.   

  

II. TO AVOID RUNNING IN VAIN, WE ARE TO LET IT SHINE THROUGH (VV. 14-15) 

 

 Evidently, some of the Philippians were grumblers and complainers. Moses had to contend with 

this with the children of Israel at the Mt. Sinai Baptist Church. The cycle in Numbers is a familiar one: 

the people gripe and complain, Moses intercedes, and God forgives. Paul sought to address this same 

problem in the Philippian Church, as it only takes a few to spoil the whole church. Paul held the goal to 

them: being blameless and innocent children of God. The word innocent means pure or authentic. If there 

is one need today it is the need for authentic Christianity. We are to shine as lights and stars piercing the 

night of the world (see Prov. 4:18). We are to prove that we are children of God, above reproach, by doing 

all things without grumbling or disputing.  

 James Kelley said, "I'd rather light a candle than curse the darkness." The next time you are 

tempted to curse the darkness through griping or complaining, light the candle of understanding, positive 

suggestions, kindness, forgiveness, Christ-likeness, and love (Mt. 5:16).     

 We see ourselves in these Philippian church members—maybe not because we are grumblers but 

because we have failed Jesus in some other area (Heb. 12:1). There are weights, or encumbrances, and 

then there is the sin that besets us—the one that each of us has to deal with most, varying from person to 

person. When our lights get dim, or the devil blows it out, we run in vain. And sometimes we fall like 

Christian athlete Heather Dorniden from Minnesota as she runs the 600m race in the 2008 Big 10 finals. 

Somehow, someway we are to let it shine through even in the midst of life’s challenges and falls. Show 

first half of  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z19nfan8HOo  

  

III. TO AVOID RUNNING IN VAIN, WE ARE TO HOLD IT FORTH (V. 16) 

 

 Light alone is inadequate; a word is needed. We are to hold fast, or hold forth, the word of life—

another phrase referring to our salvation. This means to give attention to and to give as a present 

anticipating their taking it. We must give attention to the Gospel that saved us and expect people to receive 

it when we offer it to others. As the Olympic torch is carried to the site of each Olympiad, we are to hold 

forth God's Word.  In fact, a phrase has its origin in the early Olympics as they would pass the torch from 

runner to runner.  They would say, "Let those who have the light pass it on."  Paul is saying, "Let those 

who have the light pass it on." 

 Notice Paul's criterion of success in verse 16. He told the Philippians that if they hold it forth, he 

would not have run in vain nor toiled in vain. He is ready to take the responsibility at the judgment seat 

of Christ for the failures of the Philippians if indeed they fail to live for Jesus. The quality of the leader's 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z19nfan8HOo
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ministry is seen in the quality of his followers. Though Paul refers to himself not running in vain, he 

certainly means for the Philippians to make the same application to their lives. So, this principle applies 

to all of us whether or not we are in a position of leadership. When we run in vain, we fail God, ourselves 

and others—those we love and those who have invested so much in us.   

 The criterion of our success as a church is whether we are holding forth the word of life—i.e., 

evangelism. Let us not be deceived in the midst of God's blessings on our church that the gold medal 

awaits us. We are running in vain unless we are holding forth the word of life to those in death. Are we 

running in vain as a church in the area of evangelism?  In all that we do, is it for naught?   

 Let us be sure we are not running in vain. Let us not make the mistake of the French relay team 

that was favored to win the 400m relay in the 1948 Olympics. As they passed the baton from the third 

runner to the fourth, they dropped it and naturally lost the race. The next day the French newspaper 

headline read, “Pas de temoin” (meaning "No Witness").  They failed to hold the baton fast; they failed to 

hold it forth properly and were disqualified. Let us not fail to hold fast the Gospel and hold forth the word 

of life lest God write above our lives or church, “pas de temoin.” 

 

IV. TO AVOID RUNNING IN VAIN, WE ARE TO GET OUR SECOND WIND (V. 13) 

 

   Why do some runners win, and others lose? The winners win primarily because they have greater 

inner resources than the other competitors. They possess more strength and stamina. They are in better 

shape. They know how to maximize and release that inner ability they possess. In order for us to win and 

not lose, we must learn how to release our inner resources.      

 Some distance runners know what it means to be on a "runner's high." The marathon runner who 

is in excellent shape will come to that seven or eight-mile mark and for about ten miles will run as if he is 

floating on air. He digs deep into that reservoir of strength and runs and does not become weary. Other 

distance runners and those in the 400m dash, experience somewhat the opposite.  At about the 300m mark 

(2/3 around the track), if a runner is not in good shape for this most grueling of races, he will experience 

what is called "hitting the wall." Suddenly, he cannot run at full speed; his legs will become wobbly and 

he feels like he is carrying a 40 lb. backpack. Which would you rather experience—a "runner's high" or 

"hitting the wall?" Would we all experience the spiritual runner's high rather than hitting the wall. 

 Does God provide any help to us for this awesome task of running so as to not run in vain?  Yes, 

He does in verse 13 with a revolutionary truth. We do not work toward our salvation; we work from our 

salvation. God is already at work within you, in your will, and in your work. He gives you the desire to 

please Him and then gives you the strength to work it out (see Col. 1:29).  This word for work is 

energon, the word from which we get our word, energy.  God's energy is at work within you.  Turn it 

loose.      

 There is a difference between incarnation and imitation.  God must work within us before He can 

work through us. The only way you could run track like Usain Bolt or Eric Liddell is if somehow his 

abilities were transferred into your body.  Spiritually, this has actually happened as the living Lord Jesus 

resides in your flesh and bones (Col. 1:27)!  All you need to do is to turn Him loose. How? As we abide, 

yield, rest In Him, obey, and seek the Lord.     

 Verses 12 and 13 taken together unite man's human responsibility and God divine ability. God 

works it in; we are to work it out. Not to work out what God has worked in is spiritual abortion. Jesus is 

our example in this matter in John 5:17—“My Father is working until now and I Myself am working.” 

What is the goal of our running? Jesus is our example again in John 8:29, "For I always do those things 

that please Him." We do so for His good pleasure. We all are in the race for our lives. Let’s not run in 

vain; instead, let’s run for His pleasure. Folks, we will not run in vain when we run to please our Heavenly 
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Father. Is He pleased with your running? One day we will stand before Him. Will we have the applause 

of One?  

 Many times, a few minutes into a work-out or in running there is the experience of a "second 

wind."  Moments earlier, you thought you were going to die, then suddenly, as you continue your work-

out, you get that second wind.  It is a new burst of energy that carries you through the physical demands 

of your exercise.  Paul is urging the Philippians to dig deep for that second wind.  He refers them to their 

earlier salvation experience and their earlier life of continual obedience, and then urges them on so that 

he will not have run in vain. I appeal to you today to dig deep for that second wind so that you will not 

run the Christian race in vain. All of us one day will stand before the Judge at the finish line to receive our 

rewards for the deeds done in the flesh. What a tragedy to have run a race in vain-disqualified because of 

moral failure or lack of discipline or laziness.  Run in a way that you may win and therefore please Him 

who has called us to run.  Work it out; shine it through; hold it forth, drawing upon God' supernatural 

resources of that second wind.  

 Oh, I almost forgot. Let’s see the rest of the story of Heather Dorniden’s race. Show second half 

of  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z19nfan8HOo. Your falls do not have to define you. The only 

way you lose is if you quit. You can get your second wind and win the race. There is an eternal reward 

awaiting (2 Tim. 4:7-8).     

         

Central Idea of Text (CIT): Paul tells the Philippians to work out their own salvation so Paul’s ministry 

 among them would not become fruitless or he would have run in vain.   

Big Idea of Message (BIM): Don’t run in vain.      

Major Objective (MO): Commitment 

Specific Objective (SO): I desire my hearers to run the race until the finish line.    

Primarily Addressed Need (PAN): How can I not run in vain?   

 


