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Text 
And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 

10 
so 

that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 
11 

filled 

with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ-- to the glory and praise of God. 

 

Introduction 

 I’m a new dad so I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately about parenting.  A few 

months ago a book title caught my eye and I ordered it.  This past week I’ve been reading 

it and it’s really gotten me thinking.  It’s called The Danger of Raising Nice Kids: 

Preparing Our Children To Change Their World.
1
  Any parent naturally wants what’s 

best for his or her children.  This is especially true as Christian parents.  We want to raise 

good kids.  The problem is: the good is often the enemy of the best; we confuse what’s 

best with merely being “nice.”  We’re obsessed with producing “nice” kids – kids that 

don’t smoke, don’t swear, get good grades, dress fashionably but not slutty, and excel in 

multiple extracurricular activities.  We sacrifice so that our children can have braces 

which, as the author of the book puts it, may produce a nice smile on the exterior but the 

inside – the heart – may be warped and ugly.
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 It’s easy to succumb to.  I’ve often thought before that if I had a son I’d be having 

him on a strict regimen of push-ups and sit-ups by the time he was one.  He’d be an 

athletic prodigy.  I’ve remarked, half jokingly half seriously, of teaching my kids Greek 

at the age of three and getting them a Latin tutor when they turn five.  I want to make 

them brilliant – the next C.S. Lewis.  We all think this way at times.  Parents want what’s 

best for their children, but we often fail to discern what is really the best.  It’s not 

ultimately about exterior symbols of status or superficial standards of success.  It’s not 

about being “nice.”  There’s something more; something that lasts for eternity.  It’s about 

raising kids with Christ-like character who will give their lives wholeheartedly to Christ’s 

cause.  And this often will look quite different than what we initially think of as a “nice,” 

Christian life. 

 God the Father wants what’s best for his children.  He wants us to be able to 

discern the messages we receive from our culture, to sift through the junk, to refuse to 

settle for being “nice” on the outside, but instead be people who with biblical wisdom can 

see through the fog of sin that has settled on our world and see eternity and Jesus waiting 

for us and be filled with the fruit of righteousness.  Churches shouldn’t just be about 
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manufacturing “nice” Christians with “nice” marriages, “nice” kids, “nice” clothes.  This 

is what Paul prays against for the Philippians in today’s text. What I believe God wants to 

say to all of us today is just this: don’t settle for second best.  Don’t settle for being 

“nice.”  “Nice” won’t ultimately cut it.  Don’t settle for second best. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Growing Love 

 We’ve seen Paul start off this letter by identifying himself and his recipients; by 

extending a heartfelt greeting to the church in Philippi; by telling them that he thanks 

God for them profusely, with joy and with confidence because God was at work in them.  

Then last week we saw Paul briefly defend this exuberant assertion of his – he had them 

in his heart; he longed for them with the affection of Jesus.  In today’s text Paul refers 

back to v. 4 and unpacks for his readers more specifically what it is that he prays for 

them. 

 “And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more” (v. 9a).  Paul 

had just been talking about his love that overflowed for them.  Now he says that he prays 

that they too may be people who overflow with love.  Love for whom?  Love for God?  

Love for other Christians?  Love for the lost?  Yes!  The object of love here is 

unspecified.  Paul is praying that they would be people who just bubble over with this 

quality called love to anyone and everyone; that they would be lovers.  Paul says 

elsewhere in another letter that love is the chief Christian virtue.  It outranks faith and 

hope (1Cor. 13:13).  It’s first on the list of spiritual fruit in Galatians 5:22.  It is the 

ultimate mark of Christian maturity. 

 Now it has already been insinuated that the Philippians loved Paul deeply (cf. v. 

7).  They loved the gospel too, and desired to see others experience it; they had given 

their lives to this mission.  So they had begun to be filled with this supernatural 

commodity called love.  But Paul prays that they may continue to grow in love; that it 

may overflow still more and more.  He prays for progress in love.  Again, it’s a process.  

The Christian life is a process of going deeper and deeper into your realization of Christ’s 

love for you and having that love take over more and more of your heart so that you 

become more and more of a loving person. 

Yet the natural pull is to grow more and more cynical, more and more jaded with 

life, isn’t it?  The sting of rejection, the disappointments of life make us more and more 

guarded.  Young lovers grow into bitter, old people.  How many old people do you know 

this to be the case with? 

 Paul prays for God to reverse the trend, to turn the tide of cynicism in these 

Christians and make them people who get better with age, for the flavor of love to 

permeate and season their life more and more.  What about you?  Are you growing in 

love?  Are you a more loving person today than you were 5 years ago?  Do you feel the 

scope of your love expanding to include more and more people?  Are you seeing deeper 

into your heart and the unloving motivations that are there and confessing them and 

asking for God’s help with them?  Are you taking steps to combat the individualism, 

Stoicism, idealism, and narcissism that we discussed last week that get in the way of us 

being people who love? 
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 Now all this love talk makes me feel a bit like Mr. and Mrs. Focker from the 

sequel to Meet the Parents.  It sounds a little hippy-ish/New Agey.  But that’s why Paul 

adds the qualifying phrase – “in knowledge and depth of insight” (v. 9b).  That word 

there for knowledge is not just the standard word for knowledge.  It says “real 

knowledge” (NASB).  It has an intensifier attached in the Greek and when it’s used like 

this elsewhere in the NT it describes knowledge of God, knowledge of ultimate reality.  

Paul’s not just praying for some kind of lovey-dovey, touchy-feely love.  He’s praying 

for love that’s informed by real knowledge – biblical love; love that’s not fluffy, but love 

that’s substantial and theologically grounded.  I can think of dozens of songs that talk 

about love (“What the world needs now, is love, sweet love…” “All you need is 

love…”), but the love the Beatles had in mind was not love informed by real knowledge.  

It wasn’t defined by a God who is love (cf. 1Jn. 4:8, 16) and who demonstrated his love 

for us in sending his Son to die for sins (cf. Jn. 3:16; Rom. 5:8). 

 Paul’s praying for a kind of love to overflow that comes out of a growing 

understanding of the Bible and the gospel and doctrine and intimacy with the One who is 

love.  “That your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight…” 

(v. 9), or “all discernment (ESV, NASB).  This is a word that occurs only here in the NT, 

but is used several times in the Greek translation of the book of Proverbs.  It carries that 

idea of wisdom.  So Paul prays for their love to be guided by true knowledge and 

practical application of that knowledge, having the wisdom and discernment to practice 

that love.  To truly be loving requires depth of insight to move from the theoretical to the 

actual, to know what is truly the loving thing to do in a certain circumstance.  I know that 

God calls me to love my neighbor, by sacrificing myself for her like Jesus did for me.  I 

feel this desire welling up within me and so when they come over and ask for stuff I am 

becoming more and more generous in my heart and willing to share what I have.  But 

when is it counterproductive, when is it actually unloving to give them what they ask for?  

We need depth of insight to navigate these things, otherwise we may not really be loving 

people.  Love is an action that takes wisdom to do. 

 Paul’s petition is that God would make the Philippians more and more loving.  

But love is ambiguous, amorphous, and undefined nowadays.  It has come to mean 

different things to different people.  Hippies cheapened it and made it a slogan.  

Postmoderns have redefined love and removed the element of confrontation from it 

entirely.  Biblical love is something different, something rooted in who God is.  It 

involves confrontation, correction, discipline, along with encouragement, acceptance, and 

sacrifice.  And it takes wisdom in implementing this kind of love.  But to be a Christian is 

to love yet more and more each day.  Paul prays for this for the Philippians, but he also 

tells of a cause-effect relationship between growing in love and growing in discernment. 

 

The Result of Growing Love – Discernment 

 Growing love results in being able to recognize what is best.  Paul prays that the 

Philippians will increase in love “so that [they] may be able to discern what is best” (v. 

10a).  Another way to translate this would be – “so that you may be able to distinguish 

the superior option;” or “determine the things which really matter.”
3
  There are situations 

in life where what is right is not easily discernable.  It doesn’t seem to be black-and-white 

stuff.  It takes filtering through the mish-mash of motivations, looking beneath the 
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surface, weighing the different options, seeing clearly, and having the will to choose what 

is right.  We need discernment in life. 

 But it’s even more complex than that.  Many times the good is the greatest enemy 

of the best.  Is it good and right and pleasing to God to be a good student?  Yes, but when 

it comes down to getting an A and being there for a friend you have to make a choice of 

what is best.  Is it good to be a good employee?  Yes, but being employee of the month 

can never get in the way of being a good father and husband.  It’s easy to focus on the 

tangibles – the grades, the reports at work – and miss the weightier things/the intangibles 

like justice and mercy and faithfulness (cf. Mt. 23:23).  “Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.  

Show me what a good Christian looks like and I’ll duplicate it.”  And so we come up 

with a list of things like: go to church, listen to Christian music, give money to charities, 

be polite, don’t get caught up with the wrong crowd, work hard – a lot of things you can 

measure.  And they certainly aren’t bad things, most of them are good, but if we settle for 

just that we will be good people, but we will have missed the point.  We need to be 

people who can see beneath the surface and choose what’s best. 

 Listen, God doesn’t want “nice” Christians.  He doesn’t want people who can be 

status quo.  He’s not satisfied with mediocrity.  He wants us to be able to discern what is 

best and go for that.  In every situation he wants us to be able to discern what would be 

best, not just what would pass.  He doesn’t want us to settle for getting by, he wants us to 

be world changers, history makers, radical disciples.  I’m afraid that a lot of us in our 

Christian life are content with just okay and aren’t asking the question, “What’s the best?  

What’s the best way I can spend my time?  What’s the best way I can spend my money?  

What’s the best way I can make my life count for the kingdom?”  God is saying to us 

through Paul’s prayer: don’t settle for second best.  He wants us to be people who can 

discern the difference between the two. 

 Now, how does growing in love result in this ability?  In other words, what’s the 

relationship between love and discernment?  Paul seems to believe that if the Philippians’ 

love would abound more and more they would inevitably be people who know what is 

the best in their life and chose that path.  How does that work?  I was thinking about this 

and I think it works this way – when your heart becomes more and more loving you 

become less and less selfish; the spell of narcissism is broken.  Love that consists of true 

knowledge and depth of insight weans you off of yourself so that your first thought is not 

always to your own comfort, your own image, your own desires.  When you start to think 

this way and feel a passion for God and a tenderness for others, living in such a way as to 

just get by becomes less and less appealing.  You won’t be content with just being “nice” 

on the outside.  You’ll yearn for something more; you’ll start seeing a better option; 

you’ll know that the best thing in life is to spend yourself for God and for others.  As we 

become more and more loving we gain a totally new perspective from which to see more 

and more clearly what to do in each circumstance.  And the goal of such discernment for 

which Paul prays is eternal fruit. 

 

The Goal of Discernment – Eternal Fruit 

 The result of ever-increasing love is the ability to discern what is best.  The 

purpose of such an ability is that you “may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ” 

(v. 10b).  This is what Paul wants – people who will stand before Jesus at the last day 

pure and blameless, being “filled with the fruit of righteousness” (v. 11a).  Jesus won’t be 
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impressed with “nice” people who can point to all the things they didn’t do and all the 

formalities they did do.  Those who will spend eternity with him are those who have been 

filled with the fruit of righteousness.  Discerning what is best is how you become that 

kind of person. 

 We so often settle for second best because we completely forget about this eternal 

perspective.  Do you realize that you will one day die and the next thing you know you 

will be standing before the cosmic throne of Jesus Christ to give an account of your life 

spent on earth?  Do you really realize this?  Until last Sunday I had never seen The 

Godfather.  I got hooked into the story and watched the first two Godfather movies this 

last week.  There’s a lot of dying in that movie and it’s made me think more about my 

own eminent death.  There’s one scene in the first movie where a guy named Sal has 

double-crossed the family.  He doesn’t know that they know until one time when several 

people are getting ready to go somewhere in a car and the boss is supposed to go with 

him, but someone says that he won’t be joining them and then Tom Hagen the consigliere 

backs out at the last moment, a bunch of guys surround him and start taking him to the 

car, and then Sal knows that they know and that he is being taken to be knocked off.  Can 

you imagine what that car ride was like for Sal?  He knows he’s going to die.  That’s 

what our lives should be like – lived in with the realization that we are going to die 

shortly.  We won’t live forever.  We will one day stand before the judgment seat of 

Christ.  Do we realize this? 

I don’t think we do because we’re so quick to settle for second best, so blind to 

the things that really matter, so indifferent to what’s best and content with getting by and 

squandering our lives.  We don’t have time to play around with life.  We need to be able 

to see clearly.  We need to say no to the trivial and yes to what’s best so that when that 

day comes we will not be ashamed like the man Jesus talked about in a story who took 

his money and buried it and when his master came home and asked him what happened 

to it he had nothing to show.  Only those who invested their money wisely and made a 

profit with it were commended and invited to share in their master’s happiness (cf. Mt. 

25:14-30).  They had wisdom to discern what was best. 

We need our love to increase so that we can better discern what’s best in order 

that we can stand before Jesus on the last day with fruit to show for our life.  The fruit of 

righteousness here refers to godly character, good deeds, and good choices; a life lived all 

out for the kingdom.  It’s only those who have this fruit who will ultimately be saved on 

the day of Christ Jesus. 

 “Aha,” you say, “but I thought that salvation is not based on anything you do but 

only by grace.”  Yes it is.  And that’s why Paul says what he says in v. 11 right after he 

says that we must be “filled with the fruit of righteousness.”  He says it’s fruit that comes 

through Jesus Christ!  We don’t do good things to win Jesus’ approval any more than a 

boy who plays in a mud puddle and then comes into the house and tracks through the 

living room to the piano to practice and then goes upstairs to his bedroom to pick up his 

toys and then goes to the kitchen to find his mother, makes her happy.  Everywhere he 

has been there is mud.  She’s not the least bit impressed with his good deeds.  No, she 

must first take him to the bathroom and wash him clean and then he can practice his 

piano lesson and pick up his toys.
4
  We must be washed by Christ’s blood before we can 

even begin to produce the fruit of righteousness. 
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 And even more… it’s only through Christ’s power and work in our lives that we 

can grow in love so we can discern what’s best so we can produce fruit.  That’s why Paul 

prays to God for him to do this!  James Boice tells the following story: 

 

When Lawrence of Arabia was in Paris after World War I with some of 

his Arab friends, he took some time to show them the sights of the city: 

the Louvre, the Arch of Triumph, Napoleon’s tomb, the Champs Elysees.  

They found little interest in these things.  The thing that really interested 

them was the faucet in the bathtub of their hotel room.  They spent much 

time there turning it on and off; they thought it was wonderful.  All they 

had to do was turn the handle, and they could get all the water they 

wanted. 

 

Sometime later, when they were ready to leave Paris and return to the 

East, Lawrence found them in the bathroom trying to detach the faucet.  

“You see,” they said, “it is very dry in Arabia.  What we need are faucets.  

If we have them, we will have all the water we want.”  Lawrence had to 

explain that the effectiveness of the faucets did not lie in themselves but in 

the immense system of water works to which they were attached.  He had 

to point out that behind this lay the rain and snowfall on the Alps.
5
 

 

The power to love, the ability to discern, and the will to obey all come from a source, 

namely Christ.  It’s his gracious power flowing through people that allows them to do 

anything.  And therefore in the end God gets all the credit.  Do you see that at the end of 

v. 11 – “to the glory and praise of God.”  There’s only one hero in heaven and that’s 

Jesus.  You don’t get there because of how great you are or by being the best on your 

own strength.  You get there because of God’s work in your life to transform you from 

someone stuck on himself and indifferent to God into someone whose love abounds more 

and more resulting in a life that’s not just content with getting by, but is able to see 

what’s best and go for it, which makes you able at the end of your life to stand before 

Jesus filled with the fruit of righteousness. 

 

Conclusion 

 Paul is confident that God will carry the good work that he began in the 

Philippians on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus (v. 6).  It’s God who does it.  

He prays for this to happen in their lives and he still writes them to tell them this is what 

he is praying because he knows that this may be one of the ways that God does this work 

in them.  I’m preaching this sermon and praying that God uses it in your lives to convict 

you of your lack of love and drive you back to the cross and beg for God to make your 

love abound more and more.  I preaching this sermon and praying that God uses it in your 

life to make you people who can discern what is best in order that you will be people who 

are pure and blameless until the day of Christ. 

 I think many of us think of the goal of our Christian life as being “nice.”  My 

prayer is that we would grow more and more in love so that we will be able to discern 

what’s best and one day stand before Jesus pure and blameless.  “Nice” is not enough.  I 

don’t want to be a church that’s about producing “nice” Christians.  I want us to be about 
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transforming sinners into a holy people that will find their eternal satisfaction in Christ.  

This is really my heartfelt prayer for all of you – that you would be able to make wise 

decisions with your life and not settle for second best.  May God do this and may he get 

all the glory! 

 

Communion 
 

Benediction 
May the eyes of your heart be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which 

God has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his 

incomparably great power for us who believe. – Ephesians 1:18-19 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 26, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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