“Ask And You Will Receive”

John 16:19-28

August 10, 2008

Read John 16:19-28

“Ask and you will receive, so that your joy may be complete.” 

What do we do with that? These are the words of Jesus, so they must be true. Yet try putting them into practice: ask. 

Even if we know that the verb tense in Greek makes a more accurate translation of these words, “Keep on asking, persist in asking,” it does not change the fact that we have the experience of asking and not receiving what we want.

It is different than talking about salvation. There is a mystery to salvation – at least, there is a sense that we do not see what happens on the other side of death so we can neither confirm nor deny what Scripture promises. We can have faith, “faith being the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen,” but the same is not true about the “ask and you will receive” line. 

Anyone who has ever been a child struggles with this: you pray for a toy, a bike, a doll, or a motorized car, and it does not appear under the Christmas tree. But even adults struggle with this: people who are ill pray to be healed. Some are, some are not. People who are in financial trouble pray for relief. Sometimes money comes, sometimes it does not. People who are old pray to die, and yet some linger in loneliness and pain. 

What do we do with that? There are three options: Jesus was wrong, Scripture does not report Jesus’ words accurately, or we do not understand what Jesus was saying. Well, given that you are sitting here – you probably can guess which option I am going to pursue.

Jesus was not wrong.

Scripture does report Jesus’ words accurately.

We do not understand what Jesus was saying. At least, not without a whole lot of context. The challenge for us is to hear Jesus for what he was saying and to put away our frustration of not hearing what we want to hear. 

What was Jesus saying? 

Context

Remember where we are in the gospel of John: it is a night like no other.

Jesus is having dinner with the disciples. They have all been traveling together and have gathered here for an important meal. They know that something big is coming because it is the Passover, they have ridden into Jerusalem triumphantly with Jesus, and they have watched the encounters with the Jewish authorities. There is a festive, expectant mood because it is the Passover – when God delivered the Jewish people out of bondage and slavery to a foreign power. Then, it was Egypt. Was it now going to be Rome?

Not only deliverance, but triumph. The Messiah was expected to re-establish the kingdom. If Jesus is the Messiah, the disciples must have thought to themselves, are we on the cusp of being kings ourselves? These were heady, lofty times.

Their expectant mood suddenly suffered a severe blow – kind of like a bubble popping – when Judas Iscariot is revealed to be a traitor. Then, to top that, Jesus told the disciples that he was going to be leaving them, and where he was going, he was going alone. Peter, who sure seemed like his best friend and most aggressively loyal follower, was told he would deny Jesus three times before the next morning. 

After the meal, Jesus gave his disciples his farewell address. It is no wonder the disciples were confused.

1. Eschatological reality of post-resurrection, face-to-face communion with God

Jesus’ farewell was wide-ranging. It began back in chapter 13. In chapter 14, Jesus began talking about where he was going and what that would mean; he said this,

Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; but if you do not, then believe me because of the works themselves. Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do, and, in fact, will do greater works than these, because I am going to the Father. I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it.  (John 14:12-14)

What were the works that Jesus did – the kind of works that the disciples would do even greater? Think about what they had seen in their travels: the blind see, the dead raised, the sick healed, Scripture fulfilled. All of these “works” had something in common: they were done for the glory of God – the glory of God revealed in the works of the Son. 

Obedience to Jesus is doing the works that he did. In his name. So that the Father may be glorified in the Son. In other words, ask for the opportunity and ability to do the “greater works.” 

Move on a little farther in this final discourse. Jesus continues the thought,

My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples. As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete. (John 15:8-11)

You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. (John 15:16)

Bearing fruit is the greater work. Bearing fruit is the natural consequence of abiding in Jesus’ love and obeying his commandments. It is in obedience and bearing fruit that will last that his joy is in us and that our joy will be complete. 

We sometimes overlook what God has done in our midst. When we look at the church, we often see the mess. However, the reality is that the gospel is still being proclaimed, salvation still comes to those who are lost, and lives are still being transformed, 

When you think about it, Jesus’ disciples absolutely lived out this prophetic word. Disciples have spread the gospel, bearing a living witness that God has used to convict generation after generation. They have gone from Jerusalem, to Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth to proclaim the gospel. Whether it was your parents presenting you as an infant for baptism, a friend who invited you to come along to a youth event, or the draw you felt to go see what this church stuff was all about – you have been blessed by the fruit borne by the obedient discipleship of believers who have gone before you. 

The hardships and choices and prayers and mission and sacrifice and effort of Christ’s disciples have given us the faith that we have received. It is the faith we, as disciples, are now charged to pass along to the next generation.

“You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name.” (John15:16)

Jesus compares bearing “fruit that will last” in the current situation as a woman being in labor. This is the “a little while” discussion. I personally have not experienced the pain of labor giving birth; but I have seen it. It is not easy. It is not pleasant. It is not something anyone would do willingly except – and this is the point – except where the outcome is such an overwhelming blessing that it is worth it.

Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross were his labor pains for victory and redemption and restoring those who believe on him to communion with God. We live now in the midst of that labor pain – pain that would not be worth it but for the hope of our resurrection – the overwhelming blessing of abiding eternally in God’s presence and love.

2. Application to living in the already/not yet world. 

So, how can we understand Jesus’ words in the midst of an already/not yet world? The danger of reading “Ask and you will receive” out of context is that it makes a promise that God never makes and presents a world that is not God’s world. As we read in the Old Testament, God’s ways are not our ways, God’s thoughts are not our thoughts – God’s thoughts are much higher than our thoughts. 

If you are anything like me, you see the world from where you are standing. My experience is normative; in other words, I project out onto the world my desires and preferences and expect that these are held by everyone else. Thus, I am surprised and frustrated when I do not get my own way. 

Fulfillment is a gift, not a goal. Eddie Gibbs makes this point in his book Church Next. “The notion that God’s purpose for humans is their happiness, realized through having their every need met, is a modern notion that has only partial biblical support. The gospel is more concerned with people’s holiness than their happiness.” (p. 48) 

This is a hard truth for us to recognize. “Ask and you will receive” is an invitation for holiness, it is not an invitation to be the king. It is not an invitation to take over the responsibilities of being God. It is not an invitation to make things “my will, not thine.” 

And, oh, how often I wish it were different. I wish it were the “ask and you will receive” trump card that lets me decide how things would go. In my heart I think of all the good things I could accomplish if God simply answered my prayers – and of all the cool things for which I would be able to take credit. 

But if that were reality, it would be hell – not only for you, but also for me. There is a wonderful scene in the movie Bruce Almighty. A chronic complainer encounters God; God is fed up with his complaining and so gives him all of his powers and responsibilities to see if the man could do a better job of being God. Prayer requests show up on a computer. The man tries to reply to each one, until he discovers that he is losing pace. So he highlights them all and says, “Yes.” The result is not heaven or thanks, but chaos. Giving people just what they want is not a description of heaven.  

And this is where we begin to step into what Jesus was saying. The statement is “Ask” and not, “Ask for what you want.” The context for Jesus’ statement is life in the kingdom of heaven – the kingdom which is won with Jesus’ obedient death on the cross, the kingdom which is revealed in the victory of his resurrection from the dead, the fulfillment of which will be his yet-to-occur return. The kingdom of heaven does not happen without Jesus.

And this is where we begin to step into what Jesus meant by saying, “Continuously be asking,” in that we are to focus our attention on what the kingdom of heaven will be and work towards that goal. It is living with the perspective and expectation that God is and will be faithful to His promises. It is seeing beyond what is tangible to what is real – that God is beyond touch, beyond sight, beyond sound, and is very much present even in the absence of tactile evidence. Frederich Buechner describes it this way, 

Believing in God is an intellectual position. It need have no more effect on your life than believing in Freud’s method of interpreting dreams or the theory that Sir Francis Bacon wrote Romeo and Juliet.

Believing God is something else again. It is less a position than a journey, less a realization than a relationship. It doesn’t leave you cold like believing the world is round. It stirs your blood like believing the world is a miracle. It affects who you are and what you do with your life like believing your house is on fire or somebody loves you. 

We believe in God when for one reason or another we choose to do so. We believe God when somehow we run into God in a way that by and large leaves us no choice to do otherwise. (Whistling in the Dark, p. 22).


It does change the picture when our “continual asking” has to do with:

· Doing the works that Jesus did for the glory of God (John 14:13)

· The desire to abide in Christ so that we might bear fruit of the kingdom (John 15:1-5)

· The willingness to abide by his commands so that his joy in us might be complete (John 15:9-11)

· The plea that God will hasten the day when Jesus fulfills the promise by coming again, “I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.”

Ask and you will receive, so that your joy may be complete. 

What should we ask? Perhaps a hymn-writer summed it up best:

Take my life and let it be consecrated, Lord, to Thee.

Take my moments and my days, let them flow in ceaseless praise.

Take my hands and let them move at the impulse of Thy love.

Take my feet and let them be swift and beautiful for Thee.

Take my voice and let me sing always, only for my King.

Take my lips and let them be filled with messages from Thee.

Take my silver and my gold not a mite would I withhold.

Take my intellect and use every power as You choose.

Take my will and make it Thine it shall be no longer mine.

Take my heart it is Thine own it shall be Thy royal throne.

Take my love, my Lord I pour at Your feet its treasure store

Take myself and I will be ever, only, all for Thee.

Take myself and I will be ever, only, all for Thee.

When we live continuously asking that God take our life, when we persist in praying for the ability and desire to obey God’s commands, when we seek out opportunities to bear fruit for God’s glory, we know that we will receive, Jesus’ joy will be in us, and our joy will be complete.

Ask and you will receive, so that your joy may be complete. Amen.

8:45: Prayer and invitation to offering

10:00: Invitation to offering
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