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                                                      Philippians 1:9 10-21-18 
Paul’s Prayer, Part 1 - The Prayer’s Focus 

 
 We continue our look at the epistle of the apostle to the church at Philippi. 8-11 For God is 

my witness, how I long for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. 9 And this I pray, that your 

love may abound still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment, 10 so that you may 

approve the things that are excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ; 

11 having been filled with the fruit of righteousness which comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory 

and praise of God. Today we study verses 9-11 which form the prayer of the apostle. Last time we 

saw the relationship of verse 9 to verse 8, which is the same as the relationship between prayer and 

love. The prayer described in verses 9-11 is the product of the apostle’s love which he mentions in 

verse 8, where he says For God is my witness, how I long for you all with the affection of Christ 

Jesus. 9 And this I pray... What follows is a summary description of the content of Paul’s prayers 

for the Philippians. I’ve often thought how great it would be to pray with some of the tremendous 

men and women of God down through the years. No doubt, to pray with AW Tozer, or Charles 

Spurgeon, or Jonathan Edwards would be quite a learning experience, quite a lesson in prayer as I 

just quietly listened to such a man express himself before God. Well, we have in verses 9-11 no less 

than a lesson in prayer from the apostle Paul as we hear what forms his petition to his Father.  

     What we find is this: four concerns of Paul, for which he prays. These four concerns are 

joined together by a purpose clause such as so that, in order to. And these four concerns are 

mentioned in the order of ascending ultimacy. By that, I mean that each petition leads to another 

concern which is more at the core of Paul’s ultimate concern. You will see what I mean as we go 

through the prayer over the next two Sundays. Today we look at the focus of the prayer. Next time 

at the goal of the prayer.  

    Paul’s first concern and the initial focus of Paul’s prayer is that your love may abound still 

more and more in real knowledge and all discernment. This very prayer is an acknowledgement of 

the love that filled the hearts of these believers in Philippi and that testified that these people were 

true believers, true converts of a loving God whose love has been poured out in their hearts by the 

Holy Spirit. And although Paul recognizes their love he is not satisfied with it. He says it lacks 

something. It isn’t complete yet. God is our Father. And like a father, he is pleased with the first 

halting, wobbly steps of his child. But He isn’t fully satisfied until that child can run with speed and 

endurance. In the same way, God is easy to please, but impossible to satisfy. And Paul is the same 
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way with his spiritual children in Philippi. He is pleased with their love, but he says there is more to 

be had. He says your love is to increase. Love is the mark of a disciple of Jesus. Love for God, love 

for those made in God’s image. Love for your fellow servants of Christ. Love, rightly ordered, is 

the prayer of the apostle. Specifically now he mentions his longing that their love, which has been 

evident, might increase in knowledge and discernment. Why knowledge? Does it surprise you at all 

that Paul’s prayer was that they might have knowledge and discernment? I mean, doesn’t the Bible 

say that “knowledge puffs up.” Besides, we don’t want to bother ourselves with all that doctrine 

and theology stuff do we? That stuff divides people. We just want to follow Jesus, right? Well, my 

friend, such an attitude does not accord with the Scriptures. It also expresses an unreasonable 

modern antipathy towards knowledge. Paul, however, is very concerned that Christians be 

knowledgeable. He not only teaches its importance, but every time he prays for the saints, he prays 

for their knowledge. Ephesians 1:17-18 That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, 

may give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Him. 18 I pray that the 

eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling, what 

are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints. We see the very same thing in the letter 

to the Colossians. 1: 9 For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not ceased to 

pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom 

and understanding.   

     Well, why is knowledge so important to Paul? That is worth our figuring out in a day when 

ignorance about spiritual things is so expected. Why does Paul fixate on us gaining knowledge? We 

know that Scripture tells us in I Corinthians 13 that knowledge without love makes you a spiritual 

zero. Furthermore, we’re told that without love knowledge is positively dangerous. And you have 

known some people who had just enough knowledge to be dangerous, haven’t you? But, have you 

ever thought how impotent and futile love is without knowledge? Consider two stories about dogs. 

Aren’t dogs great? They can be so loyal. You just know they want to bless you. Here’s a story I 

read last week about Trixie a 6 year old mixed breed dog. In 1991, 75 year old Jack Fyfe of 

Sydney, Australia was home alone when he suffered a paralyzing stroke. Unable to move, he lay 

helpless, waiting for someone to discover him and it was hot. Fyfe was crying for water, and that’s 

just what Trixie brought him. She found a towel, soaked it in her water dish, then laid it across 

Fyfe’s face so he could suck out the moisture. She repeated this every day until her dish went dry, 

then she dipped the towel in the toilet. After nine days, Fyfe’s daughter stopped by and found him, 

still alive, thanks to Trixie. Amazing huh? But here is another loyal dog story. Muammer Guney of 



 3 

Denali, Turkey, has a heart attack while walking his dog, a boxer, in the park. The animal then 

stands guard over his fallen master, barking and snarling, keeping would-be helpers away. By the 

time relatives arrived to pull the dog away it was too late.  

     Point is – when the Beatles sang that love is all you need, they were mistaken. What good is 

a mother’s love for her baby if she doesn’t know how to care for the child? Worse than useless, 

divorced from knowledge, love can become positively harmful as our dog story shows. 

Undiscerning love hands over millions of dollars each year to organizations that are hostile to 

Biblical values. Undiscerning love is what motivates so many to act politically in ways that seem 

caring but actually damage many individuals and society as a whole. That is why the old maxim 

says the ten scariest words in the English language are: I’m from the government and I’m here to 

help you. Love, to be a positive force, needs to be hitched to knowledge and discernment. I’ve told 

you about the girl who was arguing with her mother about her new boy-friend. She said, “But 

Mom, if he wasn’t nice, why would he be doing 500 hours of community service?” Knowledge and 

discernment -- and so the apostle prays. But, what I also want you to see is that Paul prays for 

“real” knowledge. It could even be translated super-knowledge because it is a knowledge that goes 

beyond the ordinary. It is more than just data; it is a knowledge that penetrates past the mind and 

enters the heart where it affects the will and the emotions. A man can say that he knows Christ died 

for his sins, but if he is plagued by guilt anyway he lacks real knowledge. He knows, but he doesn’t 

know. So, the knowledge God desires for us is real knowledge.  

     Paul’s second concern in his prayer is expressed in verse 10 where he writes 10 so that you 

may approve the things that are excellent. What Paul is getting at is that he wants his fellow-

Christians to have proper values. He wants them to know the difference between right and wrong. 

Furthermore, he not only wants them to distinguish right and wrong, but also good from excellent. 

He wants them to have a scale of values that fits God’s standards. This is so, so important brethren. 

I’ve heard it said that spiritual growth is nothing more than getting our values lined up with God’s. 

It is your values that will determine the way you spend your time, the way you spend your money, 

and even the things you talk about. Everything you do and all that you are is determined by your 

values. And so I ask you this – what determines your values? Why do you value what you do? 

While you think about that, take a look at this diagram: 

     In case you don’t recognize yourself, this is you. This block represents your need or needs 

in life, and you can give this box any content you desire. Larry Crabb defines our needs as two: 

significance and security. I’d just like to summarize those two needs with the one word: happiness.  
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Now, over here is a goal which we establish to meet this need and the line represents our goal-

oriented behavior. What we do and how we live is designed to get us to this goal which we hope 

will meet our need. But there is a problem – because very often our path gets blocked. An obstacle, 

and with it – frustration. That obstacle may be our own inadequacy which produces guilt, or it may 

be external circumstances, very often another person, and this produces resentment. These things – 

guilt and resentment - can destroy a life. Let me show you how this works. Here is Joe. His need is 

happiness, his goal is wealth. He pursues this goal, working hard to do so, but then, bang! 

Promotion time comes at work and Joe isn’t chosen. John is picked ahead of him. What results? 

Resentment, even hatred towards John and towards the boss. Resentment towards his wife and 

children who take up his time and use up his money. Feelings of inadequacy in Joe. Anxiety 

develops as he begins to worry that he may never reach his goal and fulfill his need. Now tell me, 

where was Joe’s mistake? Where did he go wrong? It was his goal that was wrong. He had a bad 

goal. Dr. Crabb teaches that every emotional upset, every sin even, can be traced back to a bad 

goal, to a faulty desire or expectation. But, what causes a person to establish bad goals? Why did 

Joe have a goal of material wealth? He thought that is what would meet his need. He believed that 

money would make him happy. The root of his problem was a mistaken belief, and all sorts of 

misery came from it. Now, look back at verse 9-10a I pray, that your love may abound still more 

and more in real knowledge and all discernment, 10 so that you may approve the things that are 

excellent. Paul says, “I want you to have knowledge and discernment, that is, I want you to have 

true beliefs, I want you to know what is real, so that the goals you set, the values you maintain will 

be excellent and good. Do you see the connection? The reason you have so many problems in your 

life, the reason your Christianity is so sub-standard is your beliefs are out of order. You don’t think 

like a Biblical Christian. What Christian counseling, or Christian pastoring or parenting, must 

attempt to do, is not just conform one’s behavior to the commands of God’s word, but also conform 

one’s mind to the teaching of God’s word and the values of that word. So basic is this to Christian 

living that when Paul begins his great section on the Christian life in Romans 12:2 Do not be 

conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove 

what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. That word “prove” is the 

same word translated as “approve” in verse 10. If you are going to act like a Christian you must 

think like a Christian, and if you are going to think like a Christian you must get the word of God 

circulating through your ears and your eyes so that it infiltrates your mind and permeates your heart 

and flows back out through your mouth and through your thoughts. This real knowledge and 
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discernment for which Paul prays is only a result of the Spirit of God planting the word of God 

deep within one’s mind and heart. And, when that happens, one’s goals come in to alignment with 

God’s desires and when that occurs and to the degree that it does, you will be free of resentment, 

frustration and anxiety.  

      I often laugh at these ads you see in the paper and in magazines that start off with some line 

like, Would you like to win $50,000? Or would you like to be free from worry, pain and taxes?  

Well, today it’s my turn – would you like to be free from resentment, frustration, anxiety and guilt?  

Here’s how: Send $29.95 to Dan Hendley, P.O. Box 9723, Wexford, PA. No! No! No! Here is 

how: Approve the things that are excellent. In other words, pursue proper goals. Seek ye first the 

kingdom of God and His righteousness. Simple isn’t it? Not so easy, but not complicated. You see, 

if the kingdom of God and His righteousness is your goal, who or what can stop you? The weather 

of our last month has likely interfered with some of your goals. But has it stopped you from seeking 

God’s kingdom? Not at all. Nothing can stop that. Even persecution can only promote it, not stop it. 

And beyond that, it is the only goal that can really meet your need for happiness. But what do we 

do? We seek after all kinds of other things, all kinds of ways to joy that cannot take you there. 

Consider how much American women do to become beautiful, to look like the models we display 

in our magazines and TV shows. Then consider what Halle Berry said to an interviewer. She said: 

“Beauty? Let me tell you something — being thought of as a beautiful woman has spared me 

nothing in life,” she said. "No heartache, no trouble. Love has been difficult. Beauty is essentially 

meaningless and it is always transitory.” I have learned the same thing. No, seriously, I have, but I 

learned it by watching and reading. That’s why you won’t find me spending hour after hour getting 

all gussied up. I mean, they don’t call it vanity for no reason. It is vanity. In the book of 

Ecclesiastes, Solomon describes all the different goals that men could have. He says, “I pursued 

pleasure and found that it is futility. I pursued worldly wisdom and found it was futility. I pursued 

great wealth and found that it was futility. And how does that book end? Ecclesiastes 12:13 The 

conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fear God and keep His commandments, because this 

applies to every person. It’s the only goal that makes sense. It’s the only proper goal for redeemed 

man. Call it what you will: the kingdom of God, righteousness, obedience, the knowledge of God. 

Jesus said in John 17:3 This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus 

Christ whom You have sent. Knowing God – that’s to be our goal and that is fulfillment. John Piper 

wrote a little book with a big title. It is called The Legacy of Sovereign Joy, and it is splendid. In it, 

Piper quotes from St. Augustine’s Confessions where he records this prayer, How sweet all at once 
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it was for me to be rid of those fruitless joys, which I had once feared to lose…! You drove them 

from me, You who are the true, the sovereign joy. You drove them from me and took their place, 

you who are sweeter than all pleasure… O Lord my God, my Light, my Wealth, and my Salvation.”   

     Oh my friends, when are we going to learn that God is not impressed with ritzy houses and 

fancy cars and pretty dresses or academic degrees. God says through his prophet Jeremiah 9:23-24 

Thus says the LORD, "Let not a wise man boast of his wisdom, and let not the mighty man boast of 

his might, let not a rich man boast of his riches; 24 but let him who boasts boast of this, that he 

understands and knows Me, that I am the LORD who exercises lovingkindness, justice and 

righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things," declares the LORD. This is what is important 

to God. This is what counts. And to have real knowledge and all discernment is simply to see things 

from God’s perspective and value things as God does. We live in a world where people know the 

price of everything and the value of nothing. We live in a world that thunders forth the praises and 

worth of what, from the perspective of heaven, is premature junk at best and downright deadly at 

worst, and so it is essential for our Christian lives that we learn to approve that which truly is 

excellent and worthy of praise. It is essential for our vitality and our witness that we learn to 

separate the important from the unimportant. You may not be caught up in the immoral, but are you 

caught up in the trivial? I fear that is the prevailing characteristic of the church in our day: devoted 

to the trivial. Let’s move this right into your living room for a minute. Is what you read excellent? 

There is so much awesome stuff to read – material that will feed your soul and sharpen your mind. 

Are you into that? Or, will you read your Twitter feed and skip the word of God? Have you fed 

your soul on the writings of men of God like JC Ryle or CS Lewis or AW Tozer? Is what you 

spend your hours doing excellent? Or just permissible. Nice, maybe even good, but certainly not 

the best? Some of us are wrapped up in what could be called the tyranny of the good. We’re  so 

busy doing and approving good things that we have no time or energy for the excellent. If you take 

ten seconds to think, I expect you could name the trivial things that are consuming you. I just pray 

you have courage to run toward a new and better way.  

    My concern, my prayer for you, is just this: that you would really know and discern that 

reading God’s word will make you happier than reading Sports Illustrated. And prayer will make 

you stronger than an extra ½ hour of social media. And ministry to others with your time and 

money will make you richer than any job or any position – so that your goals, your values, your life 

will be excellent and pleasing to our God.  

       Let’s close today with the hymn “May the Mind of Christ My Savior.”   


