
Paul’s prayer - grow, know, show
Philippians 1:1-11

One week, a wise old Christian had a visit from two people in his church who 
were desperate for him to pray with them.

The first visitor - let’s call him Brian - came and told the old man, ‘I have a 
friend who’s not a Christian.  I’ve been praying for them for years, that they 
might come to believe in Jesus.  Nothing’s really changed all that time.  Will 
you pray with me?’

The old man was only too happy to pray with his visitor, and he began like 
this: ‘Father God, please help Brian grow up.  Please help him to change, to 
become more like you, Lord Jesus, to  know you more and more, and to love 
you more and more...’

At this point, Brian had opened his eyes, and, concluding that the old man 
had misheard or been confused, gently tapped his shoulder and cut in:

‘Excuse me, but I’m not sure you heard what I was asking you to pray for.  I 
wanted you to pray for my friend, to come to faith in Jesus.’

‘Dear boy,’ smiled the old man, ‘that is precisely what I’m praying for.  If you 
want to see your friend come to faith, then we’d better pray that your life of 
following Jesus looks irresistible.’

Later in the week, another visitor - let’s call her Diane - came and told the old 
man, ‘I’m really struggling just now, and just needed someone to pray for me.  
I’ve lost my job, I’m waiting for medical test results, and one of my friends has 
pulled away from me since I committed my life to Jesus.  Will you pray for 
me?’

Again, the old man was delighted to oblige, and he prayed: ‘Father God, 
please help Diane grow up.  Please help her to know and love you more 
deeply, and to think, speak and live more like Jesus...’

Again, Diane opened her eyes, and again came the tap on the shoulder with 
an, ‘Excuse me, but I wasn’t asking for prayer to  grow spiritually.  That’s not 
my problem.  My problem is unemployment, chronic illness, and broken 
friendship.  Can’t you pray for God to help me with that?’
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‘My dear girl,’ smiled the old man, ‘I am praying for just that thing.  If you are 
to endure all these trials on every side, then we’d better ask God to  help you 
know Him more closely and know His love more deeply today than you did 
yesterday.’

This old man was not a smug, off-the-wall, superspiritual guru who helped 
people to see things differently.  He was just a Christian who’d followed Jesus 
for many long years, and had read and understood his New Testament.

There are forty four of Paul’s prayers recorded for us in the Bible.  Only one 
of those prayers is for unbelievers to put their faith in Jesus - Romans 10:1.  
Only once, in 2 Corinthians 12:8, Paul mentions asking God to take away a 
difficulty in his life.

There is an instruction in 1 Timothy 2:1 that prayers be made for rulers and 
authorities.  And all the other prayers he offers are for himself and his fellow 
Christians to grow spiritually - in knowing, loving and serving God.

Like Brian, Paul wanted to  see others come to faith in Jesus.  Like Diane, 
Paul suffered more in life than those around him.  But here in Philippians 
1:1-11, the first things Paul wants to thank God for and to ask of God, are to 
do with the growing faith of those already following Jesus.

Question - What is the biggest focus of your prayers of request?

First of all, in vv.3-8, Paul gives thanks to God for these fellow Christians.  
How much do you thank God for the people you’re sitting with just now?

Many of us, if we remember to thank God at all, are thanking Him for 
something good that happened today, or perhaps for saying yes to something 
that we’ve asked Him about for ages.  It is good and right to thank God for all 
that we recognise He has given us - but we can forget very easily that He has 
given us one another to share faith and life with.

Paul’s constant theme of thanks in his prayers is for his fellow Christians.  
You get the sense from vv.3-4 that he doesn’t just say thanks in passing 
every now and then, but that he is regularly expressing thanks to God in his 
day by day prayers for this young church.

Paul is thankful to God that this church, this community of people, believes in 
Jesus too, through God’s work in their life.  v.6 expresses confidence in God, 
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that what He has started to do in the lives of these people Paul is writing to, 
He will see through to completion.

Wherever you are on your journey of faith in Jesus in this young church we 
share together, I am thankful for you.  Paul’s prayers have taught me to give 
God that thanks day by day.

I am thankful for those of you who have been Christians for years and for 
decades, whose maturity in faith blesses us with compassionate love, 
inspiring example, wise leadership, and steadying my course when my faith is 
bashed by my doubt or my sin or even just my tiredness.

I am thankful for those of you who are young in faith, filled with a thirst for 
God’s Word that makes me want to  read it more too, full of excitement about 
God and how He’s at work in your life, keen to tell others about the life we 
have in Jesus Christ, and eager to  give so much of yourself to serve Him and 
bless us.

I am thankful for those of you who are discovering faith in Jesus or coming 
back to hearing His voice in your life - for the openness and honesty you 
afford that makes me want to be open and humble about my life too, for the 
questions that keep faith fresh and real, and for the vulnerability you are 
willing to show to have your life opened up and turned around, something that 
makes me want to open myself more to God’s leading and transforming too.

And I am confident that He who began a good work in each of you, as He has 
in me, will bring this work to completion through our lifetimes, and for eternity.

Paul is not only grateful for these Philippians believing in Jesus, just as he 
does.  He’s grateful for their partnership in the gospel, v.5 tells us.  Not only 
do they share a life of faith in Jesus in common, but they share the mission of 
making Jesus Christ known to others, too.

I am grateful to God for the partnership that we share as a church.  For all of 
the time and service that I think every person here gives, for all the money 
that you give away for the sake of enabling this church to reach people with 
the good news of Jesus Christ, for all the conversations that I hear about you 
sharing with friends and family and neighbours and customers, I thank God 
that you are here, doing what you’re doing for the gospel.

Silent reflection - Look around the room, and take a moment to thank God for 
the things you’re thankful for about the faith of the people you see.
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What do most people ask of God?  Isn’t it usually about immediate 
circumstances in the lives of themselves or others?  That I might pass this 
exam, that he might get well soon, that she might get that job...  None of 
these prayers are wrong!  They are all things that we should bring to our 
Father, who cares about every detail of our lives.

Philippians 4:6-7 encourages us to pray about every detail of our 
circumstances: ‘Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by 
prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the 
peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and 
minds in Christ Jesus.’

For those who are ‘in Christ Jesus’ - followers of Jesus - the opposite of worry 
is prayer.  You can uselessly fret and fritter time and energy on worry, or you 
can fruitfully spend time and energy on prayer.  Worrying is something you do 
when you are alone with your thoughts; prayer is something you do when you 
know you are never alone.

But if all we’re asking God for is help for the week ahead, then we’re missing 
out on praying for Kingdom building things as a priority, as the Lord’s Prayer 
taught us last week.

Paul prays for Kingdom building things in the lives of the Philippian 
Christians.  Having thanked God in vv.3-8 for their faith in Jesus and 
partnership in sharing it; he now asks God for more.  He prays for their 
spiritual growth in v.9, and he explains why he’s seeking that from God in vv.
10-11.

Paul asks of God first of all in v.9 that the Philippian Christians may grow in 
love.  The word translated ‘abound’ has the idea of overflowing, ever-
increasing - a love that never stops growing.  Paul’s asking God to  give these 
people a love for God and a love for others that is always growing and 
increasing.

How does that happen?  Through ‘knowledge and depth of insight.’  
Knowledge here is talking about not only understanding something about 
God, but experiencing a relationship with God.  If I was to  ask you, ‘Do you 
know Barak Obama?’ I’m pretty sure that all of you would say ‘no.’  Many of 
you will have read his biography.  So you know about him.  But you don’t 
know Him.
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If I was to  ask you, ‘Do you know God?...’  Some of us know about God, 
because we’ve read the Bible, been to  church - but we’ve never known Him, 
never loved Him.  Knowing and loving God go together, and grow together.  
We’ll love God more, and others with God’s love, as we get to know God 
more - through prayer, Scripture, and sharing life with God’s people.

The phrase ‘depth of insight’ translates the Greek, ‘all wisdom.’  It’s talking 
about an ability to  make good, sound moral judgements.  The more we know 
and love God, the wiser we are about how to live out our lives, conduct our 
relationships, make our choices. 

There are three points to  praying for this spiritual growth, which Paul gives us 
in vv.10-11.  There’s a result that affects their own lives, a result that affects 
those who are looking at their lives, and a result for God.

The benefit for the Christians themselves is that they will be ‘able to  discern 
what is best.’  Their growing spiritual wisdom helps them make good choices 
for life under God’s good guidance.

You know how, very often, life is not black and white?  Sometimes there are 
clear choices between right and wrong, but other times, you’re choosing 
between things that are, well, fine either way.  But Paul desires for these 
Christians that in times like that, they won’t just choose what is okay, but what 
is best.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with eating, sleeping, drinking, watching TV, 
spending time on Facebook or Twitter, exercising, working, going out, staying 
in, seeing the guys, seeing the girls, seeing the other half, spending time with 
followers of Jesus, spending time with people who don’t follow Jesus, playing 
golf, going to the gym, going to the prayer meeting, not going to the prayer 
meeting, choosing this film instead of that one, having a takeaway, and a 
hundred other choices day by day...

But what’s best?  Paul’s prayer is that a growing knowledge and love of God, 
a closer syncing between Jesus Christ’s heartbeat and ours, will deepen our 
discernment about the choices we make, big and small, week by week and 
year by year, so that we’re living life to the full - just the way God made us to 
be.

The best thing we can do to help one another with the choices before us, is to 
pray for each other’s spiritual growth in following Jesus Christ.
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Paul, whose heart for other people coming to believe in Jesus Christ must 
have been bigger than any of ours, has another goal in mind as he prays for 
Christians to grow spiritually - that we ‘may be pure and blameless until the 
day of Christ...’ (v.10).  This isn’t praying with the expectation that we’ll never 
mess up again.  But it is praying that we’ll mess up less and less - in a way 
that others notice.

The word translated blameless is literally, ‘without stumbling,’ or, ‘without 
being a stumbling block.’  As we grow as Christians, we stumble less, and we 
give less opportunity for those watching our lives to  stumble from the idea of 
believing in Christ, on account of our old ways of sinning and tripping over in 
our walk with God.

Paul goes on in v.11, seeking that these Christians might be ‘...filled with the 
fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ.’  So it’s not just that 
as we grow as Christians, we give people less reasons to be put off by us.  
We give people good reasons to want to worship our God with us!

More and more, there is fruit that comes from our growth, something that 
looks good enough for people to want to  take hold of and ask where this good 
stuff comes from.  Then we tell them, it’s not of our making; as the verse 
says, it comes through Jesus Christ.

It could be the way we speak or listen to people, our attitude to the suffering 
we’re enduring, our active response to advocate for the oppressed or 
marginalised, the welcome we show, the hope and joy in our eyes - if all of 
that is present, and is actually growing - that makes the gospel look like good 
news.

To put it another way, the more we grow, the clearer we show, the truth and 
love of Jesus Christ.  This is Paul’s great tactic as a missionary - yes, you can 
pray for people to believe in Jesus, but Paul spends his time praying for the 
Christians around them to  grow in Christlikeness so that their witness 
brightens, and people who don’t follow Jesus yet start to want to.

Paul prayed for these Christians, because it was their lives, their 
relationships, and their conversations and conduct which were going to make 
the gospel known in Philippi, and in Rome, in Thessalonica, in Colossae.

I pray for you to grow in the knowledge and love of God because it’s your 
lives and relationships and conversations and conduct which will make the 
gospel known in the office, amongst customers, in your homes and families, 
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at school, at nursery, in the care home, in the hospice, in the courtroom, in 
the hotel, in the prison, in the hospital, in the art club, amongst the Scouts, at 
Highland Council...

And you can pray for me to  grow in the knowledge and love of God because 
my life and my relationships, conversations and conduct will bring the gospel 
to others in my home, amongst my friends, and in some of the unique ways I 
meet people.

The best thing we can do if we desire to  see others come to life in Jesus, is to 
pray for spiritual growth for the Christians around them.

Finally, at the end of v.11, there is this ultimate goal for Paul’s prayer: ‘...to the 
glory and praise of God.’  If we are growing deeper in love with God, if we 
look more like Jesus today than we did yesterday, if our lives start to light up 
the sky around us to show people that following Jesus is wonderful and life-
saving, if we are being renewed and recreated by God’s Holy Spirit at work 
within us, all of that brings greater glory to God.

The best thing we can do if we desire to see God glorified and praised, is to 
pray for the spiritual growth of ourselves and our fellow Christians.

That’s why the wise old Christian prayed the way he did for Brian and Diane.  
He prayed for the things that God has shown make an eternal difference in 
sharing our faith and in coping with our circumstances.

That’s why, if I tell you that I’m praying for you, you shouldn’t take it as a 
sentimental platitude.  Instead you should watch out for the growing pains of 
your faith in Jesus getting bigger, bolder and brighter; for you to live life more 
fully, for those around you to see Jesus more clearly, and for God to be 
glorified all the more.

And that’s why, if you tell me that you’re praying for me, I’ll brace myself with 
expectancy in my heart for all of that to happen in my life, too.  We are not yet 
what we ought to be.  But by the grace of God, we are not what we were.  We 
have grown in Christ Jesus.  Now let’s pray for more.
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