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“NEVER GIVE UP”  
Matthew 7:7-13 
This morning I want to speak about one of my favorite subjects: prayer.

Before I exegete this particular passage of Scripture I want to speak on prayer in a general way. As Christians we are encouraged to pray on a regular basis. 

A personal, living and loving God dwells at the center of the universe. As believers we are invited to enter into an intimate, personal relationship with him. We are privileged to walk hand in hand with him during our earthly sojourn. As we walk together we have the opportunity to talk to him; to share our lives and our concerns with him. So, we come as children to a supreme deity. We know that he has the resources we need to help us cope with the disappointments, challenges and trials of everyday life. This dialogue we have with God is called prayer. 

In prayer we are encouraged to express our concerns and ask for God’s divine intervention and help. 

St. Peter writes:

     “Cast all your anxieties on him because he cares for you.”  1 Peter 5:7 

And St. Paul says:
  
  “The widow who is really in need and left all alone puts her hope    in God and continues night and day to pray and to ask God for help.” 

I Timothy 5:5

And St. James warns:


“You have not because you do not ask.”   James 4:2

Asking and receiving is a very important facet of prayer. Now I know that some people feel that this is the lowest form of prayer; that it is selfish and demeaning.

But, I do not agree! My relationship with my children is strengthened by asking and receiving. I love to help them if I can. I’m honored and pleased when they ask my counsel and help. However, I do reserve the right to decide on how much help I will give. Too much help can undermine their own initiative and responsibility.

Similarly, asking and receiving is an important element in our relationship with God. So, we need to come confidently before God and tell him about our needs. It is appropriate to pray for material things: for good health, for success in business, for protection for our children as they grow up. 

Marleen and I pray every day for the physical and spiritual welfare of our children and grandchildren. God delights to give good gifts to his children.

A few years ago a friend of ours was involved in a very serious work related accident. Phil is a hardwood floor installer. On this particular occasion his nail gun jammed. Impulsively he removed his protective eye wear and tried to fix the problem. The gun misfired and a staple slammed into his eye ball causing serious damage. The specialist told him that he had done irreversible damage to his eye and that he would never be able to see clearly out of it again. The doctor then asked, “What kind of work do you do?”
His doctor said he would need to retrain for a different vocation. 

Phil and his wife Judy were devastated! They called us and we met with them at the White Spot in Duncan. Later, in the parking lot, we laid hands on Phil and prayed for his healing. A few days later we received the excited phone call from Phil. On their way home from the restaurant Phil experienced a series of bright flashes of light in his damaged eye and, gradually over the next couple of hours, his vision began to clear. 

The bottom line: he was completely healed! 

The Scriptures encourage us to pray. They encourage us to ask God for his divine intervention. 

On the other hand, we must leave the answer in God’s hand. In his love and providence he will decide how and when he will respond. We know that there are times when God doesn’t answer our requests in the way we expect. For example, St. Paul prayed earnestly on three different occasions for the removal of his physical infirmity. God responded with these words:

 “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”

Paul responds by saying, “Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.”

II Corinthians 12:9

In his wisdom and providence God sometimes refuses our requests. Why? We don’t always know. But one thing is clear, our loving Heavenly Father, will not spoil us. He will not over indulge us; he will not make things too easy for us. The fact is that children who are over indulged seldom accomplish much in the world. They often tend to be lazy, impulsive, demanding and narcissistic; and to carry around an aura of entitlement. They whine and complain when things don’t go their way. 
Those who struggle with life’s issues develop character; they make a positive impact on society. 

The story is told of a gifted physician who was beset with severe migraines which incapacitated him for days. On many occasions he begged God to heal him. Finally, in desperation he cried out to God, “Why don’t you hear my prayers?”
To which God responded gently, “It is your pain which makes you a great doctor.”

Suffering is one of the good gifts which God brings into our lives. 

Perhaps you have heard the story of John & Eloise Bergen, a missionary couple in Kenya. They were guests on Joy TV where the interviewer asked John, 

“How are you able to forgive the Kenyan invaders who burst into your home and beat you unconscious, leaving you for dead and then raped your wife?”
“In order to answer that question I need to take you back to one of the most painful and dark periods of my life. It happened when my wife told me she wanted a divorce. My bitterness, anger and controlling spirit were destroying our marriage. My wife’s decision to leave me forced me to look at the destructive forces at work in my life.  I had to go back and acknowledge my bitterness and hatred towards my father. I then had to go through the painful process of repentance and forgiveness. When the process was completed there was no anger in me. My wife saw the transformation in my life and concluded, ‘Maybe he’s a keeper after all.’

So when this happened in Kenya I was hurt and deeply troubled. I shared in my wife’s humiliation and pain but I was not overwhelmed with anger. Forgiveness seemed so natural. 

Richard Rohr writes very perceptively:

“The pain of something old falling apart creates chaos and invites the soul to listen at a deeper level. It invites and sometimes forces the soul to go to a new place because the old one is falling apart. Most of us would never go to new places in other ways.” 

Prayer is dialogue with God. In times of difficulty we are encouraged to seek for God’s divine intervention. But the way in which God chooses to respond sometimes catches us by surprise. It appears to us that he is not listening. The silence of God is not the silence of indifference but the silence of a higher purpose.

I now want to shift gears and examine the words of Jesus found in the passage of Scripture before us this morning. Jesus is not concerned with our petitions regarding material things. This promise is not a blank cheque to ask for whatever we wish. The context of his words make it clear that he is not speaking about material blessings but rather spiritual blessings. 

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus has been placing before us the ethic of the Kingdom of God.

· He calls us to be salt and light in our society.
· He calls us to turn the other cheek and go the extra mile.

· He reminds us that our righteousness needs to exceed that of the religious establishment.

· He calls us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us.

· He commands us to be perfect as our Heavenly Father is perfect.

· He tells us about the dangers of harboring anger and bitterness in our hearts towards others.

· He warns us not to condemn others as if we are their judge. 

· He tells us to remove the plank from our own eye before we try to extract a piece of sawdust from someone else’s eye.

· He warns us: “For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”  Verse 2

This standard is terrifying! Jesus has set the bar to a ridiculously high level. And my first reaction is disbelief. “Lord, you’ve got to be kidding, there is no way that I am capable of living up to your expectations.”

I’m humbled by such demands. They crush me, they overwhelm me, they leave me feeling inadequate and helpless. 
In a world marked by violence, anger, power, hatred, racism, injustice sexual exploitation and war, members of Gods Kingdom are to be:

· Humble,

· Peace loving,

· Honest,

· Compassionate,

· Forgiving and,

· Sexually pure.

The question is, “How can we even begin to fulfill the righteous demands of the Sermon on the Mount?”

Jesus gives us the answer in the verses before us this morning.


“Ask and it will be given you;

            Seek and you will find;


  Knock and the door will be opened to you.


  For everyone who asks receives,



Those who seek find, 


And to those who knock the door will be opened.”  Verses 7,8

Jesus is inviting us to ask God for the grace and strength to live godly lives. 
But we are to pray for these virtues with perseverance. 
“Ask, Seek, Knock.” These verbs suggest an ascending intensity. Furthermore, in the Greek language these verbs are present imperatives. The present imperative commands continuous action. 

· Ask and keep on asking.

· Seek and keep on seeking.

· Knock and keep on knocking . . . Never give up!

It’s instructive to read St. Luke’s account of these words of Jesus found in  Luke chapter 11. He precedes them with Jesus’ mini-parable.
 
“Suppose you have a friend and you go to him at midnight and say, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, a friend of mine on a journey has come to me, and I have nothing to set before him.’ And suppose the one inside answers, ‘Don’t bother me. The door is already locked and my children are all in bed. I can’t get up and give you anything.’ I tell you, even though he will not get up and give you bread, because of friendship, yet because of your shameless audacity, he will surely get up and give you as much as you want.”

Jesus is driving home an important point. God is sales resistant to the random request. He doesn’t read second class mail. He waits until all the yawns are gone and we begin to pray with determination and persistence. 
We naturally persevere in our prayers when someone close to us is sick. If one of our children becomes ill we pray without ceasing. Likewise, if we are in financial trouble or if we are hoping for a promotion or if we have a frightening or dangerous task ahead of us we generally find it easy to pray. 

But do we persist in our prayers for spiritual growth for ourselves and others? Do we “ask – seek – and knock” for purity of mind? Do we ask God to soften our hurts so that we develop a spirit of generosity? Just think for a moment what would happen if God’s people understood what Jesus is saying here and put it into practice.

God will only fill us with kingdom values when we hunger and thirst for them; when we are painfully aware of our short comings and cry out to him to be filled. 
Furthermore, we only pray passionately for our spiritual development when we sense our need for God’s grace. God’s kingdom requires righteousness. We are called to be holy as his is holy; only the pure in heart will see God (Matthew 5:8). We know that though we do good things, we are evil – all of us, Jews and Gentiles are under sin. (Romans 3:9). 
The sight of God’s perfect standard and our sin drives us to our knees and to God’s grace. We know there is no hope for us apart from his unearned favor. There is no hope for our spiritual improvement apart from his continuing love and mercy. Jesus’ invitation to “ask – seek – and knock” fills us with hope. The only condition for our receiving spiritual treasures is perseverance. If we persistently ask for increased spiritual growth and intimacy with God we will receive it. 

Just think what would happen if we prayed for these things for ourselves and our brothers and sisters as intensely as we pray for our physical needs. The church would explode because a far greater proportion of its people would be living kingdom lives. Our pulpits would be filled with preachers of power. Our community of Richmond would be transformed as more and more Christians fleshed out the values of the kingdom in their neighborhoods and places of employment. 
Do you want the character of the kingdom in your life? Do you want to be under the control of the Holy Spirit? 
Then you must respond in two ways: 

# 1 You must be persistent. 
You are to ask and keep on asking, you are to seek and keep on seeking, you are to knock and keep on knocking. You are to make a nuisance of yourself before the throne of God. You must be persistent in your hunger for righteousness. You must never give up.

#2 You must be confident. 
Everyone who asks this way receives; everyone who seeks this way receives; everyone who knocks this way will find the door opens. 
John Newton says it well, in the following hymn: 

“Thou art coming to a King;

Large petitions with thee bring;

For his grace and power are such,

None can ever ask too much.”

You can never ask too much spiritually. 

Never give up! Never give up! Never give up!
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