“Nothing is better adapted to excite us to prayer than a full conviction that we shall be heard.” (John Calvin)

PRAYER-PROMISES and PRAYER-PROBLEMS


“He (Christ) knows that we are timid and shy, that we feel unworthy and unfit to present our needs to God …  we think that God is so great and we are so tiny that we do not dare to pray … that is why Christ wants to lure us away from such timid thoughts, to remove our doubts, and to have us go ahead confidently and boldly.” (Martin Luther)

Christ’s promises are attached to direct commands … Ask … Seek … Knock.  These may deliberately be in an ascending scale of urgency.  Richard Glover suggests that a child, if his mother is near and visible, asks; if she is neither, he seeks; while if she is inaccessible in her room, he knocks.  Be that as it may, all three verbs are present imperatives (commands) and indicate the persistence with which we should make our requests known to God.

In verses 9 through 11, notice that Jesus here assumes – even asserts – the inherent sinfulness of human nature.  What Jesus is saying is that even when they are doing good, following the noble instincts of parenthood and caring for their children, even then they do not escape the designation “evil”, for that is what human beings are.

So the force of the parable lies rather in a contrast than in a comparison between God and men.  “For what would he not now give to sons when they ask, when he has already granted this very thing, namely, that they might be sons?”

(Augustine)

The problem lies in that we turn from Christ’s prayer-promises to our prayer-problems.  Confronted by the straightforward promises of Jesus, “Ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and you shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you,” people raise several objections.

1)
“PRAYER IS UNSEEMLY”

Why should we suppose that God’s gifts are dependent upon our asking?  Do human parents wait before supplying their children’s needs until they ask for them?

The reason God’s giving depends on our asking is neither because He is ignorant until we inform Him nor because He is reluctant until we persuade Him.  The reason has to do with us, not with Him; the question is not whether He is ready to give, but whether we are ready to receive. So, in prayer we do not “prevail on” God, but rather prevail on ourselves to submit to God.
The truth is that the heavenly Father never spoils His children.  He does not shower us with gifts whether we want them or not, whether we are ready for them or not.  Instead, He waits until we recognize our need and turn to Him in humility.  Prayer, then, is not “unseemly”: it is the very way God Himself has chosen for us to express our conscious need of Him and our humble dependence on Him.
2)
“PRAYER IS UNNECESSARY”
This second objection arises more from experience than from theology.  Thoughtful Christians look round them and see lots of people getting on fine without prayer.  Indeed, they seem to receive without prayer the very same things that we receive with it.

In thinking about this, we need to distinguish between the gifts of God as Creator and His gifts as Father, or between creation-gifts and His redemption-gifts.  It is true, He gives certain gifts whether people pray or not, whether they believe or not.  He gives to all life and breath.  He sends rain from heaven and fruitful seasons to all.  He makes His sun rise on the evil and the good alike (Matthew 5:45).

But God’s redemption-gifts are different.  God does not bestow salvation on all alike, but bestows His riches upon all who call on Him.  For “whoever will call upon the name of the Lord will be saved” (Romans 10:13).  The 
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same applies to post-salvation blessings, the “good things” which Jesus says the Father gives His children.  It is not material blessings that He is referring to here, but spiritual blessings – daily forgiveness, deliverance from evil, peace, the increase of faith, hope and love … for these gifts we must certainly pray.

The Lord’s prayer, which Jesus taught earlier in the sermon, brings together both kinds of gifts.  For “daily bread” is a creation-gift, whereas “forgiveness” and “deliverance” are redemption-gifts.  We pray for daily bread not because we fear we will starve otherwise (since millions get their daily bread without ever praying for it or saying grace before meals), but because we know that ultimately it comes from God and because as His children, it is appropriate to regularly acknowledge our physical dependence on Him.  We pray for forgiveness and deliverance, however, because these gifts are given only in answer to prayer . . so prayer is not unnecessary.

3)
“PRAYER IS UNPRODUCTIVE”
The third problem is the obvious corollary to the second.  People argue that prayer is unnecessary because God gives to many who do not ask, and that it is unproductive because He fails to give to many who do.  The best way to approach this problem is to remember that the promises of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount are not unconditional.  A moment’s thought will convince us.  It is absurd to suppose that by the waving of a prayer wand any wish will be granted and every dream will come true.  It would turn prayer into magic, the person who prays into a magician, and God into our servant, who appears instantly to do our bidding like Aladdin’s genie every time we rub our little prayer lamp.  In addition, this concept of prayer would place an impossible strain on every sensitive Christian if he knew that he was certain to get everything he asked.  “If it were the case”, writes Alec Motyer “that whatever we ask, God was pledged to give, then I for one, would never pray again, because I would not have sufficient confidence in my own wisdom to ask God for anything; and I think if you will consider it, you will agree.  It would impose an intolerable burden on frail human wisdom if by His prayer-promises God were pledged to give whatever we ask, when we ask it, and in exactly the terms we ask.  How could we bear the burden?”

Perhaps we could put this matter this way: being good, our Heavenly Father gives only good gifts to His children; being wise as well, He knows which gifts are good and which are not.  We have already heard Jesus say that human parents would never give a stone or snake to their children who ask for bread or fish.  But what if children (through ignorance or folly) were to actually ask for a stone or a snake?  Doubtless an extremely irresponsible parent might grant the child’s request, but the great majority of parents would be too wise and loving.  Certainly our Heavenly Father would never give us something harmful, even if we asked for it urgently and repeatedly, for the simple reason that He gives His children only “good gifts.”  So then if we ask for good things, He grants them; if we ask for things which are not good (either not good in themselves, or not good for us or for others, directly or indirectly, immediately or ultimately) He denies them; and only He knows the difference.
THE LESSONS WE LEARN

· First, prayer presupposes knowledge.  Since God gives gifts only if they accord with His will, we have to take pains to discover His will – through the study of scripture and by scripture meditation.

· Second, prayer presupposes faith.  It is one thing to know God’s will; it is another to humble ourselves before Him and express our confidence that He is able to cause His will to be done.

· Third, prayer presupposes desire.  We may know God’s will and believe He can perform it, and still not desire it.  Prayer is the chief means God has ordained by which to express our deepest desires (c.f Romans 10:1).  This is the reason why the “Ask-Seek-Knock” commands are in the present imperative (command), and in an ascending scale to challenge our perseverance.
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“Ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and you shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you; for every one who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it shall be opened.  Or what man is there among you, when his son shall ask him for a loaf, will give him a Stone?  Or if he shall ask for a fish, he will not give him a snake, will he?  If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more shall your Father who is in heaven give what is good to those who ask Him?”	(Matthew 7:7-11)














