Ask, Seek and Knock! (Matthew 7:7-12; 25/1/09)

Introduction

Do you have any pets? In the UK our family kept two gerbils. It was usually my job to feed them and clean out their cage. They didn’t ask me to be cleaned out! I would just think it was about time we did it for them. I often thought about how they depended on me as I fed and watered them. I often thought of the power I had over them. If I failed to feed them, or just forgot about them, then eventually they would die. Did this make them grateful to me, I wondered? They must have been conscious that food came to them from me, but it didn’t result in anything like a relationship with them! In fact, when I came into the room, or made a sudden movement, they would scamper in fear for shelter. It was a one way relationship!

I was thinking about this while considering Jesus’ teaching about God. He tells us so much about God in this sermon. There are many people who still believe in God. They are not atheists. Many would agree that God created the world in one way or another, and feeds us through the earth’s resources – sun and rain, seed and soil. But rather like my gerbils, any relationship with God goes no further than that. Sometimes the thought of God getting close and personal can be so scary that want to hide.

If I were to know my gerbils, and they to know me, I would have to become a gerbil and get into their tank. Impossible! If we are to get to know God, then God must get into our world. The Christian message is that God has done exactly that in the person of Jesus Christ! When listen and learn to trust Jesus, we find that he opens up a relationship with him and God the Father. It’s a two way relationship – God speaks to us, and we can speak to him (in prayer). My gerbils were quite content without knowing me! You will never be content without knowing God.  Jesus explains more about this relationship to his disciples when he says: ask…seek…knock.
1) Jesus Tells us to be Active in Asking (v7-8)

The idea behind these words is to ‘ask, and keep on asking…’ They are active and on-going words. This is something we must do regularly and earnestly, like the man in Jesus’ parable who kept banging on the door of his neighbour in order to get bread (Luke 11). Two questions come to mind: Whom should we ask and why? The first question is answered soon: your Father in heaven (v11). The answer to the second question is implied: we need to ask because we’re in need. The man who knocked up his neighbour realised that he wasn’t self-sufficient! He realised his need for help, so he kept on asking until he received a reply. Jesus is teaching us something very vital about the Christian life: it’s a life in conscious and willing dependence upon our heavenly Father. We need him; not just now and again, but all the time. That is not the way we are naturally. 
I was in a shop the other day and a toddler was screaming out in defiance! Something had bothered him, and the mother was doing her best to calm him down. Later I saw him in his father’s arms at the till, screaming and struggling. Sometimes you see a child slapping his father’s face in anger. Why? He wants to be independent! But he can only keep slapping his father’s face because the father keeps hold of him. He could decide to drop his son, but he doesn’t because he is very patient with his rebellious child!

By nature we are all like this towards God – foolish and disobedient (Titus 3:3). People today are screaming and slapping the face of God: through blasphemous shows, or atheistic, evolutionary teaching, or mockery of Christian belief, or godless behaviour. The only reason they can do this is because God is holding them. He could drop them into hell at any moment, but he is patient. But if you’re a Christian you’ve stopped struggling. You’ve been won over by the love and kindness of God through Christ. You learn to admit your need of God. You come to know him as Father. And you want him to hold you. And you need to come actively to him in dependent prayer: asking, seeking and knocking for his presence, love and help day by day. And Jesus promises an answer (v8). Do you trust him?
2) Jesus Gives us an Argument for Asking (v9-11)

Although Jesus promises an answer, we can often doubt that God is willing to hear us. So he asks two questions: ‘Is there anyone here who would give his son a stone if he asked for bread? Would you give him a snake if he asked for a fish?’ The child is in need – he’s hungry. Fathers are not going to respond by giving things that would harm their children. No, they want to help them. Jesus argues from the lesser to the greater: if human fathers, who are evil (compared to the nature of God) know how to give good gifts to their children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him. All human fathers have the potential to do evil to their kids, but most don’t. But God cannot be evil or cruel! Jesus argues for the goodness and kindness of God: What a truth to encourage us to ask!

When Jesus finishes this sermon he comes down from the mountain with huge crowds following him. A leper kneels before him and says: Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean (8:2). Try to imagine the struggle in the leper’s mind before he did this: ‘Why should Jesus bother with me? Can I face more rejection? What will the crowds say?’ ‘I’ll look stupid!’ But he overcomes these doubts and fears, and comes in humble faith to Jesus. What did Jesus say?  ‘Haven’t got time for you!’? ‘You’re not the type of person I came for!’? No! I am willing. Be clean! This man knocked, and Jesus opened the door.
Jesus once claimed: He who has seen me has seen the Father. Aren’t you glad that God is like Jesus (and not Mohammed)? Jesus reveals the compassion and goodness of God! He is willing to hear and answer. The big problem for Christians is not God’s reluctance to answer us, but our reluctance to ask him. Often it can be because of pride: I can manage this myself! Sometimes we doubt God’s willingness to hear: God is much too busy to hear me. Sometimes we can even doubt God’s character as we survey the world. But we can still find goodness in humanity, and any such goodness is a sign of God’s goodness – God’s image hasn’t been totally erased. God has shown us his heart: he who did not spare his own son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also… graciously give us all things (Romans 8:32).
3) Jesus Shows us the Application for Asking (v12)

This verse seems totally unconnected to the previous verses! It’s sometimes called the ‘golden rule’ but what does it have to do with asking, seeking and knocking in prayer to God? I believe it’s there to explain the reason, purpose or content of this sort of asking, seeking and knocking. For what are we to ask God? 
Jesus’ words appear to be giving us a ‘blank cheque’ when it comes to prayer: ‘ask for whatever you want, and it’ll be given you.’ That teaching is around in many churches today. The argument runs something like this: ‘God cares deeply for his children. He doesn’t want to see you in material need. He wants to bless you. He wants you to be successful, prosperous and healthy. Now here’s a promise for you: ask and you will receive! But you must believe it! Name and claim it! Pray and say, ‘Father, I want a good job, I want a large house, I want a new car, and I want success for me and my family. I’m asking you Father, and I believe your promise.’ Great pressure is then placed upon you, because if you don’t get answers to these requests it’s because you don’t have enough faith – you haven’t believed enough! This is ‘prosperity gospel’ teaching. It’s popular! It’s also wrong. Jesus spoke more about suffering than success!
I’m reminded of a dream I had when I was a child. I was a cowboy and I had two pistols and holsters. It was so vivid that when I woke up I was sure that these guns could be found across the road from my house. But before I looked, I prayed that they would be there! I went to seek, but I didn’t find! No amount of faith would produce those guns and holsters! Had God let me down? No, he never promised they’d be there! They were only in my dream!

‘Prosperity gospel’ teaching is in dream world, not the bible. I’m persuaded that these verses are not about material things at all. Jesus has taught us to pray for daily bread and about physical needs elsewhere (6:11, 33), but not here. I understand this from verse 12: So in everything do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets. These words are about our attitudes and the state of our hearts towards others. 
There are two parts to God’s moral law: love to God and love to others. Jesus teaches that treating others as we would have them treat us is the summary of the latter part of God’s law. Easy, isn’t it? No! Jesus has just warned us against being judgemental, but we so often are! We are in need! We are not the people he calls us to be. So we must go to our Father to ask, seek and knock for pardon and power, for grace, wisdom and strength! These are good gifts that the Father promises to give those who ask – the good gifts that will help us to follow Christ and become Christ-like. In the parallel passage in Luke, Jesus says: how much more will your father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him? (Luke 11:13). This shows us that Jesus is not speaking primarily about material things, but spiritual qualities..
During the Second World War, as Britain sought to resist the Nazi march through Europe, there came a point when Churchill addressed the American Congress. He came asking for military help, and I believe his phrase was this: “Give us the tools and we’ll finish the job!” Churchill must have realised the need. They were dependent upon American help in the fight against the Nazis. In the end the help came, the weapons were granted, and the victory was won.

God’s people are in a war! Every Christian is involved. But we need God’s ‘tools’. For example, in this sermon calls you to be merciful, to be pure in heart, to be a peacemaker. He calls you to fight against hatred, lies, lust and revenge. He calls you to love your enemies. He calls you to serve God not money, to seek first the kingdom of God and to trust God for your material needs. He calls you to live out the values of his kingdom in this sinful, hostile world. How are you going to do it? It’s impossible! Don’t you feel your weakness? That’s why you must ask, seek and knock. You must come every day to your heavenly Father, asking: “Father, give me the tools and I’ll finish the job! Without you I can do nothing. I need your grace, wisdom, faith and love. I need the strength of your Spirit to follow you today and to know you better.” And the wonderful promise is this: everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. So it’s not impossible after all! Will you obey Jesus Christ today? Ask, seek and knock – and receive God’s grace.
