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Matthew 7:7-11; James 1:5-8; The Asking of Prayer I.  How We Ask II. What We Ask For III.  Encouragement to Ask
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, some people are good at asking for things.  Perhaps you have been to a fundraising dinner, and at the end of the dinner you will always have what is called “The Ask.”  So the MC will come to microphone and outline the specific needs.  We are going to be building a new gym or we need funding for a new roof.  And then you hear the ask- please consider supporting this work with your generous gifts.  Christian ministries and non-profits rely on the generosity of others.  But as Christians, we also rely on the generosity of our God!  We have needs rooted in our inability to provide for ourselves.  We are completely dependent- and our only hope it to make an ask of our gracious Father in heaven.  After spending a few weeks on anxiety and judging, this week our Lord brings us back to prayer.  Back in Matthew 6, Jesus taught us the Lord’s Prayer.  He also taught us to pray to our Father in secret and with simple words.  Prayer is not something we do to be seen by others, nor do we use many empty words in order to gain a hearing with God.  So this week we return to the topic of prayer as we consider the ask of prayer.  With this theme: Jesus Christ teaches us to ask for what need from our gracious, heavenly Father. 
I.  How We Ask 
In our first point we consider how we are to ask.  When asking for something, those who ask must have a proper attitude.  If you want your parents to take you out for dinner for your birthday, how would you ask?  So Jesus begins in v. 7; ask, seek and knock.  These are imperative commands- as a child of God you are to do this.  In prayer, we are to acknowledge God’s power in adoration, we are to confess our sins with humility, and we are to give thanks for what He has given.  Yes- and Amen.  We are to do these things in prayer.  But Jesus says- ask!  God’s people should not be ashamed to ask of God- to seek from His hand and to knock on His door!  So we are to ask of God- and we make this ask by prayer.  Now as I have said before, prayer does not always have to be made on your knees with your eyes closed.  Often, our prayer are words we utter to God in times of great need- in times of distress, conflict and uncertainty.  Here we ask, seek and knock!  So there are many times when we are to pray- as we call upon God, search and make a request from Him.  We do this as we acknowledge our need to be sure.  But we also acknowledge that He is able and willing to help.  In other words, we offer our prayer with faith.  There are two aspect of this faith.  We are to believe in God- that He is.  And we are to believe that God will hear and answer.  We believe in the God upon whom we call, and we believe that God will give us when we ask!  By way of reminder, prayer is gift reserved for God’s people.  Just as the Sermon on the Mount is spoken to Jesus’ disciples.  So it is, that prayer is a gift that God’s people have.  Those who are children are given the rights and privileges of the family.  Not everyone has this right!  We are calling upon God as our Father- who has become our Father trough Christ.  We have become His children by faith and adoption.  So we must believe that God is and that He rewards those who diligently seek Him as Heb. 11 puts it.  Jehovah Jireh- the Lord will provide.  Why would we ask God for something that we did not think He would provide?  Why would we pray if we did not believe in God- or if we doubted that God heard and would answer that request?  We read of this in our reading from James 1:6- if we ask of God; let our asking be done in faith and without doubting.  So there is a confidence that is necessary part of faith- a faith that trust in the God who hears and answers prayers.  We find this confidence in our text- ask and it will be given to you.  Seek and you will find.  Knock and the door will be opened to you.  You will receive, you will find, and the door will be opened.  In other words, the imperative to ask is followed by the indicative of the answer.  There is a promise that God’s people can hold onto.  A confidence that drives us back to the throne of mercy.  I will hear and I will answer.  If you seek me, I will be found and I will open the door.  The promise holds fast, God will answer our prayers.  But it is also true that our prayers will be made with persistence as well.  We could translate v. 7 as keep on asking and keep on seeking and keep on finding.  There is a consistency that is evident in the prayers of God’s people.  So then, we pray without ceasing as I Thes. 5 puts it.  Or as the persistent widow of Luke 18 illustrates- keep on coming back until you receive the answer that you need.  For our God will hear from heaven.  
II. What We Ask For 
But will God always give us everything we ask for?  Or, as our point 2 asks, what things are we to ask of God in prayer?  What things should we ask for?  In our text, those who ask, ask for things like bread and fish.  And again, we are to ask for good gifts or good things in v. 11.  So then, what are we to ask for?  What things should we request in prayer? Well, we are to ask for all that we need.  Whatever is necessary for our body and soul as HC LD 45.  Whatever we need for our physical and spiritual life.  So we are to ask for the things that we need for our body.  That would include clothing and shelter as we found with the birds and the flowers a few weeks back.  But we are to ask for what we need- what is necessary.  In other words, we should not think that we should ask God that every meal would be a steak dinner and every home to be a mansion.  Rather- give me my bread and water- give us this day our daily bread.  And when it comes to our soul, we are to pray for what we need.  So do you need wisdom?  Then ask it of God in prayer.  Do you need grace and peace?  Then ask of God in prayer?  Do you need the Holy Spirit to sanctify you within?  Then ask of God for these things in prayer.  So we are to ask of God all that we need.  We also pray with the promises of God in mind as well.  Prayer and the promises of God are linked.  What has God promised to give His people?  What has He promised to do?  If you are clinging to the promises of God in prayer, you can be sure that you will receive what you ask in prayer!  God cannot and will not break His promises!  But added to that, we are also to ask according to God will and with a heart of humility.  Even when it comes to the answer of our prayers, the way and the timing of this answer remains up to God.  Yes, we hold onto the promise; but we also have to acknowledge that we do not always know or see how those promises and our expectation line up.  When we pray, we have to acknowledge that His ways are not our ways.  His thoughts are not our thoughts.  We sometimes ask for things that we should not have, or we ask for things that we do not need.  So in our prayers, we also ask with humility.  Not my will- but your will be done.  So we are to ask for good things, needed things, and the things that God has promised.  But going back to the point in v. 11, God will give good gifts. He will surely give good gifts.  If we ask for what is good, He will give it!  What is good?  Well, the good in view is good as God defines good.  And the good end in view is the goal.  If God is working all things together for our good- then the answer to our prayers must be good in order to bring us to that promised good end.  But sometimes, we don’t ask for good.  Or perhaps, we don’t know what that good is.  And other times, we ask for things that will not be for our good.  Perhaps we even pray for things that are not good.  Here I want to read James 4:1-3.  There are times when God does not give us what we ask for.  Perhaps we ask for the wrong thing- or maybe the thing that we ask for would not be good for us or good for others.  We have to keep a big picture in view.  If the thing I ask for is not for my good- or will bring me harm or bring harm to a brother or sister in Christ- God will not give us what we ask for.  We can, as finite sinners, ask for the wrong thing or ask in the wrong way.  We can have sinful motives or desires, asking for something that we think is good but will actually bring us harm.  People pray for sinful things all the time!  Like the person who prays to win the lottery so that they don’t have to work anymore.  Does God hear and give this request?  There is such a thing as a wrong prayer or a request for something not good.  Thankfully, God does not give us everything we ask for right away when we ask for it.  Through prayer, Jesus is teaching us patience as well as testing our devotion.  If not, then those who prayed would be like the little child who continually whines for a toy while his mom is shopping at Walmart.  Immature and spoiled- asking for things they do not need and expecting others to give them whatever they want.  That is not what prayer is.  You see, prayer is not only our way of communicating with God, it is also a means by which God is changing us.  Through prayer, we are matured and our desires are sanctified.  And the answer that God sends may come in a different form or at a different time than we expect.  So we learn to pray with humility as we submit to His answer when it comes.
III. Encouragement to Ask
But this fact should not discourage us.  Rather, our specific passage is designed to encourage us to be bold in our prayer!  To be brave in the work of asking!  So in our last point, we consider the encouragement found in our passage- how we are encouraged to ask!  The first encouragement is found in the certainty of a response.  Those who ask, receive.  Those who seek, find.  Those who knock will have the door opened.  There is a promised answer given to our prayers.  Second, there is encouragement found in the nature of the one to whom we pray.  Who is this one that we call upon?  What is God like?  Well, our prayers are being offered to a God who is good!  This point is established when Jesus compares God to our earthly fathers.  Our earthly fathers tried to do good by us- to give us good gifts.  But our earthly fathers remain fallen sinners- they are still evil as v. 11 states.  Evil dads- fallen fathers- still try to do right by their children.  Although imperfect, almost all fathers try to give good things to their kids.  And here Jesus argues from the lessor to the greater.  If fallen, finite fathers do good even though they are evil; how much more good will our Good God give?  Our God is generous and kind- He will not trick us or deprive us!  If we ask for good- He will not give us stones for bread or snakes for fish!  He, being the overflowing fountain of good, will not withhold good from us!  But more than being a good God, He is also our Father!  As our Father, He knows what we need.  Stones and snakes are ill presents from a Father of love!  Being our Father means that He loves us- and will care for us!  Having adopted us by grace- we now belong to His family.  The ignorance and neglect of a child of God would be a poor reflection on the love of their Father!  But not only is He our Father, He is our heavenly Father!  Being our heavenly Father means that He is both able and willing to give us what is good- to grant us all things necessary.  You see, we have earthly fathers who are limited by their ability and means.  They may lose their job or go bankrupt.  Added to this, our earthly fathers do not always know what would be best.  They cannot see how certain events or gifts will affect our future or our development.  But our fathers did their best- because they loved us.  And even though some fathers did poorly by their children- some fathers do neglect their kids- our heavenly Father is nothing like them!  For our heavenly Father has both the wisdom and means to give us what is good and necessary!  He knows what we need and He sees how His gifts will be used.  Or as HC LD 46 puts it, we are to expect from His almighty power everything needed for body and soul.  So the little illustration in our text is really to encourage us.  Regardless of the effective or ineffective father you may have, you have a heavenly Father who will surely give good things to those who ask.
To conclude, understanding the purpose and gift of prayer helps us understand how to pray properly.  We should ask for things in prayer- but do so with humility and trust!  Expect God to give what you need- and accept what He gives as a gift from His hand!  Calvin put it like this- “we must not think that He takes no notice of us, when He does not answer our wishes; for He has the right to distinguish what we actually need.”   Jesus Christ teaches us to ask for what need from our gracious, heavenly Father.  So let’s go to God in this sweet hour of prayer!  
