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“God Gives” — July 24, 2016
Luke 11:5–13
5 And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and you go to him at midnight and say to him, “Friend, lend me three loaves of bread;6for a friend of mine has arrived, and I have nothing to set before him.”7And he answers from within, “Do not bother me; the door has already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.” 8I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs.

9 “So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 10For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 11Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake instead of a fish? 12Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion? 13If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
You’ve probably heard of the movie, “The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.” This biblical passage has a structure, not of the good, the bad, and the ugly, but of the easy, the hard, and the logical.

The first lesson is the easy one. It is a lesson on persistence. In the parable, as in most of his parables, Jesus is making one central point. It is a mistake to turn his parables into allegories where every little detail says something about God. The details are there in order to construct a good story with a single, simple lesson. 

This story is funny: the main character won’t give up; he needs his bread and he’s going to get it. His grumpy friend tries to send him away, but he won’t leave. His persistence pays off, and he gets his bread. The lesson does not mean that God is grumpy or reluctant. Don’t take these details literally. This is just a funny story meant to convey the point that persistence is effective. So, once we get past the temptation to allegorize, we find that this is an easy lesson to hear.

And now Jesus goes on to summarize the business of seeking and supplicating God. He says “Search and you will find; knock and the door will be opened for you” (Luke 11:9; also Matt 7:8). Now this does not sound hard; in fact it sounds easy. But when we go to apply this in life, we find that we don’t get everything we ask for, or even most of it. So life makes it difficult. It’s in life-experience that this becomes a hard saying. We all have to learn the lesson that the answer to prayer can be long delayed. Furthermore, the answer can take a form we did not expect . . . or did not request . . . or would like to trade in for a refund. But it is wiser to say, with the poet Jean Ingelow, “I have lived to thank God that all my prayers have not been answered” (Edwards, New Dictionary of Thoughts [1955], 486). I had a prayer that was answered in an unexpected way. When I was young, I prayed and worked to be a fiction writer. I never succeeded at that, but I did eventually succeed at scholarly non-fiction, which has also been more meaningful than any fiction I ever wrote.

Prayer doesn’t change God, but it can change us. That’s what happened to the Apostle Peter. He prayed, he received a vision, and it changed his attitude toward Gentiles. He learned not to call the Gentiles unclean, for God was saving Gentiles and Jews alike (Acts 10:9–15, 28, 45; 11:9, 12, 18).

Experience teaches us that our praying needs to mature. That means asking for spiritual values more than for immediate ends—although those values help us even with our immediate concerns, give us hope and patience, where we had been sad or restless. Prayer becomes a spiritually powerful and enduring reality. We are no longer begging God for benefits or escapes, but walking with God through our life, even through the difficult and painful parts. Our walk with God tunes us to the God-frequency, where our gaze is set on enduring realities, not on immediate benefits. “You will keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on you” (Isa 26:3 ASV without “thees”).

When we grow spiritually, prayer becomes more of a conversation. We stop begging, promising, bargaining, and negotiating with God. We reach the point where we seek what God seeks for us. And that’s what we see in the last verse, where God gives the Holy Spirit to those who ask him.

So why do I call this lesson “hard”? It’s because the gains of our spiritual nature over our more self-centered side are hard-fought. It can take years of experience to rise above our selfishness, or we can have a sudden turn-around moment. We are not turning against ourselves when we outgrow selfishness; rather, we are having our true, long-term interests at heart, not found in security or satisfaction, but in character, honesty, and love.

God gives you what you need, more than what you want. God is always ready to educate a willing learner. You will start wanting what you really need: spiritual growth of the kind that will endure and not be shaken.

It is the education of desire. We learn to set our minds on treasures that do not decay; we “make . . . an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys” (Luke 12:33).

Finally the third lesson is the logical one. If you, being flawed, know how to give good things to your children, will not your perfect heavenly Father know how to give you what you need? Notice that the child is asking for reasonable things, a fish or an egg (or bread, in Matt 7:9). So Jesus assumes the natural goodness of the child, and the deliberate generosity of the father. The focus is on the honest simplicity of the asker and the generosity of God. 

Jesus assumes that human fathers are kind and good-hearted, and would not give something bad to their children. This is a wonderful thing about Jesus’ teaching! He builds upon good-hearted, parental love. He is saying God’s love is like that, only greater. 

If God is with us, then who is there to accuse us? Who is there to put us down or say we are wicked? God gives his children healthy things. This is the spiritual logic that Jesus teaches.

When you get tuned in to God, you think logically, with spiritual logic. It is not spiritually logical to see God as arbitrary or unfair or uncaring about his children.

And so this logical lesson is the completion and complement of the hard lesson that preceded it. It reaffirms the easy side. If God is so good and loving, then the spiritual growth that seems so difficult and slow to come, is really easy, and the waiting is not a burden. We cannot make ourselves become gracious, but if we wait, graciousness comes to us, unnoticed.

Let God be your true desire. Then, as Proverbs 2 says, “wisdom will come into your heart, and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul” (Prov 2:10).

