
Colossians 1:9-12 - A Guide for Prayer - Part 1 

I think it’s safe to say that most of us struggle with prayer on some level. As believers we 
often struggle with distractions when we try to pray. We struggle with a lack of discipline. If 
you’re a new believer maybe you struggle with simply how to pray. What’s right and 
acceptable to God. We know that prayer is simply talking to God like we would talk to 
anyone else, but sometimes I think we wonder if we’re doing it right. Or maybe we struggle 
with wondering whether prayer really works or not. I know that I struggle with that 
sometimes. I know I shouldn’t; I can point to many specific instances in my life where the 
only explanation was God’s answer to prayer. But nonetheless we struggle with knowing 
whether or not it works.  

On the other hand we know that prayer is important. Not just because it works and the Lord 
hears us, but because communication with God is part of the intimate fellowship that we have 
as believers. If you said you had a good friend and I asked you how often you talked to them 
and you responded that it was just a few seconds a day - I might question just how close you 
were. On the other hand you can almost always tell when people are close friends because 
they are in constant communication about almost everything.  

Through faith in the risen Christ, we know that the God of the universe has become our 
friend. He has shown us his love in sending his Son and continues to show us love by 
supplying all our needs and being in relationship to us. He speaks through his Word, we 
speak to him through prayer. 

And not only do we speak to him about our needs and our world, but we see constantly that 
the people of God pray for one another. They go to the Lord, their friend and master, and ask 
on behalf of their brothers and sisters in Christ.  

And that’s really what this section is all about. This is the apostle Paul’s prayer for the 
Colossian church. And so I want to focus on 2 things this morning. The first is Paul’s 
motivation to prayer - that is, why he prays for them. And then I want to look at what he 
actually prays for. He actually prays for 2 things knowledge and power, but we’re just going 
to get to knowledge today.  

Let’s start by looking at his motivation. What motivates Paul to pray for these believers? I 
want to suggest to you that Paul is Motivated by Reality. Read 9 

The phrase I want to point out here is “and so” or some of you have “for this reason.” That 
means there’s a huge connection between Vss. 3-8 and 9-14. In Vss. 3-8 Paul thanked the 
Lord for their salvation and the love that they had toward one another. And it is that reality - 
their faith and love - that is the reason he goes on to pray what he prays. They have faith, they 



have love - now the real prayer starts. Why is that? Here’s why: because he knows the 
difficulty of the Christian life.  

I know many of you pray for people to come to faith in Christ - I do as well. And, of course, 
that’s a good thing to pray for. But if you’ve been in the faith any amount of time you know 
that when someone becomes a Christian that’s when the real battle begins.  

It’s like praying for your high schooler to just make it to graduation. “Please, Lord, just let 
them walk across the stage.” But in the back of your mind you know the real challenge what 
happens after graduation for the rest of their life. That’s where the real test begins and that’s 
where they really need prayer.  

That’s how it is in the Christian life. We pray for God to save people but we know how hard 
the Christian life really is. It’s a life of dying to ourselves every single day. Dying to our sins, 
dying to worldliness, dying to our own selfishness. Killing greed and pride and sexual 
immorality. And that’s what we’re putting to death!  

But there’s also what we’re trying to cultivate. We’re striving to learn the Word of God, 
which can be confusing. We’re striving to love the people of God, which can be difficult. And 
we’re trying to live out our faith in front of unbelievers, co workers, or family members who 
have only known us for who we were before we knew Jesus. All of that can be complicated. 

We don’t preach a false gospel of “your best life now” or that having faith in Jesus will make 
your life easier. No, following Jesus makes life more complicated because we are giving up 
everything that is comfortable and natural to us and swimming upstream against every evil 
desire we’ve ever had.  

This is why Jesus made it clear that if anyone is going to come after him and follow him they 
need to count the cost. Salvation is free and eternal life is by faith without any works. But the 
cost to our lives is high.  

It is knowing all of these realities that should drive us to our knees in prayer to God when we 
learn that someone has come to faith in God. This is why Paul says: Read 9a 

So that’s his motivation to pray - they’re in the faith and they need God’s work in their lives 
that can only happen through constant, unceasing prayer.  

Now, Paul’s prayer here can seem a little complicated because he mentions a lot of things. 
But it’s actually a pretty simplistic prayer if we just break it down into its two main parts. 
First, Paul asks God to give the Colossians knowledge and then he ask God to give them 
power to live out what they know. So knowledge then power, and that’s basically parts 2 and 
3 of our outline.  



So let’s look at Paul’s prayer for Knowledge in Vss. 9-10. Read 

So we’ll break this down piece by piece, but really what Paul is praying for here is 
knowledge of God’s will in Vs. 9. And then he tells us why he prays for that in Vs. 10.  
 
So let’s talk about what the knowledge of God’s will is. In fact this verse is a little bit of a 
mouthful. In Vs. 9 he says he wants them to be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding. What does that mean? That sounds really complicated.  

First of all, what is the knowledge of God’s will? A lot of people talk about God’s will. They 
want to know God’s will. And usually what people mean when they say they want to know 
God’s will - if we really just break it down - is that they want to know the future. What is 
God’s will for me in terms of a job? Really, they’re asking what they should do for a career. 
What is God’s will for college/spouse/major purchase/so on. When we gel it all down, what 
we often mean by “knowing God’s will” is knowing the future. We want to know what God 
has decreed for our lives in specific details.  
 
But there are a few problems with that. One, we are never told what the future holds for our 
individual lives. Only a few people ever get that in the Bible and it’s often bad news. Two, do 
you really want to know what the future holds anyway? Think back 5 years: would you really 
want someone to tell you all the major events that happened to you in the last five years? 
Would you really be ready for that? Do you really want to know what the next 5 years hold?   

Three, Paul prays that they would know God’s will - so we know that this is an actual, 
achievable thing that Paul is praying for. He’s not praying for God to come down and reveal 
the future. To reveal what God has decreed to take place from all eternity past. He is praying 
that they would know what God’s will is.  

Now, since we’re here, let’s just talk about God’s will for a minute. There are a few senses in 
which the Bible uses God’s will. There’s the sense in which God has decreed all things that 
will ever come to pass. It’s not just that God knows what will happen in the future. It’s that 
from eternity past God has planned and ordained all things.  

Paul says to the church in Ephesus in Acts 18:21: I will return to you if God wills. He wants 
to come back, but he doesn’t know what God has determined for the future so he says “if 
God wills.” 

James 4:13-17 says that we shouldn’t be arrogant when we make business plans, but should 
say “If the Lord wills” we will do this or that. If it’s his sovereign decree we’ll do it - 
ultimately our future is up to him. So that’s one sense in which God’s will is used.   



There’s also God’s revealed will: what he has revealed to humanity is right and wrong. And 
that usually comes in the form of commands. And we make this distinction between will of 
decree and will of command because although God has said “you shall not murder,” people 
still murder don’t they? So in one sense we know it’s not God’s will to violate that command, 
but in another sense it has come to pass - so there’s a tension between these two.  

But anytime there’s a command to do something or not do something, you know what God’s 
will is. So if you’re thinking to yourself “Do I cheat on my taxes or don’t I cheat on my 
taxes? What’s God’s will?” That’s a no-brainer. You don’t need to pray about that one. “Do 
not steal” - is the negative. And “pay to Caesar what is Caesar’s” is the positive.  

Same thing with adultery. “Do I commit adultery or not? What is God’s will?” Let me help 
you out: No. Do not commit adultery - that’s a command. It’s not difficult to discern what 
God wants.  

Side: I don’t know how many times in life I’ve had people actually tell me “Well, God 
brought this person into my life and God wouldn’t give me a bad thing so it must be a sign 
from God that I can leave my wife and do whatever.” No, that’s not a sign from God. That’s a 
sign from Satan. Christians don’t wait around looking for omens from God for the direction 
of our lives. We look to the Word of God. 

And sometimes the Bible actually uses the words “this is God’s will for you.”  

Turn to 1 Thes. 4:3-8. I’ll show you a few places where it just plainly says “this is God’s 
will.” Read  

So there are a few things here. It’s God’s will that we abstain from sexual immorality. That’s 
simple. This is not a stronger command than any other command, it’s just phrased with the 
words “God’s will.”  

Look at 1 Thess. 5:16-18. Read 

So rejoicing, praying without ceasing, and thanking God are all part of his will. Again, there’s 
nothing more authoritative about this than Paul simply saying “pray always” but sometimes 
he presents the command as “God’s will.” 

Turn to 1 Pet 2:13-15. Here this is how we are to treat governing authorities - the 
government. We are to respect and honor those who God has placed over us. Read 

I know this is hard. No one likes to pay taxes. No one likes to honor the governing 
authorities. All of them are flawed, many of them have values completely opposite our own, 
many of them would love to see Christianity wiped from the face of the earth. If you can 



imagine, it was actually worse for Peter who wrote this than it will ever be for us. And still he 
says, in no uncertain terms, it is God’s will for us to be subject to the governing authorities 
that have been - literally - ordained for us. God ordained flawed governing authorities.  

Every command is God’s will for us.  

The apostle John summarizes it this way: And the world is passing away along with its 
desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever (1 John 2:17). How do you know 
you’re saved? You trust in Christ alone for your salvation and your life is therefore marked 
by commandment-keeping.  

So there’s God’s decree on the one hand - his ordaining all things. And there’s his commands 
on the other. But look back at Col. 1. I think there’s a third category where we need to 
understand God’s will. It’s a category that requires a lot of thought and wisdom and careful 
consideration. Look at Vs. 9 again. Read 9  

Here’s what I think the third category is: Hard ethical situations. Let’s be honest, not a lot of 
life is simple. A lot of life is very difficult and the how to live a life pleasing to the Lord is 
complex.  

Let’s say two prostitutes come to you. One has a little baby in her hands that’s alive and the 
other has a little baby in her hands that’s dead. And the one with the little baby that is dead 
says “That living baby is actually mine. We live together and this lady switched our babies 
one night. And the one with the baby who is alive says ‘No, the living baby is mine.’” You 
remember the story with King Solomon? (1 Kings 3:16-28) 

There’s no clear answer, is there? So what did he need to do? He needed to apply himself 
diligently to the pursuit of wisdom. He had to come up with a plan that would gently and 
accurately reveal the right course of action.  

That’s what I think Paul is talking about here. Situations that are difficult and there’s no clear 
way for us to go forward. I’m not talking about the situations where we really know what we 
should do and make a million excuses not to do them. Or we try to wiggle our way out of it 
or justify disobedience. I’m talking about genuinely blurry situations.  

This time of year people start praying for wisdom with how to interact with their families for 
the holidays. On the one hand we want them saved and we want boldness to tell them the 
gospel and opportunities to talk about Jesus. But on the other hand we don’t want to sever the 
relationship because religion is a hot topic. What’s the balance? I don’t think there’s a one-
size-fits all answer. I think it takes nuance and careful thought and patience - and boldness.  



That’s what I think Paul is talking about here. And he says filled with the knowledge of 
God’s will with all spiritual wisdom and understanding. What is spiritual wisdom and 
understanding? That sounds a little high and lofty. What it means is wisdom and 
understanding that are given by the Holy Spirit.  

We have to understand that the Holy Spirit who lives inside of us is there specifically to 
guide us and convict us and inform us of how to operate in the most difficult of situations.  

See, God never designed the Bible to answer every single ethical question that has ever come 
up or address every situation we might ever be in. That’d be impossible. But what he has 
done is given us enough truth so that we can live our lives in obedience to his will. And he 
does that through the agency of the Spirit, through the prayers of others and the council of 
mature believers. 

I remember working for a boss who was in and out of the office all the time and often we 
couldn’t get ahold of him. So customers would come in and ask for things, or sales reps 
would want to sell us things, or we’d need to handle a difficult situation. And I remember that 
early on I didn’t do such a great job because I was trying to solve the problems based on how 
I thought was best. But as time went on, I knew my boss better. I knew what he liked and 
didn’t like and how he generally conducted the business. So as I got to know him more, I 
became more skilled at making decisions that were more complex.  

I think that’s what Paul’s getting at here. The more we know God, his character, his Word, 
how he views the world, what his agenda is, the more we will understand his will in complex 
situations. That takes wisdom given by the Spirit and understanding given by the Spirit. But 
ultimately he wants us to be filled with this knowledge so that we will live out our lives in 
faithfulness. Look at Vs. 10. Here’s the outcome he wants for these Colossians. Read 

Any time you see the phrase “so that” or “in order that” it’s a purpose statement. I go to the 
store so that I can buy milk. I drive the car so that I can get to my house. Paul prays these 
things so that they will do three things:  

1) They will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord. I like that kind of phrasing because what it 
really calls to mind is that we are part of the Kingdom of God and therefore we should act 
like we are part of the Kingdom of God.  

When you go into a court room there is a certain code of conduct that is upheld between the 
lawyers and the judge. If you fail to conduct yourself appropriately you can be held in 
contempt of court and there can be consequences. How much more, as the children of God, 
should we walk in a manner worthy of Christ our King? He is the ultimate sovereign: the 
king of Kings and Lord of lords, the God of all creation to whom every knee will bow and 



every tongue will confess is supreme lordship. We need this wisdom to walk worthily. And 
when we do walk in a manner worthy, we please our King.  

2) We need to be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in difficult situations so that we will 
bear fruit. Read 10 

What kind of fruit? Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, 
self-control. Whatever the situation we’re in and whatever decision we make, our conduct 
ought to result in those kinds of outcomes. If it’s not resulting in those kinds of outcomes, we 
seriously need to evaluate what in the world we’re doing we’re doing because it might be that 
we’re not walking according to the wisdom of the Spirit, but we’re walking according to the 
wisdom of the world.  

3) The third outcome of being filled with the knowledge of God’s will might seem unusual at 
first. It’s that we will grow in our knowledge of God. Read 10 

That’s interesting. It seems like what Paul is saying is that the more we know about God, the 
more we’ll know about God. I think what he’s saying is that there’s a little bit of a cycle that 
happens.  

We know God through his Word, we apply his Word the best we can in difficult situations, 
we learn the outcome, and we grow based on whether we succeeded or failed.  

This is what happens with kids who like building things. They start out with small projects, 
they do the best they can - sometimes they succeed, sometimes they fail. Then they go on to 
the next project and hopefully apply what they know to a new situation. And onward and 
onward it goes. That’s exactly how it is in the Christian life. You’ve got to start somewhere, 
so you apply what truths you know to every situation you can. Sometimes you succeed, 
sometimes you fail. And so you take what you’ve learned, plus an ever increasing knowledge 
of God’s Word and you apply it the next time, and the next time and the next time.  

And that’s how you grow. It’s an upward cycle of knowledge of God. Not just information, 
but experiential knowledge of learning how to please God in different situations.  

By the way, isn’t this really what we see in those who are mature in the faith? We go to them 
not because we want all the details on some specific theology, or some finer point of doctrine. 
Maybe we do - sometimes those are fun to work through. 

But the reason we go to older, mature people in the faith is because they have this mountain 
of life experience where they can listen to us, ask us good questions and gently guide into 
righteousness.  



Young people - whether high schoolers, or college age, or young married - when you’re up 
against big decisions don’t just go to your friends and your peers. In fact, you might not want 
to go to them at all. You know who you need to talk to? Someone who’s mature in the faith. 
Someone who has grey hair, or no hair, or wrinkles. And not just someone who is older, but 
someone who has lived out their faith for decades and has walks in a manner pleasing to the 
Lord and bears fruit and increases in the knowledge of God.  

Why go to them? Because they have the type of knowledge Paul is praying for. And if we are 
diligent to seek God, and diligent to pray for each other in this area, we’ll have it too. And 
use it for God’s glory. 

Pray


