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9 For this reason, since the day we heard it, we have 
not ceased praying for you and asking that you may 
be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding, 10 so that you 
may lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to 
him, as you bear fruit in every good work and as 
you grow in the knowledge of God. 11 May you be 
made strong with all the strength that comes from 
his glorious power, and may you be prepared to 
endure everything with patience, while 
joyfully 12 giving thanks to the Father, who has 
enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints 
in the light. 13 He has rescued us from the power of 
darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his 
beloved Son, 14 in whom we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.  (Colossians 1:9-14, NRSV) 
  

 
 
I had a problem in the church this week, an issue I could 
not resolve.  It’s still not resolved actually.  It’s not 
important what the problem is; that’s not the point of 
me bringing it up.  Instead, what I’m thinking about 
this morning is how I tried to solve this problem.  First, 
I worked hard, tried to fix what needed to be fixed.  
Sometimes problems can be solved by sheer effort.  
When that didn’t work, I got creative.  When one angle 
doesn’t work, try another angle.  Still frustrated, I then 
went and sought the advice of others.  When all else 
fails, see if somebody else has a solution you haven’t 
thought of.  Finally – and maybe these are the four 
steps of problem solving – I complained.  Apologies to 
my wife who had to sit through my whining.  In my 
head I know complaining doesn’t usually solve 
problems, but it does feel quite satisfying in the 
moment.  
 
In retrospect, here’s the one thing I didn’t try, and why 
I bring all this up.  I didn’t pray.  You’re likely going to 
tell me I should know better, that I should for once try 
and listen to what I tell other people to do when it 
comes to facing obstacles in life.  And you’re be right, I 
should know better.  My theology tells me that we 
serve a God who cares about every aspect of our lives.  

                                                           
1 Matthew 6:7-8 – “When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases 

as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard because of 
their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father knows 
what you need before you ask him.”  Unless otherwise noted, this and 

My Bible tells me in red letters that my Father in 
heaven knows what I need even before I ask him.1  
When we face challenges and obstacles in life, especially 
in the church, shouldn’t our first instinct be to pray?  So 
why is it so often the last thing we think about?  Sadly, 
we often complain about things before we pray about 
them.   
 
When we meet Paul here he is facing a problem.  The 
church in Colossae to which he is writing this letter is 
being threatened on every side.  Here is this new 
community of Christians trying to faithfully follow 
Jesus in the middle of a world that is adamantly 
opposed to Christ.  You may understand, by the way, 
that our situation in the church these days is not all that 
different.  It’s one of the main problems we face.  And so 
what is the first thing Paul does in response, perhaps 
even the main thing Paul does.  “We have not ceased 
praying for you…” he writes.  He prays for the 
threatened and vulnerable church.   
 
Now, you might say that since Paul is stuck in prison, 
what else can he do but pray?  And yet if you read the 
rest of Paul’s letters to the early church, you’ll find that 
he was committed to dealing with the problems facing 
the church primarily through prayer, whether or not he 
was behind bars.  We, of course, are not locked up in 
prison, and yet are we really free enough to solve many 
of the challenges and obstacles we face in the Christian 
life?  You might say that our helplessness when it 
comes to facing many of the challenges that face as we 
follow Jesus through our own strength, ability or 
creativity, is a prison of sorts.  I certainly felt 
constrained this week as I tried on my own to solve the 
problem I was facing.  It’s a wonder, therefore, that 
prayer is not instinctively my first response in life.   
 
It’s not just Paul’s instinct to respond in prayer that is a 
model for us here; the content of his prayer is also 
incredibly instructive.  Let me put it this way, if you are 
a person who cares at all about the health and influence 
of the church in our day, not just this congregation but 
the church around the world, and you care enough to 
pray for the church and for yourself as a part of it, you 
will not find a better guide for your prayers than the 
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one Paul offers here.  Having said that, let me point out 
four essential aspects of his prayer. 
 
First, Paul prays that the church would know God’s 
will.  In his words – “that you may be filled with the 
knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and 
understanding…”  How many of you would like to 
better understand God’s will?  How many of you would 
like others around you in the church to more clearly 
understand the ways God works and the ways God 
wants us to go about our work?   
 
We know that life will be better – not necessarily easier, 
but better – if we live life in accordance to the way the 
designer of life made it to be lived.  In The Message 
paraphrase of this passage, Eugene Peterson says Paul 
is praying for “spirits attuned to God’s will.”2  Have you 
ever listened to a choir sing when one of the singers is 
out of tune?  I try to avoid choirs because I’m often that 
singer!  The music sounds so much better when 
everybody is in tune to the notes on the page.  Life 
works better when we live it in tune with the will of 
God.  And yet, how often do you ask God for this?  Are 
we committed to pounding on the doors of heaven until 
God relents and shows us his will?  
 
In Paul’s day, one of the things that threatened the 
church was a religious philosophy called Gnosticism.  
The name comes from the Greek word gnosis, which 
means “to know, or “knowledge”.   But Gnostics 
believed in a special sort of knowledge, a mystical 
knowledge that was beyond even what the scriptures or 
the church had to teach, a knowledge they believed had 
the power to save you.  If you had this knowledge, 
Gnostics believed you would find the divine beyond this 
world.  The danger was that Gnosticism was dressing 
itself up in the clothes of Christianity, pretending that it 
was a philosophy the church could, and should, 
embrace.  And in far too many cases, Christians were 
misled away from the truth. 
 
So Paul prays.  And he prays that the church would 
have knowledge, but specifically the knowledge of 
God’s will.  He understood, as we must understand, that 
we are not saved by some secret, otherworldly 
knowledge that has little to do with this life and this 
ordinary world in which we live, but we are saved by 
knowing and trusting in a God who has actually come 
into this world and wants to give us wisdom that 
teaches us how to live in the here and now, in the 
concrete realities and decisions of everyday life.  How 
do I love my irritating co-worker?  How do I raise my 
teenage kids who seem to be rejecting everything I 
teach them?  How do I get through the grief that is 

                                                           
2 Eugene Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language 

(NavPress, 2002).   

suffocating me?  What do I say to the person on the 
street who wants me to give them money?  This is the 
sort of knowledge Paul is asking God to give the 
church, knowledge that translates into this life.   
 
To be clear, I don’t know that God just downloads this 
knowledge into our minds and hearts.  We have a part 
to play.  And the witness of the church has long been 
that it is through God’s Word, the scriptures of the Old 
and New Testaments, that we come to know God’s will.  
Certainly the community of the church can help us 
discern, and sometimes even the Holy Spirit can 
impress his will on our hearts.  But it is in the scriptures 
where we stand the best chance of learning God’s will. 
 
I know my wife better than I know anybody else in this 
world.  This is the case because I have spent more time 
with Esther than I have spent with anybody else in this 
world.  And while she still surprises me at times, for 
women are always going to be a bit of a mystery to 
men, after 31 years of marriage I have a pretty good 
sense of how she likes things to go in life.  As a simple 
example, when we go to the movies and sit through the 
endless previews they show you at the beginning, even 
after a 60-second trailer I can almost always tell if you if 
my wife wants to watch that movie.  You spend enough 
time with somebody, especially enough time listening to 
somebody, and you get to know their will. 
 
It’s no different with God.  And the best way we listen 
to God is to listen to his words, his Word, in the Bible.  
In fact, it will be very difficult for you to discern what it 
is God wants for you apart from spending lots of time 
immersed in scripture, even more difficult than 
discerning what it is your wife wants apart from 
spending lots of time listening to her.  Even when we 
are spending time in God’s Word, however, as we are 
doing right now, we need God’s help in understanding 
both who he is, and how he wants us to live day to day 
in this life.   
 
That is Paul’s prayer.  It should be our prayer as well.  
In fact, I think that God wants us to so understand his 
will that we don’t have to always ask him for direction 
in every aspect of life.  We just know what he wants.  
We have a new puppy at home, a year-old black lab we 
adopted last month.  Pray for us.  Lots of training is 
happening at our house right now, as we want this dog 
to be filled with the knowledge of Jeff and Esther’s will.  
A basic lesson we are trying to teach Juniper is to not 
jump up onto the counter and steal food.  The other day 
I went upstairs for just a minute and came back down to 
realize this dog had consumed an entire banana, peel 
and all.  Only the stem was sticking out of her mouth.  
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Now, I could stand over her all day and tell her “No!” 
every time she thinks about stealing food, and she will 
abide by my will.  What I want, however, is for her to 
instead know my will so well that she doesn’t even 
think about doing anything differently, whether I’m 
there or not.  This is how well God wants us to know 
his will, not that we won’t need to seek his guidance 
from time to time, even regularly, but that we will 
know him so well that in most cases there is simply no 
question as to what he wants us to do or say.  It just 
becomes instinct.  That is what Paul is praying here for 
us.   
 
As God’s will is revealed to the church, Paul then 
prayers for “lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing 
to him, as you bear fruit in every good work and as 
you grow in the knowledge of God.”  How many of 
you would like to live a life that pleased God, a life that 
made a lasting impression and impact in this world in 
ways that outlast you?  Most of us desire this.  Well 
then, how many of us persist in prayer asking God to 
help us live these sorts of lives, and not just ourselves, 
but others in the church as well?   
 
In this phrase Paul emphasizes again that the 
knowledge we gain from God isn’t just intellectual 
knowledge for our minds, but knowledge that impacts 
the way we actually live.  As human beings, we were 
made in the very image of God.  In Genesis 1:26 God 
declares, “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind 
in our image, according to our likeness.”  There is a 
lot to unpack here, but essentially what God is saying 
to us is that we are to represent him in this world.  
That’s what an image does, it reflects or represents the 
original.  In a way, we are to be like God’s ambassadors.  
The U.S. ambassador to China represents the interests 
of the United States in regards to our relations with 
China.  If that person suddenly decides to represent his 
own interests, or worse the interests of China, above the 
interests of the United States, we have a problem.  In 
the way that we live, specifically how we use everything 
God has placed into our hands, we as his ambassadors 
are to reflect the heart and desires and purposes of God.  
When that happens, God is pleased.   
 
There is something in us that desires this pleasure of 
God almost more than anything else in life.  What does 
a child long for most?  Isn’t it to know the pleasure and 
delight of her mom and dad?  Just like human parents, 
at least most human parents, God loves us whether or 
not we live lives worthy of him.  His love for us is not 
conditional on our performance.  That grace is what 
makes the Christian message good news.  And so let’s 

                                                           
3 See Matthew 25:23 
4 Dallas Willard, The Great Omission (Harper, 2006).   

be clear about this, that Paul is not praying that God 
would help us live according to his will so that God 
would then love us or accept us.  Not at all!  God loves 
us because he is love, not because we are lovable.  At the 
same time, while it is a gift like no other to know that 
you are unconditionally loved by God, how much 
sweeter it is to know that your life also is a delight to 
God.  What would it mean to you to know that God is 
pleased with the way you are living your life?  What 
would it mean to you to one day stand face to face with 
the Lord and hear from him, “Well done, good and 
faithful servant.”3  Isn’t this something we should be 
praying about for ourselves, and for others in the 
church? 
 
The third thing Paul prays for the church, in addition to 
knowledge of God’s will and worthy lives, is power.  In 
verse 11 he prays, “May you be made strong with all 
the strength that comes from his glorious power, 
and may you be prepared to endure everything with 
patience…”  How often do you pray for God’s power, 
for yourself or for the whole church?  Not for God to 
make you powerful, but for his power to flow through you, 
and through us?  And if you do pray for power, why do 
you want it?  What do you hope God will powerfully do 
through you?  You see, it’s not only important to ask 
God for power, but to ask with right motives.   
 
Think about the reality of grace.  I want to connect 
grace to power.  How would you define grace, 
specifically God’s grace?  When most Christians answer 
that question they say something like “undeserved 
favor”.  God’s grace is us receiving from God what we 
don’t deserve to receive.  And certainly, that is one 
aspect of grace.  When I trust in Jesus and place my life 
in his hands, because of the sacrifice he made for me on 
the cross, canceling the debt of my sin before God, I am 
welcomed into God’s family as his beloved son.  That is 
grace. 
 
But if you pay attention, the biblical idea of grace is 
much broader than a one time act of God that saves us.  
Christian philosopher Dallas Willard was the first one 
who helped me understand this.  He writes, “Grace is 
God acting in our life.”4  Of course that includes God 
dying on a cross to bring us into right relationship to 
him.  But it also includes God acting in our lives from 
that point forward, helping us to live lives worthy of his 
calling, doing what we otherwise could not do without 
his help, whether that is speaking a kind word to a 
stranger, facing a fear, offering compassion to someone 
who has just criticized us, or even simply getting out of 
bed in the morning to face another day.5  Paul puts it 

5 Bill Gaultiere, “Grow in Grace for Power in Daily Life”, Soulshepherding.  
See post at https://www.soulshepherding.org/grow-in-grace-and-
power-for-daily-

https://www.soulshepherding.org/grow-in-grace-and-power-for-daily-life/#:~:text=%E2%80%9C%20Grace%20is%20God%20acting%20in%20our%20life%2C%E2%80%9D,for%20living%20an%20effective%20and%20glorious%20life%20today%21
https://www.soulshepherding.org/grow-in-grace-and-power-for-daily-life/#:~:text=%E2%80%9C%20Grace%20is%20God%20acting%20in%20our%20life%2C%E2%80%9D,for%20living%20an%20effective%20and%20glorious%20life%20today%21
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this way in 2nd Corinthians 9:8, “And God is able to 
make all grace abound to you, so that having all 
sufficiency in all things at all times, you may 
abound in every good work.”6  At another point, 
Dallas Willard says that a Christian burns through 
God’s grace in the same way that a 747 burns through 
jet fuel, which is not just at takeoff, but whenever the 
plane is in motion.  We always need God’s grace, not 
just at takeoff.   
 
And so, if and when you ask God for this power of grace 
in your life, what do you hope will be accomplished by 
this power?  What is it that you cannot do unless God 
steps in with his grace?  Lots of things, right?  But 
notice what Paul mentions here.  He asks God to give 
power to the church so that they/we may be “prepared 
to endure everything with patience.”  The old King 
James uses the word “longsuffering” instead of patience.  
I think that’s better.  If you are somebody who is truly 
trying to follow Jesus in this life, to live a life worthy of 
the Lord, you know that it will be a journey 
characterized by longsuffering, because we’re trying to 
follow Jesus in a world that works against any attempt 
to do so.  Jesus himself compared the Christian life to a 
narrow, steep climb7, and to a daily dying to oneself.8  
Because of this, so many people give up along the way.  
Most of us know others who used to walk alongside us 
after Christ but who at some point along the way 
walked away from Christ.  Paul makes it clear that we 
must ask God for power to hang in there until the end.  
Thankfully, it is God’s desire to give us the power to do 
so.  In fact, it is the very power that raised Christ from 
the dead which is now available to us as well.  Consider 
how Paul puts it in Romans 8:11: “If the Spirit of him 
who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he 
who raised Christ from the dead will give life to 
your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that 
dwells in you.”  Can you imagine?  That same power 
now lives in you!  All we need to do is ask for it to be 
released in our lives.   
 
Finally, to cap it off Paul prays that the church would 
live lives marked by gratitude.  He prays that as we 
endure we are to do so, “while joyfully giving thanks 
to the Father.”  We all know that we should live as 
grateful people.  But how often to we ask God to give us 
the power to do so, and not just us, but the whole 
church?  Have you ever tried on your own strength to 
live with gratitude, not just when things are going well 
and it’s easy to be grateful, but when everything seems 
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6 English Standard Version (ESV).   
7 Matthew 7:13-14 

to be falling apart?  I for one can’t do it, not without 
God’s help.   
 
I heard a phrase this week that captures this well.  
“Theology is grace; ethics is gratitude.”9  Let me unpack 
that.  Theology, a description of what God has done, 
can be summed up with one word: grace.  In Christ, 
love has motivated God to give us what we do not 
deserve and to work in our lives in ways that we never 
thought possible.  Ethics, a description of what we do in 
response to God, can then be summed up with one 
word: gratitude.  In fact, the root of the word 
“gratitude” is the word “grace”.  You see, our response 
to what God has already graciously done in our lives, is 
at present graciously doing in our lives, and will one 
day graciously bring about in our lives, must be 
gratitude.  We seek to follow and obey Jesus not out of 
duty or fear, or certainly not out of selfish motives, but 
simply because we are grateful for what he has done for 
us, and promised to do for us.   
 
Just in case we have forgotten, Paul reminds us here in 
the final verses of this passage just what it is that God 
has done for us.  Let me read it to you from Eugene 
Peterson’s paraphrase so you can hear it with fresh ears: 
 

[We thank the Father] who makes us strong 
enough to take part in everything bright and 
beautiful that he has for us.  God rescued us from 
dead-end alleys and dark dungeons. He’s set us up 
in the kingdom of the Son he loves so much, the Son 
who got us out of the pit we were in, got rid of the 
sins we were doomed to keep repeating. 

 
If this is what Jesus has done for you, and what he 
promises to do for you as you endure and keep trusting 
him, should we not live lives marked by gratitude, even 
when things are difficult?  It’s still hard to do, right?  
And that’s why Paul asks God to help us do so.   
 
Knowledge of God’s will.  Lives worthy of the Lord.  
Power to endure.  Lives marked by gratitude.  When we 
take time to pray for ourselves and for others in the 
church, are these the things we pray for?  Last time 
when you were in a gathering with others from the 
church and somebody asked if anybody had any prayer 
requests, did somebody speak up and say, “You know 
what, we need to pray for the whole church, that we all 
would know the will of God.  And we need to pray that 
all of our lives would be lived in a worthy manner that 
brings pleasure to Christ.  Not only that, let’s pray for 
power to endure in the midst of the hardship we are 

8 Matthew 16:24 
9 Cited by F.F. Bruce, The New International Commentary on the New 

Testament: The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians 
(Eerdmans, 1984), 49. 
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facing as a result of living such faithful lives.  And 
before we finish, let’s also ask God to help us be grateful 
no matter what.” 
 
Let’s be honest.  What do we usually pray for in the 
church?  Pay attention to the requests that you and 
others make.  We pray for physical health.  How many 
prayers offered here are for sick people and injured 
people to get better.  We pray for safety, as if what God 
wants for us is to be safe.  We pray for blessing, and we 
define blessing as things going the way we would like 
to see them go.  And we pray for comfort, for God to 
immediately take away anything in our life that is 
causing us hardship or pain.   
 
Don’t misunderstand me.  It’s not that it’s wrong to 
pray for these things, especially for healing for 
ourselves and others, and even for safety and comfort 
and blessing.  We have a Father in heaven who is so 
gracious towards us that he wants us to be honest in 
our prayers and tell him what it is that we want, 
whether or not it’s something he wants to give us.  But 
imagine if God answered all those prayers, made all of 
us physically healthy, kept us and our families all safe 
from harm, and blessed us and kept us comfortable in 
all the ways that we think are best.  If God did all that, 
how exactly would his mission on this earth be 
advanced?  How exactly would others in this world 
come to know his love and grace because of our health, 
safety, comfort and blessing?   
 
By contrast, how might God’s mission be advanced - 
and advanced through us! – if we constantly and fervently 
prayed instead for the whole church to know the will of 
God, to live lives worthy of Christ, to have power to 
endure through hardship, and to be grateful no matter 
what?  Some of you do pray like this.  I know you do.  
What if we all prayed like this?   
 
We are going to be in the letter of Colossians until mid-
June.  If that seems like a long time to you, that’s only 
because you don’t know the treasures that we are going 
to be unearthed along the way.  For this season that we 
are in Colossians, I am going to ask the leadership of 
our church to pray for these things for the church, not 
only the church here at Faith, but for the wider church 
across the world.  I want to invite you to do the same.  
Perhaps in three months we might develop a prayer 
habit that will last us a lifetime.  If that happens, I have 
to imagine there might be no limit to how we see God 
answer these prayers in and through us.  All for his 
delight and for his glory. 
 
Amen.    
 



 


The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage from Colossians 1:9-14 again.  

Pay attention to what sticks out to you.  What do 
you notice first? 
 

2. When you face challenges or obstacles in the church 
or in the Christian life, is your first instinct to pray?  
Why or why not? 

 
3. When you are in groups here at the church, and 

somebody asks for prayer requests, what sorts of 
requests are generally offered? 

 
4. Consider again what Paul asks God for when he 

prays for the church.  Spend a minute trying to 
understand each one.  What exactly is Paul asking 
for here?   

- Knowledge of God’s will 
- Lives worthy of the Lord 
- Power to endure 
- Lives marked by gratitude 
 

5. How does Paul’s list of prayer requests differ from 
the prayer requests we usually offer in and for the 
church?  What can we learn here? 
 

6. Do you believe that we are living lives that are, as 
Paul puts it, “fully pleasing” to the Lord?  How does 
one live such a life? 

 
7. The title of Jeff’s sermon was, “Our Prayer for the 

Church”.  Based on what we have learned here, 
what should our prayer for the church be? 

 
8. Take time as a group praying for Faith 

Presbyterian Church and the church abroad, asking 
God for the things Paul asks for.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A Question for kids and  
adults to answer together. 

 

When we pray for the church, what sorts of things 
should we pray about?     

 


