Sermon on the Mount overview 7. Matthew 7:7 – 12
Those who watch ‘The Simpsons’ will be aware of a strategy that Bart and Lisa Simpson sometimes use to get what they want from their parents. Once when they heard about the opening of a theme park based on their favourite cartoon characters: ‘Itchy and Scratchy’, they followed their parents around the house for days, pleading,  “Can we go to Itchy and Scratchy Land? Can we go to Itchy and Scratchy Land? Can we go to Itchy and Scratchy Land…” At first, Marge and Homer were determined not to give in. But finally, their resolve was no match for Bart and Lisa’s barrage of machinegun-style nagging. Homer finally screamed, “Alright! If we give you everything you want, will you leave us in peace?” Their reply was, “Of course.” 
Jesus once told a parable about a persistent widow to remind us that we should always pray and never give up. Day after day this widow would appear before the town’s corrupt judge and plead, “Grant me justice against my adversary!” Although this judge didn’t care about justice, he said to himself, “I will see that this woman gets justice before she wears me out with her constant pleading!” Jesus concludes this story; “Therefore, will not God bring about justice for those who cry out to him day and night?” (Lk. 18:1 – 8) 

Jesus’ tale of the persistent widow seems to suggest that we need to have a Bart-and-Lisa-like tenacity when making our prayer requests to God. However, in this section of The Sermon on the Mount, Jesus’ words, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and your will find; knock and the door will be opened to you” suggest that prayer is much more straightforward: We ask and God gives. Is Jesus inconsistent in his teaching about prayer? As we compare the above parable with Jesus’ other teaching on prayer, there are three important truths that we can take away. 

1. 1. God wants us to talk to him -- Jesus doesn’t want to discourage us from prayer, but to assure us that God wants us to speak with him. In his instructions surrounding the Lord’s prayer, Jesus reminds us that we don’t need to babble on like the pagans do, since our Heavenly Father already knows what we need before we ask him (Matt. 6:8). Later Jesus reminds us that God even provides for relatively insignificant things such as birds and flowers. Therefore, he will certainly supply our needs as well (Matt. 6:25 – 32). In the parable of the unjust judge, Jesus states that if even an unjust judge will give a widow what she asks for, then how much more will a just and loving God give his children the things that we ask for. In this section of his sermon, Jesus declares that if sinful parents know how to give good things to their children, then our perfect Heavenly Father is certainly willing of doing the same, if only we would take the time to ask him. 

2. 2. God’s Kingdom should be first in our prayers -- We know that God’s Kingdom is the top priority in the prayer that Jesus taught us to pray. And it’s no accident that Jesus uses the words, “Seek and you will find” in such close proximity to his instruction, “Seek first the kingdom of God…” (Matt 6:33 & 7:7). Jesus assures us that our loving God will provide us with our daily bread to sustain us in his kingdom work; but material concerns must not take over our prayers. If we are becoming frustrated with God’s lack of response to our prayers, it could be that we have become far more interested in the temporary things of this world than what God is. While he promises to provide us with everything we need, God is not like Homer and Marge Simpson: He will not let our worldly wants distract him from his Kingdom focus. Therefore, one good way of restoring power to our prayer lives is joining with God in his Kingdom interests. 
3. 3. Persistence in prayer develops our faith and gets results -- There is something that we can learn from ‘The Simpsons’. It’s not unusual for a child to nag for anything that catches his/her eye. But good parents don’t give their children everything they ask for. Doing so would spoil them by robbing them of important values such as patience, discipline and contentment. As God’s children we will ask him for many things during our lifetimes. But he certainly won’t give them all to us. However, persistence can go a long way with God. If we give up praying for something after only a short time, then the request probably wasn’t that important to us. But the things that grab hold of our hearts and cause us to fervently cry out to God over a long period of time are more likely to be the things that move the heart of God.  In fact, it was probably him who put these things on our hearts in the first place. Our Father wants us to talk with him, and he always hears our prayers. Therefore, we need to become more faithful pray-ers, and to become more concerned with God’s interests than we are with our own.  
