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Sermon: “Ask, Seek, Knock 

Preached on July 28, 2019, Trinity Presbyterian Church by Dr. Mack Sigmon 

 

     One of my favorite scenes from Shakespeare’s Hamlet occurs when King Claudius, filled 

with fear and anxiety about being discovered as the murderer of his brother, kneels before 

his personal altar to pray. The King is not praying for forgiveness, but rather that he will 

get away with his terrible crime. Hamlet, who is seeking an opportunity to kill his uncle, 

stumbles upon the king, kneeling in silence before the altar, with his back turned toward 

the prince. Hamlet prepares his knife to strike, but realizes that if he does so while the king 

is praying, it will create the possibility of the king’s spiritual salvation, and so he abandons 

the opportunity for a later time. In an example of Shakespeare’s wonderful use of irony, 

the king rises from his knees after Hamlet has left and says, “My words fly up, my thoughts 

remain below: Words without thoughts never to heaven go.” 

     That scene from Hamlet came to mind when I read this quote from Mahatma Gandhi: 

“Prayer is not asking. It is a longing of the soul. It is daily admission of one's weakness. It is 

better in prayer to have a heart without words than words without a heart.”  Listen to that 

again: “It is better in prayer to have a heart without words than words without a heart.”  

Do you think that’s true? I think Jesus would agree with Gandhi, or perhaps it is just 

Gandhi agreeing with Jesus.   

     Prayer was an important topic in Christ’s teachings, lessons which he gave in response 

to the terrible abuses of prayer in his religion and in his world. In the religions of the 

Roman and Greek gods, prayer was a lucrative business for the local temple where, for a 

fee, the answer to one’s prayers were immediately provided by an oracle – a person who 



2 
 

provided the answer in real time from the particular temple god to the supplicant. In Jesus’ 

own religion, prayer had been perverted into a public sign of status and power and as 

evidence of God’s favor on a particular person, usually a religious leader. Jesus countered 

this practice when he said, “So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, 

as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by 

others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.” This teaching from Matthew is 

just one of the many places in the gospels where Jesus speaks about the propriety of 

prayer.  

     This morning’s text from the gospel of Luke immediately follows Christ’s instruction on 

what to pray – that which we call the Lord’s prayer. It would make perfect sense that - just 

after teaching his followers what to pray - Jesus teaches them how to pray: “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. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for 

everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” These words are some of the most 

misunderstood in the gospels and in Christianity, and that misunderstanding has often 

transformed prayer from conversation with God to an exercise in wish fulfillment.  

     One of my favorite examples of misunderstanding Christian prayer is this illustration 

that I found called “The Worrier’s Prayer.” See if any of this sounds familiar:  “Dear Lord, 

help me to relax about insignificant details, beginning tomorrow at 7:41:23 a.m. EST.  Help 

me to consider people's feelings, even if most of them are hypersensitive.  Help me to take 

responsibility for the consequences of my actions even though they're usually not my 

fault.  Help me to not try to run everything - but, if you need some help, please feel free to 

ask me.  Help me to be more laid back and help me to do it exactly right.  Give me patience, 
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and I mean right now!  Help me not be a perfectionist. (Did I say that correctly?)  Help me 

to keep my mind on one thing ... oh, look, a bird ... at a time. Help me to do only what I can 

and trust you for the rest. And would you mind putting that in writing?  Keep me open to 

others' ideas, misguided though they may be. Finally, help me to slow down and not rush 

through what I do.  Got to go, Lord. Amen” 

     Here is how I view the difference between wishes and prayers: wishes are a one-way 

street, and God is the driver. We are just along for the ride, and all we see ahead of us is 

the end of the road. But as Jesus teaches us, praying to God is not a one way street, but a 

two lane road with lot’s of intersections, and we share the driving with God on an amazing 

road trip. 

     According to Christ, the heart of our prayers is our relationship to God, which is much 

more important than the content of our prayer. If we come to prayer with the assumption 

that God loves us, then we know two things – first, the prayer will be heard, and second, it 

will be answered. That is why Jesus concludes his teaching on prayer by saying, “If 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!”  These are the words that the 

church has been leaving out for centuries when it comes to understanding what it means to 

pray. The greatest gift of our prayers is the Holy Spirit of God, that binds us to God’s 

purposes and not our own.  

     Early twentieth-century Scottish evangelist and teacher Oswald Chambers wrote these 

words in his devotional “My Utmost for His Highest:” “Have you been asking God what He 

is going to do? He will never tell you. God does not tell you what He is going to do; He 

reveals to you Who He is.” As Chambers said, at the heart of Christianity is the revelation 



4 
 

of God’s nature, which is one of love and care for us. This is why Jesus went to the Cross, 

which was an ultimate answer to humanity’s prayer that there would be an end to suffering 

and death. 

     What I have learned in my own ministry and in my life is that the most powerful words 

to someone who is deep in suffering and struggle are these: “God loves you.” That is why 

Christ teaches us how to pray using three actions – “Ask, and it will be given to you; 

search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.” .We notice that in 

Christ’s words there is no waiting for an answer to our prayers, unlike waiting for a wish 

to be fulfilled. Ask, and what will be given to us? Love. Seek, and what will we find? Love. 

Knock, and what door will be opened to us? Love.  

     In as much as you and I are asking for a solution in our prayers, we are also asking for 

God to help us understand the solution that God provides. Pastor, teacher and author Mike 

Erre summarizes this idea with clarity in his book, “Recapturing the Wonder, Awe, and 

Mystery of Life with God:” “Instead of escape or pretense, Jesus calls us to be alive and 

thirsty, allowing disappointment to drive us back to Him. He bids us to keep on asking, 

seeking, and knocking, all the while feeling the grief and sorrow of human life acutely. To 

sell Jesus on the basis of meeting felt needs is fine so long as we define how exactly He 

“meets” those needs. If meeting those needs means the removal of the sin, sorrow, and 

disappointment of human life, then we’ll be perpetually disappointed. If meeting those 

needs means that Jesus uses our unfulfilled desires to keep us dependent and reliant upon 

Him, then we’re getting close to the secret of the full life that Christ offers.” 

     When Christ uses three actions to teach us how to pray, this is what he means: ask, 

don’t wish; seek – don’t wait; knock, don’t hammer. That is why I describe Christian 
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prayer as a two way road with many intersections – God will answer our prayers by using 

our need to fulfill his purpose for the salvation of the world. How is that possible? It is 

possible because our needs intersect with the needs of others, and it binds us to a suffering 

world. Which means more to us – to hear someone say accompanied by whistles and bells 

“God gave me what I asked for,” or to hear someone say, “I’ve prayed your prayer. I 

understand your need. And I know that God loves you” More hearts have been turned to 

Christ because of unanswered prayers than have ever been changed because of answered 

ones. Of course, there is no unanswered prayer to God, because we are the answer.  

     God calls us this morning out of his love for this world to be the answer to its prayers. It 

is those who have felt hunger who are the most urgent to feed the hungry; it is those who 

have suffered death who are the most urgent to comfort the grieving; it is those who have 

lost who are best able to reach out and help the lost.  What are our hearts praying for this 

morning? Whatever it is, there is someone else saying that same prayer. Christ calls us to 

find them – pray with them, pray for them, and fill the words of all of our prayers with the 

one thought that always goes to heaven – love. 

 

 

 

 

‘ 


