
Philippians 1:9-11 
Introduction
I brought two bibles into the pulpit with me this morning. One is my bible that I typically 
preach from.  It’s a Christian Standard Bible, a translation that has only been in production 
for a little over a year.  It’s a revision of the Holman Christian Standard Bible that is focused 
on balancing faithfulness and clarity.  It manages to be extremely reliable in terms on 
conveying the meaning of the original text while at the same time maintaining on average a 
7th grade reading level.  We’re looking to replace all of our pew Bibles, the black ones in 
front of you that are a mix of NIV and KJV with CS Bibles in the days ahead.  Don’t feel like 
you need to run out an buy a CSB.  Our desire is that you have a Bible that you are 
comfortable with and that you can read and understand on your own.  If you don’t have that, 
the CSB is a good choice. . .but so is the ESV and the NASB and many others.  I’ll typically 
preach from the CSB but there will be times when other translations help us to understand a 
particular text more clearly and in those times I’ll rely on them.

The second bible I have with me this morning is more important to me.  It’s a King James 
Version, which is a translation I haven’t read frequently in a number of years.  It’s important 
to me not because of what it is, but because of whose it is.  Or was.  This was my dad’s bible 
that he read almost everyday for the last 10-15 years of his life when he was able.  The bible 
itself is no different, but the personal notes and markings inside it are invaluable to me. Dad 
went home to be wit the Lord in January of 2015.  I can’t hear his voice anymore but I can 
look back and see his thoughts recorded in the margins of this book.  He had the peculiar 
habit of writing down the dates that he read passages of scripture.  He’d record other little 
personal things and I cherish this book more than any other book I own.  It gives me a look 
into his heart and mind that I didn’t even have when he was alive.  I get to have a window 
into some of his deepest thoughts on Scripture and that is precious to me.  
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The text we are studying this morning gives us that same precious look into the life of the 
Apostle Paul.  We’re in our third week of a series in his letter to the Philippians.  We have 
seen so far how Paul writes as a servant to those set apart for the work of God at Philippi.  
He has a deep and sincere love for them—a Christlike love according to verse 8.  His love 
fuels his joy in life, despite the fact he’s writing while imprisoned and likely awaiting his own 
execution.  That joy is rooted in the perseverance of the Philippians’ faith and their 
partnership together in the ministry of the gospel.

This morning Paul pulls back the curtain for us.  He’s expressed his affection now he’s going 
to tell us exactly what he’s praying for these people that he loves so dearly.

Today’s Text
Philippians 1:9 And I pray this: that your love will keep on growing in knowledge and 
every kind of discernment, 10 so that you may approve the things that are superior 
and may be pure and blameless in the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of 
righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ to the glory and praise of God.

Paul is giving the Philippians the content of his prayers.  You may have had people share 
with you before that they’re praying for you but Paul takes it a step further and shares what 
he’s praying for this group of believers that he loves so dearly.  We have insight into private 
personal prayer life of perhaps the most impactful follower of Christ ever to live.  Needless to 
say, we should cherish these words God has preserved for us in Scripture.  We should be 
thankful for them and know that there is much we can learn from them.  Paul doesn’t speak 
of any physical need, nor does he mention his own personal circumstances or the hardships 
that the Philippians may be facing.  His prayer addresses this church’s need for continued 
spiritual growth.

I do believe us to be a praying church.  In fact I believe we are really, really good at lifting up 
one another’s physical needs.  We are even good, I think, at praying for those we know and 
love who are spiritually lost.  I’ve met a number of you who are burdened for loved ones who 
don’t know the Lord.  I appreciate that we are a church that prays, but we are a church that 
has a lot of room to grow in the way that we pray for one another to grow spiritually.  And we 
are also a church that can continue to grow in the very things that Paul prays for the 
Philippians.  Paul’s prayer has a timeless nature to it in that these things are specific to his 
heart for the Philippians but the words we just read are desperately needed today in my life 
and in your life.
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In fact I’m going to go ahead and let you in on the application.  Generally, we’ll open up the 
text and talk about what it means and then how that applies to our lives.  Today I want to 
start with the application and ask that you’d be considering it as we walk through this text 
together.  Our application today is two simple questions:
What should I pray for myself?
What should I pray for my church?
That’s it.  
What should I pray for myself?
What should I pray for my church?  Not this building, but these people.  This spiritual family 
to which you belong.  Paul is giving us a model here and I hope we are able to apply it both 
today and in the days ahead for our good and God’s glory.

Grow in Love
Let’s dig into this prayer and see how that is true.  Paul essentially prayed over the 
Philippians in two areas, their character and their conduct.

Character to Grow in Love
Through Knowledge
Through Discernment

and in their Conduct to
Be Wise
Be Pure
Be Blameless
Be Filled
Be Glorifying

Now, the terms character and conduct are me.  Not Paul.  You could legitimately outline 
Paul’s prayer in a number of ways.  I want us to remember this prayer to I have broken it 
down in a way that I think is the simplest and easiest to digest.

Paul wants their love to grow in two ways—in knowledge and in discernment—so that they 
can approve superior things, be pure and blameless and be filled with with he fruit of 
righteousness all to the glory and praise of God.
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Paul is asking God to build their character in love as they grow in knowledge and 
discernment and the other five things he prays for are really bi-products.  As your love grows 
in knowledge and discernment—these other five things will naturally occur.
That’s the structure of his prayer and that will be the structure of our message.  This prayer 
also sets the stage for the rest of the letter.  He comes back to the theme of love later in 
chapter 1 and in the opening of chapters 2 & 4.  He speaks of purity again in 2:15, 
fruitfulness in 1:22, the day of Christ in chapter 3 and is likely alluding to conflict he’ll bring up 
in chapter 4 when he prays for them to have discernment.  There is a lot packed into these 
three verses.

Let’s start with love.  
Paul starts by saying I am praying right now that your love will keep on growing.  Paul knows 
that they already have love in their lives.  He’s seen evidence of the Holy Spirit at work in 
them as we talked about last week.  This love that Paul speaks of is another marker, another 
assurance that the Holy Spirit is at work.  Romans 5:5 tells us This hope will not 
disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit who was given to us.

This is the love that Paul is speaking of here.  We need to make that determination because 
the word love is, in my opinion, the most overused and least understood word in our 
language today.  I can love my wife and I can love french fries.  There’s a vast gulf of 
meaning when it comes to love in our language.  So when we talk about love in the context 
of Philippians 1:9 we need to make sure we are specific.  Typical love in our culture is cheap.  
By that I mean that it costs the giver very little.  You can love someone, but when they stop 
meeting your needs you move onto the next person.  

The love that Paul speaks of is anything but cheap.  There were a number of Greek words 
that meant love and Paul could have used any of them.  But the one he used here involves 
great risk and great cost.   Paul used the same word when he referred to God’s love in 
Romans 5:8: But God proves his own love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us.  That’s the love Paul is praying for in the lives of the Philippians.  It’s not a 
brotherly love, a friendly love, or a romantic love there’s a different word for all those things.  
Paul is praying that they will grow in a love that gives without expecting anything in return.  
John spoke about love the same way, using the very same word in 1 John 3:16 This is how 
we have come to know love: He laid down his life for us. We should also lay down our 
lives for our brothers and sisters. 
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Paul is praying that the Philippians will grow in a love that places others before self.  A love 
that is willing to die that others may live.  That’s the love that Paul is praying will grow within 
the Philippian church.  It’s also the love we should be praying will grow within one another 
here at FBC.  Ligon Duncan once preached about the love spoken of in this passage.  
He said, “Love is a hallmark of the true knowledge of God, of the experience of His 
grace, of the experience of His love. If you have really known God's radical life-
transforming love, you will manifest something of that love in your life in your 
relationships with others.”1

This is a hard word.  It’s hard to love in a way that is self-sacrificing—that puts others first.  
But I have good news.  You already have it.  So did they.  Read carefully—Paul writes I pray 
this: that your love will keep on growing.  Because of the gift of the Holy Spirit (Romans 5:5) 
these believers already had this love in their lives. It may have been in seed form, but it was 
there and it needed to grow.  It’s the same with you, if you belong to Christ.  You have the 
capacity to love in a way that puts others first even to the point of your own death because 
the Holy Spirit is at work in your life.  

We need to pause here and note that this love is only possible because of the gospel.  
The gospel is the good news that God has redeemed and reconciled to Himself a 
broken creation and fallen humans from Satan, sin, and their effects.  He has 
accomplished this work through the life, substitutionary death, resurrection, and 
future return of His Son Jesus Christ by the power of His Holy Spirit for His own glory 
and our joy.2

Paul’s prayer in these verses is only possible because of the gospel.  We were separated 
from God because of our sin and had earned death for ourselves. God sent His son to live 
the perfect life we couldn’t, die in our place, and then raised Him back to life and seated Him 
at His right hand.  Jesus now acts as our mediator with the Father.  And He has sent His 
Holy Spirit empower us to produce the fruit that comes with this new life He won for us.

 https://www.fpcjackson.org/resource-library/sermons/fighting-for-joy-growing-in-humility-knowing-christ-and-the-1

peace-that-passes-understanding-a-study-of-philippians-4-love-abounding

  Adapted from The Village Church’s gospel statement found at https://www.tvcresources.net/resource-library/2 2

articles/what-is-the-gospel
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Paul experienced that new life for the first time on the road to Damascus as he was on his 
way to persecute the followers of Jesus.  Acts 16 records for us the first of the Philippian 
believers experiencing God’s love.  And God is still at work saving people today—redeeming 
for himself a people set apart for His purposes and His glory.  If you’ve never experienced 
God’s saving love—what we talk about today will be foreign to you.  But it doesn’t have to be.  
You can acknowledge you’re a sinner in need of a Savior and God—in His grace—will give 
you the faith to cry out to Him and be saved.  When God saves you He gifts you His love 
through the Holy Spirit.

Paul says we need to cultivate that love.  He’s praying that the love of the Philippians will 
grow in two ways.  

Growing Your Love in Knowledge
First, he prays their love will keep on growing in knowledge.  By knowledge, Paul doesn’t just 
mean information.  We can know a great deal of things that don’t increase our Christlike love 
in any way.  There’s someone here who could tell me who started at shortstop for the World 
Champion St. Louis Cardinals in 1982. . . but I don’t think that’s the knowledge Paul is talking 
about.  There’s nothing wrong with that knowledge, it’s just irrelevant to our growth in love.  
The NASB translates this verse as growing in “true knowledge” which is a translation that 
captures well what Paul has in view. It’s knowledge of the truth, knowledge of God.
Without the knowledge of God there can be no love—because God himself is love.  1 John 
4:7-8 Dear friends, let us love one another, because love is from God, and everyone 
who loves has been born of God and knows God. The one who does not love does not 
know God, because God is love.
Love and knowledge go hand-in-hand.  The more we know God the more we understand 
God’s love and the more we love Him in return.  We gather here and we open this book so 
that we learn more of God and love Him more perfectly.  Paul says as much to Timothy in 1 
Tim 1:5 Now the goal of our instruction is love that comes from a pure heart, a good 
conscience, and a sincere faith. That, too, should be the goal of your own personal time in 
the Word.  Know His truth so that we can better know Him and better love Him.

There is a practicality to Paul’s words here that I’m really thankful for.  Living the Christian life 
is difficult.  The more knowledge we have of God the more our love for Him will direct the 
way that we carry on this life day-to-day.  Tony Merida writes: “In our day people want to 
separate knowledge of God’s Word from love. Love today is more associated with 
tolerance and feelings than with truth and righteousness. Many operate by “If it feels 
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right, then it’s acceptable.” If you try to correct someone, then you are labeled as 
intolerant and therefore unloving. But love must be tied to truth for it to be truly, 
distinctly Christian love. When the Bible rubs against your preferences, who wins?”3

The knowledge Paul is writing about leads to discernment.  That’s how we know the 
difference between our preferences and God’s precepts.  We have to know God’s precepts—
his truth revealed in Scripture—so that we can understand how to apply that truth in our day-
to-day.  That’s discernment.

Growing Your Love in Discernment
Discernment is how you wield the truth that God has taught you in love. It’s the outgrowth of 
your love—both for God and people—coupled with your knowledge of God that lead you to 
live a life of discernment.  It’s Christian common sense.  Your theology—what you believe to 
be true about God—cannot be divorced from your practical way of living.  The love in your 
life and your knowledge of God must dictate the way that you live your life and the decisions 
you make.  Discernment is a quality that I’d say the vast majority of Christians lack today and 
it must either grow from a lack of knowledge or a lack of love.  Usually, it’s some sort of 
deficiency in both.

I can give you a practical example.  The Evangelical Christian Publishers Association keeps 
track of the best selling Christian books in the country.   Last year, they published a list of the 4

top 100.  Now, I’m not going to name specific books or specific authors from the pulpit.  I 
don’t personally know any of the authors on the list and wouldn’t want to disparage them by 
attacking their works publicly without them having an opportunity to respond.  If you want to 
ask specific questions about specific books in private I’ll be happy to share my opinion—
which I hope to be discerning.  But among the top-10 best selling books last year in Christian 
book stores were a novel that denies the nature of the Trinity; a pair of books on Christian 
living from an author who denies the sufficiency of Scripture and claims to be communicating 
divine revelation—something the church as a whole has deemed heresy since the close of 
the New Testament.  Two of the books in the top-10 are fine books written by reality TV stars 
but have little content that will actually bring you closer to Jesus Christ and one book on the 
list is literally a joke book.

 Merida, Tony; Chan, Francis. Exalting Jesus in Philippians (Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary) (Kindle 3

Locations 1004-1007). B&H Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 

 http://christianbookexpo.com/bestseller/all.php?id=BO174
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This is evidence that people in our country who claim to be Christians generally lack the 
ability to wield the truth that God has taught us through Scripture.  There is an alarming lack 
of discernment within the Christian population as a whole.  Paul prayed the Philippians would 
have discernment and we should pray the same for one another.
We need discernment, Paul continues in 1:10, so that we may approve the things that are 
superior. 

Paul transitions here.   He prays for their love to keep on growing in knowledge and every 
kind of discernment.  Why?  So that our conduct may glorify the Lord.  His prayer is 
essentially that as you love grows through knowledge and discernment that these five things 
become true.  And these five things only become true as your love grows in knowledge and 
discernment.
Character - Growth in Love

Through Knowledge
Through Discernment

Conduct —
Be Wise
Be Pure
Be Blameless
Be Filled
Be Glorifying

Be Wise
We need discernment so that we can understand the things that really matter.  We need 
discernment to make right choices—which is what he means by approving things that are 
superior here.  Paul borrows a term here that was generally used for testing the purity of 
metals.  He wants the Philippians to grow in love so that they can establish the right priorities 
for ordering their lives.  

He’s not talking about the difference in right and wrong here.  It’s the difference between 
good and best.  It’s the ability to set proper value on things.  When we have love that has 
grown through knowledge and discernment we will be able to have the discipline to devote 
ourselves to matters of the highest importance.  You’ll spend your time on things that are 
worth it.  Your time is a valuable commodity.  Paul writes in Ephesians 5:15-16 Pay careful 
attention, then, to how you live—not as unwise people but as wise—making the most 
of the time, because the days are evil. 
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So what things are superior? Things of eternal importance.  We don’t have a great deal of 
time to spend here, so let me just put it this way.  We need to be able to approve what is 
superior as we spend our time, our talent, and our treasure.  Those are the only things that 
you have.  Every resource that you have falls into one of those three categories.  And they’re 
all limited—but you have all of them.

You may want to push back on that.  You may say, “I understand the time and talent thing, 
but I preacher I ain’t got no treasure.” It’s easy to feel that way, but with wisdom and 
discernment comes perspective.  We need to realize where we are at when it comes to our 
wealth.  Just by virtue of being in this room this morning you are wealthy.  You may not think 
so when you look around or when you look at your bank account at the end of the month.  
But you’re among the richest people on the planet.  A website called globalrichlist.com was 
created to raise awareness about the global situation when it comes to wealth and poverty.  
The use the most up-to-date statistics available from the world bank show you where you 
stand globally when it comes to income. If you are at the Federal Poverty Level for a family 
of four, you’re among the 98th percentile of richest people in the world.   That means you’re 5

richer than 98 percent of the people walking around on this planet.  You have treasure.  And 
you’re using it somehow.  You also have time and talent.    

We need to be conscious of how we are spending the three resources that God has given 
us.   As you spend your time, make use of your talents, and invest your treasure—are they 
making an eternal impact?

It’s easy for us to go through life and never think through these things.  One preacher tells 
the story of an airline pilot who came over that little loudspeaker that you can never really 
understand with bad news.  He said, “Folks, we have some bad news and some good news.  
The bad news is that we have lost all navigational controls and have no idea where we are 
going.  The good news is that we’ve picked up a tailwind and we’re making great time.”
That’s how some of us live.  We don’t know really know what the purpose is of making it from 
Monday morning through Friday afternoon but we’re going to do it.

A growing love leads us to evaluate how we’re spending our lives.

 http://www.globalrichlist.com/#na5
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John MacArthur said, “Christian character at its highest level is a divinely implanted and 
growing love, controlled by truth and wisdom that is therefore pursuing, with its discernment 
and discrimination, what is most excellent.”6

Be Pure and Blameless
It’s that pursuit of excellence that leads to purity and blamelessness. A growing love leads to 
wisdom and a growing love leads to purity and blamelessness.  We’ll take these two together 
because they’re together in the text.

What does it mean to be pure? It’s translated sincerity in some places. It means to be on the 
outside what you are on the inside.  Your actions are consistent with your convictions.  As 
your love grows, enhanced by knowledge and discernment you’ll know how to act wisely, 
and that wisdom empowers you to lead a life consistent with your convictions so that you can 
be blameless.

The word for blameless in our text is only used by Paul elsewhere in 1 Corinthians 10:32 
when he’s exhorting the church there to not offend others in the way they conduct 
themselves.

Paul wants the Philippians to be both wise and pure in their conduct so that will not cause 
others falter in their faith. He wants them to be of people with a reputation worthy of their 
calling.  Why?  Not for the other people . . .but for their own sake—in the day of Christ.  This 
little phrase—in the day of Christ—pushes us to read this with an eye toward the future.  
Why do all of this stuff?  It’s hard.  Why grow in love? Why not just live in whatever mood 
strikes us at the moment?  Because there is a day coming when we will stand before our 
Savior.  And Paul wants the Philippians and us to stand there filled with the fruit of 
righteousness that comes through Jesus himself.  

Be Filled
What’s the fruit of righteousness? 
It’s the result of the life Paul is praying for his people.  James 3:18 uses the same phrase to 
refer to the good works that are produced by God’s righteousness in a  believer’s life.  It’s the 
natural outgrowth of the other things we are talking about.  If you’re growing in love through 
knowledge and discernment which lead to right choices, purity, and blamelessness, you will 
bare the fruit of righteous living and when you do that God is glorified.

https://www.gty.org/library/sermons-library/50-6/essentials-for-growth-in-godliness-part-26
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Be Glorifying
That’s what Paul closes with: all these things work together for the glory and praise of God.  
That’s the very reason that we are here.  1 Corinthians 10:31 So, whether you eat or drink, or 
whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God.
Puritan author Thomas Watson reminds us that “The glory of God is a silver thread which 
must run through all our actions. Everything works to some end in things natural and 
artificial; now, man being a rational creature, must propose some end to himself, and 
that should be, that he may lift up God in the world.”7

Church, that’s why we’re here.  We were created, the universe was created, to glorify God.  
Paul understood that, which is why he writes later on in chapter 1 of Philippians (20) My 
eager expectation and hope is that I will not be ashamed about anything, but that now as 
always, with all courage, Christ will be highly honored in my body, whether by life or by 
death. 21 For me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.

I don’t want to spoil that passage because we’ll get there soon, but it means that his greatest 
passion in life is that Christ would be seen as great—magnified is the meaning of the word 
there.  So if he lives, Christ is magnified as Paul grows in love.  When he dies, Christ is 
magnified because Paul is united with God for eternity thanks to Christ’s finished work.  
If we take on the characteristics that Paul prays in Philippians 1:9-11—we’ll glorify Christ in 
our lives and we’ll glorify Him in our deaths.  That’s our goal.  

So back to the question I asked at the outset:
What should I pray for myself?
What should I pray for my church?
The answer is really the same, isn’t it?  Paul gives us the template here.  Paul is praying the 
things that we all need, no matter where we are at in our walk.  And Paul prays them with 
passion for his friends at Philippi.

I want to offer a word of caution here.  There is danger in preaching this passage and the 
danger is that you could hear this and walk away thinking that you need to try harder.  If 
that’s the takeaway this morning, I’m sorry.  I haven’t communicated well enough.  If you 
hear this message and walk away thinking you need to try harder you are going to be 
frustrated.  Maybe you’ve been trying really hard and you already are frustrated.  Paul’s 
prayer isn’t a prayer of burden, it’s a prayer of freedom.  This isn’t a task list, it’s a prayer list.  

 http://www.preceptaustin.org/philippians_19-177
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Paul is praying that God would make these things true in the Philippians.  We can’t hear a 
prayer and walk away thinking “I can” because the heart of prayer is that “I can’t.”  

Paul couldn’t produce spiritual fruit in the Philippians.  I can’t produce it in you, and you can’t 
produce it in yourself.  It has to be done by a movement of the Holy Spirit.  As the Holy Spirit 
moves, we are responsible to respond in obedience, the Bible makes personal responsibility 
for our own actions clear. . .but please don’t walk away thinking it’s time to pull yourself up by 
your bootstraps.  

We should be passionate about seeing these characteristics come alive in us and in those 
we love.  We must be reliant on the Holy Spirit to make it happen.

We have been given an inside look at Paul’s prayer life. Let’s learn from that look.
We’re good at praying for physical needs, especially good at praying for desperate physical 
needs.  I want to commend you for that.  I pray that we become a church steeped in praying 
this prayer for one another.  And encouraging one another as we see these traits growing.  
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