Sermon on the Mount #26

“The Preacher’s Greatest Problem”

Matthew 7:7-11


Scandal has become an industry of itself in our culture.  Next time you are at the grocery store, standing in the checkout line, count how many tabloids are in the rack beside you.  I’m not suggesting you read them—let alone buy one—but just note the sheer volume of print devoted to the latest scandal.  Television has joined in the genre, with nightly updates of Hollywood’s stars in a variety of shocking and outrageous situations.


Movie stars, politicians, and athletes tend to get the top billing for the scandal rags.  But let a notable Christian—especially a preacher—slip, and everyone else gets bumped to page two.  So when I speak of the preacher’s biggest problem, it may trigger the scandal radar for some folks.  This common failure, however, has no shocking or titillating details that you might read in the next issue of the National Enquirer.  But it is no less devastating within the Kingdom of God.


Turn once again to Matthew seven, as we continue to study our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount.  Today we have come to verses 7-11,

“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.

“Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!”

Sounds tame enough, doesn’t it?  Where is the scandal in this text?  We’ll return to that a little later.


Jesus addresses the subject of prayer in these verses.  This is not the first time within this Sermon on the Mount that He has done so.  In chapter six of Matthew, Jesus teaches how not to pray (verses 5-8) as well as how to pray (verses 9-14).  Once again He returns to the subject in our text, giving what William Barclay calls “the Christian charter of prayer.”


In these verses Jesus teaches us the fundamentals of prayer and the foundation of prayer.  From these two truths we will conclude with the failure of prayer that too many Christians experience.

The Fundamentals of Prayer


Jesus gives the fundamentals of prayer in verse seven.  Prayer consists of asking, seeking, and knocking.  Immediately the question arises as to the relationship of these three words to each other.  Some have suggested that these terms represent an ascending scale of urgency, such as the example of a child who, if his mother is near and visible, asks: if she is neither, he seeks; while if she is inaccessible in her room, he knocks.
  Another commentator proposes that “we ask for what we wish; we seek for what we miss; we knock for that from which we feel ourselves shut out.”
 


In any case, these three activities are neither complicated nor mysterious.  They are easy enough for any child to do—and they do!  Prayer is not the arduous, difficult task many Christians try to make it.  As Chuck Swindoll writes, 

You wish to receive something you need? Ask! You desire to find something important? Seek! You long for a tightly sealed door to open? Knock! Simple faith calls for nothing more than that: simple faith. No mumbo jumbo, no voodoo, no need to bargain, beg, plead, or pay penance…no incantations, no secret password. Nothing but the most difficult thing for high-tech, super-efficient, uptight, and overachieving souls to do. Just ask in simple faith.
 

As I mentioned in a previous message, Christians down through the centuries have turned prayer into something it was never intended to be.  Noted preachers and scholars spent hours and hours laboring in prayer, only to come away feeling guilty and ashamed.  How many believers today are afraid of prayer because they don’t know “the right words to say”?  That is not what prayer is all about!


Prayer is nothing more than talking with God as a child talks to his or her father.  That’s all it is!  It really is that simple!  Jesus uses simple terms to describe simple actions that constitute prayer: ask, seek, and knock.  No one ever had to take an advanced course on asking.  There is no Bible college or seminary class on proper knocking.


One point we may miss about this verse comes from the verb tense Jesus uses.  Barclay explains,

In Greek there are two kinds of imperative; there is the aorist imperative which issues one definite command. “﻿Shut the door behind you,﻿” would be an aorist imperative. There is the present imperative which issues a command that a man should always do something or should go on doing something. “﻿Always shut doors behind you,﻿” would be a present imperative. The imperatives here are present imperatives; therefore Jesus is saying, “﻿Go on asking; go on seeking; go on knocking.﻿”


A fundamental about prayer that is easily missed (and often skipped in practice) is persistence.  God is not interested in the prayer life that dumps our requests at His feet and moves on without ever returning.  The Lord says in Jeremiah 29:13, “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.”  Our Heavenly Father wants us to ask, to seek, and to knock, but He wants us to be whole-hearted in our relationship with Him.


Before leaving this verse, there is one last point to mention.  Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest writes, “There are two words for “knock” in Greek, one which refers to an unceremonious pounding, the other to a polite knock. The latter is used here.”
  Persistence in prayer is not the same as petulance.  We are not to be demanding toward God when we pray.  But we are to be persistent.

The Foundation of Prayer

Secondly, Jesus gives us the foundation of prayer.  Prayer is not based on the practice or the person who prays, although both have a role in prayer, but prayer is based on the character of God.  Jesus speaks of God in terms of a father relating to his children.  Prayer as a whole rises or falls on the One who is approached, not the one who approaches.

This is where so many Christians are led astray on the subject of prayer.  Sermons are preached and books are written on the mechanics of prayer—how to pray, what words to say, how often to say them, what posture to take in prayer—as though everything about prayer depended on the one praying!  In fact, the foundation of prayer is knowing who God is, for it is He to whom we are praying and who ultimately answers our prayers.  As The Expositor’s Bible Commentary puts it, 

God must not be thought of as a reluctant stranger who can be cajoled or bullied into bestowing his gifts, as a malicious tyrant who takes vicious glee in the tricks he plays, or even as an indulgent grandfather who provides everything requested of him. He is the heavenly Father, the God of the kingdom, who graciously and willingly bestows the good gifts of the kingdom in answer to prayer.

Prayer begins not with who we are or how we pray, but on the One to whom we pray.  What do we know about God, our Heavenly Father?  We know that He is all-knowing, that He is all-powerful, and that He is love.  He knows what we need and He is able to give what we need.  He loves us like a father loves his child—and infinitely more so—thus He is willing to give us what we need.

Therefore, Jesus concludes in verse eight, “For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.”  As simple as the invitation to pray is, so is the promise that prayer will be answered.  If that seems too good to be true, we might do well to heed the caution of The Believer’s Bible Commentary:
Taken out of context, verses 7 and 8 might seem like a blank check for believers, i.e., we can get anything we ask for. But this is simply not true. The verses must be understood in their immediate context and in light of the whole Bible’s teaching on prayer. Therefore, what seems like unqualified promises here are actually restricted by other passages. For example, from Psalm 66:18 we learn that the person praying must have no unconfessed sin in his life. The Christian must pray in faith (Jas. 1:6–8) and in conformity with the will of God (1 Jn. 5:14). Prayer must be offered persistently (Luke 18:1–8) and sincerely (Heb. 10:22a).

We are not the spiritual equivalent to the kid in the candy store, able to have our every whim granted.  John Stott summarizes the objection to this thinking well when he writes, 

It is absurd to suppose that the promise ‘Ask, and it shall be given you’ is an absolute pledge with no strings attached; that ‘Knock, and it will be opened to you’ is an ‘Open Sesame’ to every closed door without exception; and that by the waving of a prayer wand any wish will be granted and every dream will come true. The idea is ridiculous. It would turn prayer into magic, the person who prays into a magician like Aladdin, and God into our servant who appears instantly to do our bidding like Aladdin’s genie every time we rub our little prayer lamp.

Unfortunately, this very idea has been popularized by some televangelists and their “name it, claim it” theology by which Christians may boldly come before God and demand from Him whatever they want, and God is bound to give it to them.  This is not what Jesus is teaching here at all!

The fact is, often children ask for things that are not good for them.  They may want potato chips and ice cream for breakfast, or they may want to run onto a busy street, or they may want to play with real knives and loaded guns.  No parent in their right mind would allow their child to do these things—regardless of how insistent the child becomes.  The child might interpret this to mean that the parent hates them or is mean, but in fact the opposite is true.  As Stott puts it, “…being good, our heavenly Father gives only good gifts to his children; being wise as well, he knows which gifts are good are which are not.”
  Though I don’t often quote country songs in sermons, Garth Brooks said it well in his song, “Some of God’s greatest gifts are unanswered prayers.”

The foundation of prayer, then, is the character of God.  To use the words from the familiar children’s prayer, “God is great and God is good.”  His greatness enables Him to answer every prayer; His goodness discerns which prayers are best to be answered.  We can “count on our Lord to an​swer in the best possible manner in His way and in His time.”

The Failure of Prayer

Now we come to what I am calling the failure of prayer.  That title might be misleading, for it is not prayer that fails, but rather the failure lies with us.  How many of us have heard (or even said ourselves), “I’ve prayed, and it didn’t work!”  We give up on prayer, and come dangerously close to giving up on God.  We think prayer is a failure.

The problem, though, is not with prayer, nor is it with the God to whom we pray.  As Donald Carson writes, 

The Western world is not characterized by prayer. By and large, to our unspeakable shame, even genuine Christians in the West are not characterized by prayer. Our environment loves hustle and bustle, smooth organization and powerful institutions, human self-confidence and human achievement, new opinions and novel schemes; and the church of Jesus Christ has conformed so thoroughly to this environment that it is often difficult to see how it differs in these matters from contemporary paganism. There are, of course, exceptions; but I am referring to what is characteris​tic. Our low spiritual ebb is directly traceable to the flickering feebleness of our prayers: “You do not have, because you do not ask.”
 

Swindoll continues, “In my opinion, those last nine words (quoted from James 4:2) are among the most convicting words we will ever read….”
  Let’s turn to the book of James, for he also has some tremendous truth regarding prayer that we need to hear.

First turn to James chapter one.  The apostle writes in verses 5-7,

If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him. But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord.

Here is another wonderful promise regarding prayer.  When we ask God for wisdom, He will give it to us!  But there is a condition: we must believe.  In the context this means we must believe that God will answer the prayer for wisdom, but it also implies that we must simply believe in God.  If we doubt, we will not receive that for which we ask.

Later in the same book, we find more reasons that prayers go unanswered.  Turn over to James 4:2-3, 

You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. 

Allow me to take these reasons in reverse order.  Verse three states that when we ask, we do so with wrong motives.  In other words, selfish prayers will not be answered by God.  When the subject of our prayers is, “me, myself, and I,” we will find ourselves frustrated in our prayer life.   Oswald Chambers touches on an important truth about prayer as he writes,

It is not so true that “﻿Prayer changes things﻿” as that prayer changes me, and then I change things; consequently we must not ask God to do what He has created us to do. For instance, Jesus Christ is not a social reformer; He came to alter us first, and if there is any social reform to be done on earth, we must do it. God has so constituted things that prayer on the basis of Redemption alters the way a man looks at things. Prayer is not a question of altering things externally, but of working wonders in a man’s disposition. When you pray, things remain the same, but you begin to be different.
 

When we pray, we must not be selfish in our praying, but ask that God’s will be done through me.

Now look up to verse two. There they are again: “You don’t have because you don’t ask.”  Those words pierce like a knife into the heart, because they are true of most Christians.  The failure of prayer in most of our lives is not that we don’t say the right words or that we don’t assume the right posture, but is that we simply don’t do it!  The average Christian prays about five minutes per week, less than one minute a day!  I wish I could stand here and say that preachers are different, but too often, we are not.  We get so busy doing the things we can in the ministry, we don’t bother spending time with God allowing Him to do what He can do for the ministry.  Kenneth Wuest writes, “Many a meagre Christian experience is due to a meagre prayer life.”
  Many meager churches are due to the meager prayer lives of their people—starting right at the top with the preacher.

That may not grab the headlines of the tabloids this week, but it is the great Christian scandal nonetheless.  The preacher’s greatest problem—this preacher’s greatest problem—is prayer, or the lack thereof.

We don’t need more sermons preached on prayer, books written on prayer, or conferences held on prayer.  We just need more Christians practicing prayer, including the minister.  Jesus calls us to prayer: keep on asking, keep on seeking, keep on knocking, knowing that our Heavenly Father is great enough to answer all our prayers and good enough to know which prayers are best for us.  Fancy words and formulas are unnecessary before the Father’s throne.  Be honest, be humble, and be persistent.


Usually at the end of the service I invite those who want to either state their faith in Christ or to join this local fellowship to come to the front.  This morning I extend that same invitation, but I also want to invite those who want to commit themselves to pray more to join me right here in the front.  And I mean join me, because I am the first to confess my lack of prayer and to commit myself to pray more.
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