


























Listening To A Disciple-Maker’s Prayer


�Philippians 1:9-11


�
“LISTENING TO A DISCIPLE-MAKER’S PRAYER”





Philippians 1:9-11








“And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in knowledge and in all discernment, That you may approve the things that are excellent, that you may be sincere and without offense till the day of Christ, Being filled with the fruits of righteousness which are by Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God” (Philippians l:9-11).








Be careful to note the order of the opening verses of Philippians one.  Note that in verses three through seven, Paul praises the Philippians for their progress, and then in verses nine through eleven, he prays for their perfecting.  Note that he praises first, and prays later.  He points out the actual, then appeals for the possible.  He rehearses the real, then requests the ideal.





Listen to a man’s regular prayers and you can tell his heart.  Prayer is the index of a man’s soul, the barometer of his heart.  Prayer is the thermometer that registers his spiritual temperature.  Several of Paul’s prayers are recorded, and they expose a cosmopolitan Christian with great and expansive relationships with other people.  One need not wonder why God used Paul in such a mighty way; he can find out by feeling his “prayer pulse”.  It has been said that “God always uses the vessel that is closest at hand.”  Paul said, “The Lord is at hand” (as near as my hand), and God might have said, “Paul is at hand.”  God always had ready access to Paul as His vehicle.  This is clearly revealed in Paul’s prayers.





Intercessory prayer is absolutely essential in a disciple-maker’s life.  The moment words are used prayerlessly and people are treated prayerlessly, something essential begins to leak out of life.  In Tennyson’s Morte d’ Arthur, these lines are found: “More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of.  Wherefore, let thy voice rise like a fountain for me night and day.” Paul prayed as if he were perfectly aware of this rule and heard this request from his disciple daily.  The greatest secret of Paul’s disciple-making ministry is his prayer life, and one of the major keys of his prayer life is its focus on disciples and their needs.





�
 No Christian can afford to ignore the lessons of Paul’s prayer-life, or the lessons in each recorded prayer of the great Apostle.  Indeed, to study the themes and subjects of Paul’s recorded prayers is a vast education in eternal things.  Let me show this by placing three of his prayers and their themes in a systematic succession of my choosing.  In Ephesians 1:15-19, there is a prayer for the Enlightenment of believers.  In Philippians 1:9-11, our text, there is a prayer for the Enrichment of believers.  In Ephesians 3:14-21, there is a prayer for the Enlargement of believers. If you combine these prayers and list their specific themes, you discover that the Apostle prays that his readers may overflow in spiritual wisdom, in full relational knowledge, in personal dynamic, in faithful endurance, in longsuffering, in joy, in gratitude, and in love.  An in-depth study of Paul’s eight recorded prayers might well be more valuable to a disciple-maker than a seminary degree!  If you do not know how to pray for a disciple, master the prayers of Paul.  They are inspired prayers, and you may always count on an answer from heaven when you pray these prayers for a disciple. One of the many disciple-making prayers of Paul is recorded in Philippians 1:9-11.  Paul’s supreme desire for the Philippians is the highest purpose of the Gospel of Christ for all of us.  Let’s explore this great prayer. 





I.  THE PRACTICAL DIMENSIONS OF A DISCIPLE-MAKER’S PRAYER





Here we can see the practical dimensions of all prayer, and especially of a disciple-maker’s prayer.  How incredibly peculiar prayer is!  Note the word “prayer” in verse four, and the word “pray” in verse nine, and stop to analyze the exercise of prayer for just a moment.  How strange it is!  Prayer is a bit like a one-way phone call to someone you’ve never seen, heard, or touched — and there is not even an audible voice at the other end!  Prayer is totally an exercise of faith, based on the bare revelation of the Word of God. 





 When you go through the “drive-through” lane at a MacDonald’s restaurant, the first thing you do is to speak into a box.  Into a box, mind you!  You don’t see a face, though you do hear a voice.  But when a sack containing the food you ordered is thrust out of a nearby window, you know your “supplication” has been heard!  Prayer is like that: you pray “sight unseen”, but then, behold, the “sack containing your order” appears, and you know God has heard and answered your prayer.  Intercessory prayer majors on the invisible.  The people Paul prayed for in this prayer were far away and invisible, but prayer could reach them!  He was praying to God, who was also invisible, but prayer could reach Him!  The thing he prayed for, “your love,” is an invisible commodity, but prayer could influence it!  The qualities he prayed for, “knowledge and discernment,” are invisible commodities, but prayer can determine them!  The “excellence” and “the fruits of righteousness” which he prayed for are immeasurable and invisible, but God can produce and instill them in answer to prayer.  Prayer, though mighty, is an incredibly peculiar exercise.





Then, prayer is an intensely personal exercise.  “I pray,” Paul said.  Remember the life of Paul.  Before he became a Christian, he was a “Pharisee of the Pharisees.”  Jesus told us about the prayer life of a Pharisee.  “The Pharisee struck a pose and prayed thus with himself.”  The Pharisees called attention to themselves when they prayed.  But when Paul was converted, the Lord sent Ananias to him, saying, “Behold, he prayeth.”  It is as if he actually prayed for the very first time.  When we think we pray, does heaven think we are praying?  Does heaven say, “Behold, he is praying”? 


         


             Note the words, “every prayer of mine” in verse four, and the words “I pray” in verse nine. In verse three, Paul said, “I thank my God.” Churches may influence God through united prayer, and corporate prayer movements are often powerful in moving the Hand that moves the world, but prayer is essentially a personal thing.  “The effectual, fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.”  No one prays by proxy, in spite of the heresy that certain individuals store up merit for the use of others.  Each believer approaches God personally through Jesus Christ, and engages personally in the great exercise of prayer in the Throne Chamber of the universe.


�
True prayer is to be an interminably persistent exercise.  In the Greek language, the word translated “pray” in verse nine is a present tense verb.  The Greek present tense emphasizes continuous action.  Paul’s statement then could be translated like this: “This I keep on praying.”  He didn’t just pray a few times for the Philippians and then forget about them; he made it a habit to pray for them.  Jesus said, “Men ought always to pray, and not to give up.”  Paul said that we are to “pray without ceasing,” and this rule has a special application to a disciple-maker.





A disciple-maker’s prayer should be an intentionally purposeful prayer. “And this I pray, that...” This is a purpose clause, showing both the reason and the content of   Paul’s prayer.  I only mention this here, because we will explore the content of his prayer later in this study.  Someone has wisely said, “If you aim at nothing, you will hit it every time.”  Prayer in general accomplishes nothing in particular.  Question: If God answered a prayer for you today, would you know He had answered it?  Here, Paul’s prayer draws dead aim on some indispensable realities in a believer’s life.





Finally, a disciple-maker’s prayers are immeasurable powerful.  One person can shake the world through prayer.  One person’s prayers can have more power than all the influential people of a community combined.  God promises great blessings and great power in answer to prayer.  But we must not allow ourselves to be deceived at this point.  What kind of power does God give in answer to prayer? What is the primary outcome of true prayer?  Not “Boom” power, but “Blessing” power.  Many Christians immediately think of “Boom” power when they hear that the Greek word for power is “dunamis”, the word from which we get our word, “dynamite.”  However, the Greeks did not have dynamite (which wasn’t invented until Alfred Nobel), and thus they had no concept of that kind of power when they heard the word “dunamis.”  The better word is “dynamic”.  Someone defined power as “the forceful expression of personality,” and this certainly provides a good definition of God’s power.  God’s primary attributes are holiness and love, and we may expect God’s power to produce these attributes in us.  So prayer produces character and conduct power, the power of illumination, sanctification, communication, conviction, transformation, etc.  





These, then, are the practical dimensions of a disciple-maker’s prayer.  It is incredibly peculiar, intensely personal, interminably persistent, intentionally purposeful, and will prove to be immeasurably powerful.  Now let’s press on into the content of the prayer.





II.  THE PARTICULAR DESIRES OF A DISCIPLE-MAKER’S PRAYER





In verses nine through eleven, Paul specifies the particular desires he has in his heart for his disciples in Philippi.  





�
Paul desires the relational graciousness of his disciples.  I am praying for “your love,” he tells them.  He prays for the enlargement of their love — “that your love may abound still more and more.”  He prays for the enlightenment of their love — “in knowledge and in all discernment.”  He prays for the enrichment of their love — “that you may be sincere and without offense.”  He prays for the employment of their love — “that you may approve things that are excellent.”  He prays for the endurance of their love — “till the day of Christ.”  And he prays for the expression of their love — “being filled with the fruits of righteousness which are by Jesus Christ.”  You see, the love of Christ is like a vast ocean, and so should be the love of His disciples!





 Paul desires the regular growth of his disciples.  “That your love may abound still more and more.”  Paul had earlier expressed this same desire for the Thessalonian believers when he wrote, “And the Lord make you to increase and abound in love one toward another, and toward all men, even as we do toward you” (I Thess. 3:12).  The Philippians had already experienced the inflow  of Christ’s love at conversion, but Paul is praying here that the lake of their love may rise higher and higher, overflowing its previous perimeters “still more and more.”  The picture conjured by the word “abound” is that of a bucket standing under a giant waterfall, with the water flowing over all sides because the bucket cannot possibly contain the downpour.  Christians sing a song which includes these words, “I’ve got love like a river.”  When a person is saved love inflows his heart.  “The love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who is given unto us” (Romans 5:5).  And the inflow of love will lead to the overflow and outflow of love.  Every Christian should seek to overflow his present capacity to love, his present concept of love, and his present communication of love.  And since Paul was praying for this abundance of love, we know that such love must come for God, not from within ourselves.


  


Paul also desires the real genuineness of his disciples.  “This I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in knowledge and in all discernment; that ye may approve things that are excellent; that ye may be sincere and without offence till the day of Christ.”  Though a believer’s love may be like a river in flood-time, its volume needs to be brought within certain guiding limitations.  Its flow must be restrained by the two river banks of  “knowledge and judgment.” A river without restraining banks becomes a stagnant swamp. Love is not just an ocean of emotion, as many people think it is.  True love is solidly based on wise spiritual perception.  Genuine Christian love is produced and controlled by the Holy Spirit through the truth (that is, through the Word of God).  Thus its fullest exercise can only spring from a knowledge of the truth.  The world may say that “love is blind,” but nothing could be further from the truth.  True love is bound by accurate perception, and that perception sharpens the exercise of love.  In other words, love should be discerning and discriminating.  The word “discernment” (or judgment, KJV) is aisthesis, and it describes the ability of the inner man to separate not only the good from the bad, but also the important from the unimportant, and in each case choosing the best and rejecting the other possibilities.   





�
Many believers seem to possess a dynamic love, but they lack the restraints of “knowledge and all discernment.”  Paul was not impressed by those who had love or zeal without knowledge.  Concerning his fellow Israelites, he wrote, “ I bear them record that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Rom. 10:2).  The learning of many is not balanced by love, and the love of many is not balanced by learning.  There is a kind of Christian who will demonstrate great eagerness and enthusiasm, and his motives and intentions cannot be faulted, but he often does far more harm than good.  And he is often extremely vulnerable to doctrinal error and the misleading of questionable leaders.  How does he get this knowledge and discernment?  By hanging around Jesus Christ and all the people and exercises that truly reflect Him!  This requires a long process of relationship and growth, and cannot be gained in an “express lane.”  So the novice Christian must not protrude himself into positions and practices that should belong only to the maturing and discerning believer. 





A little girl found her little pet kitten out in the rain one day, soaking wet.  Because she loved the shivering animal, she took it into the house and turned on the oven in the kitchen.  She then tenderly placed the cat in the oven to warm it up and dry it out.  You can well imagine the devastating result! The cat came out looking like a piece of toasted leather!  Her love was well-intentioned, but not well-informed.  She lacked the restraints of “knowledge and all discernment.”  A father or mother may ruin a child by overindulgence; unwise love may do far more harm than good.  A wife killed her husband and then flung herself across his dead body, exclaiming, “I loved him; I loved him so much.”  Personally, I would rather be loved a little less (and more wisely) and live longer!  





“That ye may approve things that are excellent.”  This phrase refers to the actual choice of the best over anything less than the best.  The preceding phrase refers to the discrimination of the two, and this phrase refers to the decision for the best over the less-than-best.  Excellence only has one dimension, and that is height.  It calls us to the summits of life.  It is not content when we merely escape the pit; it is not satisfied when we only leave the swamplands of low living.  It is not even content when we top the foothills and look back upon the dismal depths from which we have been lifted.  It keeps saying, “Come up higher!  Come up higher!”  And our hearts echo, “Lord, plant my feet on higher ground.”  The word “excellent” should be held as an ideal for every area of our lives — to such things as our reading, our recreation, our relationships, our routines, etc.  To “approve things that are excellent” will mean that we test all things and discriminate morally and spiritually between them. I well remember the little poem I was taught in childhood, “Good, better, best, never let it rest, until the good is better, and the better is best.”  How I wish I had always applied that rule!





“God has His best things for the few


       Who dare to stand the test;


  God has His second choice for those


       Who will not have His best.”





“That ye may be sincere and without offense until the day of Christ.” The word “sincere” contains a combination of ideas in it, “tested by sunlight,” and “without wax.”  The background of the word is very picturesque.  In Paul’s day, skilled craftsmen made beautiful porcelain pottery.  Sometimes it would crack when fired.  They might fill the cracks with wax and sell them as perfect pieces.  But when placed in the sunlight or in a heated room, the wax would melt and the flaw would be exposed.  The Latin term, “sine cera,” from which we derive our word, “sincere,” means, “without wax.”  An honest dealer would advertise his product as being “without wax.”  So Paul’s prayer may be paraphrased, “I pray that you will be completely transparent.”  I pray that you will not doctor yourself to look one way when you are actually another.  That you will be without hypocrisy.  A Christian must make it his life’s vocation to be pure, genuine, honest, free from sham and pretense.





�
Then note the term, “without offense.”  The word “sincere” probably refers to one’s relationship with God, while this term concerns one’s relationship with his fellow men.  The word “sincere” basically means “unmixed, unalloyed.”  The term “without offense” means “without stumbling block.” “Offense” is the word “skandalon,” from which we get our word “scandal.”  It is elsewhere translated “stumbling-block.”  Every believer is at every moment either a “stepping stone” or a “stumbling block”in the lives of others.  So the Christian must strive to keep out of his life anything that might cause anyone else to stumble morally or spiritually.  The old Scottish preacher, John Henry Jowett, said he was visiting in a British town when he saw a strange sight.  He saw a sigh painted on a streetlamp advertising the public baths of the town.  But the street lamp was absolutely filthy!  Jowett said it is equally inconsistent, and far more hypocritical, for Christians to point toward the Calvary bath, toward Jesus’ blood, toward cleanliness in Him, when they are covered with sin and filth.





  And Paul indicates that our obligation extends to the very “day of Christ.”  In a factory or a school or an office, workers often live with their eyes on the clock.  Christians should live with their eyes, not on the clock, but on the Coming!  What an incredible prayer for the real genuineness of the disciple!





Then Paul prays for the rare greatness of his disciples.  He prays that they may “be filled with the fruits of righteousness, which are by Jesus Christ.”  The preceding phrases are negative, but this phrase presents the positive side.  Again, Paul prays his disciples toward the highest heights.  The tree that bears fruit is alive, but the tree that is filled with fruit has abundant life.  “He that abideth in me, and I in Him,” said Jesus, “the same bringeth forth much fruit.  Herein is My Father glorified, that ye bear much fruit.”  This is the “fruit of righteousness,” or “the fruit that proceeds from righteousness.”  Notice that it is not fruit which you produce; it is “by Jesus Christ.”  Thus, it is dependent upon the personal power of Jesus Christ Himself, and upon a continual abiding in Him before the fruit can be borne.  Which end of the branch is our concern, the fruit-bearing end, or the connecting end?  Obviously, the connecting point should command our total interest.  If you have any more worries than the small, round area of the branch where it connects with the trunk, you have too many.  And if you don’t have that one, you don’t have enough.





This prayer has no spiritual boundaries.  It is cosmopolitan and limitless.  What a difference it would make if all believers earnestly entreated our Father with this prayer in behalf of other Christians.  What a difference it would make if all disciple-makers prayed this prayer for their disciples, and all disciples for their disciple-makers, and all disciples for each other.





III.  THE PERMANENT DESIGNS OF A DISCIPLE-MAKER’S PRAYER





The stated motive of Paul’s prayer, the intended outcome of it, is the same motive and the same intended outcome for all things Christian — “to the glory and praise of God.”  





�
Every true Christian desires that God may receive proper attention, and this is the permanent design of the disciple-maker’s prayer.  “To the glory of God.”  The word “glory” in the Old Testament means “weight” or “heaviness.”  We reflect this today when we hear a vast truth and we say, “That’s heavy!”  God is heavy, weighty, and will be a burden -- either in the happiest or most horrible sense of that word.  Anybody carries certain “burdens” because of any relationship that he did not have without that relationship.  Then the word “glory” also carries the idea of radiance or splendor.  So the word “glory” refers to the display of God’s character.  We all have sinned and fallen short of the “glory of God” (Rom. 3:23).  This means that each of us is less perfect than God is.  But once saved, we are to “do all things to the glory of God.”   So our lives are truly to be God’s Temple (I Cor. 6:19, 3:16), and a temple is simply a shrine where a God is exhibited.  Glory has to do with the demonstration, the exhibition, the outshining of God’s character, and this exhibition is to take place through each Christian.  The desire for God’s glory is that He will be seen by men as He really is.  The highest glory of God on earth comes from the gradual increase in the disciple’s likeness to Christ.  Christians have been called “the secretaries of God’s praise.” That great honor and responsibility lies on each believer.  If your community depended totally on you for its only visible display of God, how much of Him would it see?





Finally; every true Christian desires that God may receive proper adoration, and this is the permanent design of the disciple-maker’s prayer.  “And to the praise of God.”  Your salvation began with God in eternity (Phil. 1:6), and that which began at the Throne of God in Heaven must finally return to its point of origin. That which began with the love and grace of God must recycle back to God “to His glory and praise.”  “For of Him, and through Him, and to Him are all things” (Rom. 11:36).”  Praise and prayer go together.  Praise is like the follow-through in a golf swing.  An amateur golfer usually loses great power in his golf swing because he does not know the vast importance of a proper follow-through in the swing.  Praise without prayer is presumption, but prayer without praise is ingratitude.  Augustine said, “A Christian should be a hallelujah from head to foot.” I pray for a passion to obey Jesus in making disciples, and for understanding and fervor in praying this prayer for them — “TO THE GLORY AND PRAISE OF GOD.”


        




















