Liturgy:
Reading : Phil. 1, 1 – 11                       

Text       : Phil. 1, 9 – 11 
Ps.   113 : 1,2

Ps.     85 : 3
Ps.     22 : 4 (after baptism)
Hy.    37 : 3
Ps.       1 : 1,2
Ps.     17 : 3,6

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In the sermon of this morning, we will focus on a prayer for growth in love; both for growth in love towards God as well as for growth in love towards the neighbour, towards our fellow brother and sister in Christ. The apostle Paul prays this prayer for the congregation in Philippi; a prayer for growth in love, since true love can never be static, but will always be dynamic, dynamic also in growth. True love is never something that can be taken for granted.
By way of example, I think of a married couple, where the initial excitement of the honeymoon has worn off. After having been married for a while, husband and wife basically start each living their own life. They no longer invest in their marriage, so the speak. The flame of love, which initially burnt vehemently and made them truly happy, might still be there, but you can hardly see it. Routine has taken over; the spark in the eyes has gone. You can’t say that their love towards one another has completely grown cold, but it has become static. It’s no longer dynamic. 

Well, beloved, at times this can happen also with the love we cherish towards the LORD. Then, with our mouth we still say that we love the LORD, but the spark  of that love is gone. Real excitement that Christ died for our sins is no longer found. We still believe the truth of it, but it no longer shows that we also live our faith. Our love towards the LORD is no longer dynamic, but it has become static instead.
Hence, the apostolic prayer for growth in love, even for a congregation like Philippi, about which Paul mentions many good things in this letter. I may refer to the verses 3 – 6 of this first chapter, “...” A beautiful testimony – but this did not mean that from now on the members of the congregation in Philippi could sit back resting on their laurels, so to speak. Faith and love always have to keep growing, as long as we live; yes also love, even in the various forms, in which we may express it. 
Indeed, in various form – by way of example, I think of expressing love within the communion of saints by caring for each other, but also by that warm smile towards a member going through a difficult time; that listening ear, or just that little patch on the shoulder. Likewise, Br. & Sr., there are also various ways, in which we can express our love towards God. We can do this by praising Him for His wondrous works, for the love He has shown us in Christ. Yet, we also express this love, when in sincerity without withholding anything we confess our sins or when we cry out our heart before the LORD, clinging to the promises He has given us. 
To phrase this somewhat differently, love means you rejoice in the fact that the other is there for you. Hence, you also want to get to know the other better and better. This applies to human relationships, but equally to our relationship with God. Then love towards God makes us eager to read the Bible, not only to learn more about God, but also to learn greater discernment how to serve God in a way that is pleasing to Him.  Well, beloved, that’s what this prayer, recorded in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, is all about. I preach you the gospel about
THE APOSTOLIC PRAYER FOR GROWTH IN LOVE�
We will focus on
1) the reason for this prayer

2) the content of this prayer

3) the aim of this prayer
I
As some of the other letters of the apostle Paul, Br. & Sr., so also his letter to the congregation in Philippi was written, whilst he was in prison, not in Rome, but most likely during the time that he was still in Caesarea, so the period of imprisonment described in Acts 21 – 26. From the letter of Paul to the congregation in Philippi, we learn that the bond between him and this specific congregation was very close and warm-hearted. In Ch. 4, 1 he even calls this congregation “my joy and crown.” Indeed, many good things could be said about the congregation in Philippi. I pointed this out already by referring to the verses 3 – 6 of Ch. 1. Some have even said that these two sections – vss. 3 – 6  and the vss, 9 – 11 – don’t gel with each other. They consider the prayer of our text seems to be in shrill contrast with the thanks brought to God in the verses 3 – 6. Yet we should not overlook, that even in vs. 6, Paul speaks about work that has to be completed. Hence, the prayer in our text, in which the apostle Paul seeks the face of God for the sake of the saints in Philippi, praying that their love may abound more and more. After all, beloved, love without growth will surely die. In one of the commentaries on this text ,I read, “Love is like an ivy plant, which shoots shoot out along the whole wall along side which it is growing. To abound in love means it must permeate our life more and more in all our words and deeds.”

True, the congregation in Philippi showed that love was living among them. At the same time, there were also elements within the congregation that threatened this love. In Ch. 2, 3 we read about selfish ambition. In vs. 4 of this same chapter, we read about some looking rather for own interest that the interest of their fellow members. We even read about division and party spirit within the congregation. The apostle clearly saw the dangers threatening the church at Philippi. This threat, beloved, is always there, testing us, to see whether our love is indeed sincere, to see whether faith is living or whether we simply go through the motions. Where the latter is the case, love can easily grow cold. Then we may still say we love the LORD, but flame of love no longer burns with excitement, but is just smouldering.
See, beloved, that’s the reason why the apostle prays that love may abound more and more. The apostle realizes there is only one way, in which to overcome this dangerous situation, namely by abounding in love; by abounding in love towards Christ and His church, but also by abounding in love for one another. Yes, when the congregation at Philippi would abound in love, they would no longer be defenceless against the trials bound to come.�
And so he prays,“It is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent.” Again, these words should not be read as a rebuke that love was lacking within the congregation of Philippi. However, with all the good that could be said of this congregation, its members should not think: we are okay; we are set so to speak. As far as love is concerned, one can never say that he has arrived. True genuine love is bound to keep growing. Isn’t that how it goes in a good marriage relationship, the longer you are married, the deeper the love for one another grows. This never stops. Yet at the same time, this only happens, when you keep working on it. It never happens just by itself. So easily little things crop up that start threatening this love.

Well, beloved, this also applies in our relationship with the LORD, as well as with respect to the love we are to show towards one another. Sometimes, so easily we acquiesce in poor relationships, even within the communion of saints. Too bad that I don’t get on so well with that brother or sister. Often when this is said, we blame the other, instead of having first a critical look at ourselves. At times, the result is that divisions arise, arguments, which should not be there.

For example, looking at our own local situation, one can say, the congregation of Southern River flourishes well. The members care for one another, showing true genuine love. I think this is indeed true. When we see this, we should thank God for it and not pride ourselves. It’s fruit of God’s work among us. At the same time, however, with respect to this love we see working among us, there surely is room for growth. Room for growth in love – not for the purpose so that we as congregation may get an even better name, but in order, that God’s Name is glorified, also in our care for one another. 
Again, then this morning I do not say that we do not care for another. Yet, when examining ourselves, there surely is room for growth; for growth in love – to care in particular also spiritually for one another. For example by visiting that brother or sister living on the fringes, or members we hardly ever see in the church. We see their absence on Sunday. Yet what do we do about it throughout the week, apart from praying for the wayward. Again, I don’t underestimate the power of such prayer. Yet this does not mean that the visiting can be left to the office bearers. 
Concerning growing in love, I could mention many more examples. Yet let us turn back to the text, chosen for this morning’s sermon, and see what the apostle Paul says how this growth should come about. This brings us to the second point of the sermon.

II
The apostle Paul prays that the congregation at Philippi may grow in love. Somewhere I read this love only grows when there is also growth in knowledge; not just factual knowledge, but knowledge founded in love. By way of example, one can have a lot of Bible knowledge, and this surely helps in getting a better understanding of God’s Word, but it’s no guarantee. I think here of what the apostle Paul writes about the Jews in Romans 10, 1 + 2, “...” With all their knowledge and all their zeal for the LORD, the Jews, Paul’s brethren in the flesh, had no understanding of the righteousness of God in Jesus Christ. That’s knowledge, you cannot learn, but it has to be given to you through the Holy Spirit, who will teach us discernment in things that are pleasing to God. 
Well, beloved, this is the discernment, for which the apostle Paul prays in our text, that in Philippi together they may grow in this.
“This I pray, that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and all discernment.” The Greek word used for discernment could also be translated with ‘being sensitive’. In other words, the apostle Paul prays for a growing in love, whereby the Philippians become more sensitive in their dealings with one another, more careful not to hurt one another. He also prays that in a similar way they may grow in knowledge to learn what is pleasing to God, vs. 10a, “that you may prove the things that are excellent.” The NIV translates these words as follows, “so that you may be able to discern what is best.” The translation of the Living Bible comes even closer to the original, translating these words as follows, “to see clearly the difference between right and wrong.” I could also say to see clearly the difference between what is more important and less important, so that we may learn to see what should have priority in our life. True knowledge and discernment gives one the capacity to test and approve what is best or what really matters.
Being able to discern what is best. Br. & sr., who of us knows this always, in every situation. Who of us knows always in every circum​stance what he or she should do or not should do, knows always what is pleasing to God? Sometimes we doubt, or after having made a decision we conclude that it was wrong after all.  In addition, with respect to certain issues, especially when it comes to ethical choices, not everyone in the church always comes to the same conclusion with respect to what is right or wrong. What the one allows, the other may condemn. Even though we all want to base our life on God’s Word, we still make different choices. At times, this causes conflicts within the church, confusion due to differences of opinion, whereby the one thinks this is best, whilst the other sees it as being completely wrong. 
How can we overcome situations like these?  Beloved, if abounding love towards the LORD binds us together, we will study the Scriptures and try to come closer together in finding mutual answer. But then we will do so, by also accepting one another in love and not by condemning the other straightway saying, that’s not Reformed, or something to that extent. Are we still willing to listen also to different arguments, in love for each other? I am afraid that in a judgmental way at times so easily we write each other off, up front already convinced that we are right and the other is wrong.
See, beloved, that’s why the apostle Paul prays for the congregation in Philippi that love among them may abound more and more, love towards God and towards their fellow brothers and sisters in Christ and this in knowledge and discernment. 
Love in knowledge and discernment – what kind of love is that? Let me try to make this clear as follows, if you really love a person, then, you sense intuitively how to please the other.  That’s how it goes in human relationships. Yet, beloved, the same can be said with respect to our love towards God. If we truly love the LORD from the heart, more and more we will be able to discern what is pleasing to the Lord, to discern what is best and what really matters. This discernment we receive as a gift from above. Yet again, only when our hearts are truly on fire for the Lord and for each other.�
In Coll. 1, 9 + 10, which could be called a parallel text, the apostle Paul writes, “...” Commenting on these words let me assure you, beloved, there is no short road to such knowledge. To achieve this knowledge one ought to study the Scriptures on a daily basis: half an hour a day privately with the LORD reading God’s Word, meditating upon it and bringing it all in prayer before the LORD, as I have mentioned it many times before.. Do you still remember it, those holy exercises of godliness as the Canons of Dort speak about it, through which the Spirit wants to strengthen us in faith, strengthen us in our close relationship with the LORD. We need to study the Scrip​tures, but we also need to apply them for every day life. We must have the Word of God in our heart and mind, in order to be able, in whatever circumstance we face in life, to know what the LORD wants us to do, to know what is pleasing to God.
 I realize, in most of the decisions we have to make in life, Scripture doesn’t give simple clear-cut answer, oven made ready so to speak. Yet, for all of life, it helps to know Scripture. In a short very practical meditation on the words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, I read the following example. On a certain evening you wonder shall I first write this letter of encouragement to this member of the congregation, or shall I do it tomorrow night, when I have more time. When living close to the LORD, even a simple decision like this will be made in faith, even though we might not always be conscious of it. When faith determines all my actions, I know what in specific circumstances should have priority. So our daily prayer should be, “Lord, teach me more and more to live in such a way, that in all my walk and talk my love towards Thee always shines through. Lord, teach me to grow in this discernment.” 
Yet, as I mentioned it before, this growth will only come when daily we open God’s Word, which is not a book for lazy readers, let me say this as well. Opening God’s Word, we should listen obedi​ently to what the LORD wants to teach us, to what He wants to say to us. Next, in thankfulness for this teaching, we should also willingly submit to it. Beloved, when we do so in true love for the Lord, you will see, beloved, you will grow in sensitivity in knowing what is pleasing to the Lord. 
III
In the final verse chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, the apostle Paul points to the harvest, which this growth in love will bear, viz., that we  “may be sincere and without offence  till the day of Christ, being filled with the fruits of righteousness, which are by Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God.” The Greek word translated by ‘sincere’ points to something that can stand the test of the light of the sun. Many things are quite nice as long as the sun doesn’t shine on it. For example, windows may seem quite clean, but when the sun shines through it, you see all the stripes and dirty spots. Only when a window can stand the test of the sun, it is really spotless.  Well, that’s how the church ought to be on the day of Christ’s return, without spot or wrinkle, blameless, i.e. giving no offence, but instead showing a life against which no charge can be laid. �
This will be the fruit when we abound in love more and more. Then we will be filled with the fruits of righteousness, which are by Jesus Christ, who is both our right​eousness as well as our sanctification. He is the One, who through His Spirit will make this love flourish in our life and who will make it fruitful as well to the glory and praise of God. The guarantee of this promise we read in vs. 6 of this same chapter, “...”
This verse speaks about the day of Christ, which day is mentioned also in verse 10. How will it go on that day? Sometimes people struggle with this question, especially when looking at all that we did wrong in this life, the many sins and shortcoming. In addition, when considering that God with His holy eyes sees all this even much more sharply than we see it, how can I then ever be pure and blameless on that day. As I said, sometimes people struggle with this question, wondering whether God will still look upon them in favour. At times, there can be feelings of guilt about sins committed in the past, the scars of which carry throughout the rest of our life. Will it ever come good?

Beloved, before spiralling down in some kind of depressive state, consider that our text, when speaking about being pure and blameless, wants us to look at Christ in whom we receive this. The first question is not, whether we have lived up to the standard God requires of us. Who of us would ever be able to do so? Instead, the first question we should ask ourselves is, do I live by faith in Jesus Christ. Do I indeed expect everything from Him alone? 
Through faith in Jesus Christ, we will be acquitted when appearing before the judgment seat of God. In faith, we may be assured of this, as the apostle Paul writes it in Romans 8, 1, “There is, therefore, no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus.” On the day of His return, He will present us to the Father,  pure and blameless, clothed in fine linen, clean and bright.
Only in and through Christ we will be pure and blameless. However, beloved, this does not mean that all that we do is no longer important. After all, what can our good works add to this? I would like to put it this way: our good works are the God-intended context of growth. It is as with plants that need careful tending and yet only God can make them grow. Well, that’s how it is also with our life. We need to grow in love with knowledge and dis​cernment so that we may approve what is excellent. This involves a lot of effort from our side, especially also in studying the Scriptures, personally and together, so that more and more we may learn what the Lord asks of us, in all the different situations we are confronted with personally and congregation together.

Yes, as we move towards the great day of our Lord and Saviour, let us indeed never forget that we do not just travel on our own towards that day, making sure that we may personally enter the glory of God’s kingdom . Instead, we travel together and because of it, we should make sure that no one is lacking behind. Mutual love towards God should cause us to care for one another, to care for one another in particular spiritually. This also means when discussing certain issues to find out what is pleasing to God, we should never lock ourselves up in the fort of our own opinion. Instead, together we will open God’s Word and pray for wisdom and discernment to see what is pleasing to God. Then in love for each other, we will encourage one another and when necessary, also admonish each other, but then we will do so in love and humbleness, since we all need God’s grace.

See, beloved, that’s how we should travel together towards the New Jerusalem, travel together also as congregation of Christ here in Southern River; travel together towards the day, on which the Lord will harvest the fruits of His wonderful grace. These fruits consist of right​eousness, which in actual terms means a life in God’s covenant according to His will. Again, from ourselves we cannot live such a pure and blameless life. This is only possible in and through Christ, who is our righteousness before God. Therefore, if we indeed full of love cling to Christ, these fruits will show up, today already.  Yes, beloved, never forget, the wonder of God’s grace will work marvellous things.  Therefore, let us pray daily that also among us, “love may abound more and more in knowledge and all discernment, so that we may approve what is excellent, and may be pure and blame​less till the day of Christ, being filled with the fruits of righteous​ness which are by Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God.”�
Amen.
� Dr. W.H. Velema, “Leer er mee te leven!” , Kampen 1986, page 26
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