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Pentecost 10, 2008
Text:  1 Kings 3:5-12
If the Lord told you, 
“Ask for whatever you want me to give you,”
what would you ask for?
Preached:  July 20, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

I’m sure you’ve all seen the movies where someone gets three wishes. Maybe the guy finds a magic lamp or something. There’s always some kind of superstition involved. Supposedly a powerful genie lives in the lamp, and he’ll give the finder of the lamp three wishes. This is such a common plot in movies that I’m sure you’ll remember what happens next. The person ends up squandering the first two wishes on small and unimportant things, because he’s not exactly sure how this “wish thing” works. And then when it comes to the third wish, he’s very cautious. This is his last one left! He’s got to make sure that he does it right this time—that he asks for the absolute best thing that he could possibly get. If the movies that you’ve watched with the “three wish plot” are anything like the ones I’ve seen, what happens then is that, despite all the care and caution that the wisher exercises, when he gets the third wish it ends up not being as good as he had thought it would be. Despite this power he’s been given to change things, his limited understanding is not able to ask for the thing that will bring him true satisfaction.
In our sermon text for today, God asks a young man who was just becoming king of a great country what he wanted. It’s a rather shocking thing for God to do. He appears to young King Solomon in a dream—young, inexperienced Solomon. God appears to Solomon and says, “Ask for whatever you want me to give you.” “Whatever you want”—those are powerful words. They’re so open ended. Does God ever really offer that? We’re often hesitant when it comes to this subject. We know from experience that it doesn’t work that way. We’ve probably all tried it. “Give me enough money to pay off that credit card balance that I’ve been carrying around for months.” “Give me that new Wii game.” “Give me that raise I’ve been asking for.” You know the prayer I’m talking about. The one where you really squeezed hard. The one where you said, “I don’t know if you want me to have this, Lord, but what I really need is . . .” The one where you did all that, and you didn’t get it. Why would God offer this to Solomon?
Let’s take a little closer look at the text to see why God asked Solomon this. God said to him, “Ask for whatever you want me to give you,” and Solomon answered, “You have shown great kindness to your servant, my father David.” Let’s just talk about those beginning words first of all. Notice how Solomon does not start the prayer. He does not begin with “Give me.” He doesn’t talk about himself at all or about what he wants. Instead he starts with what God has already done. “God you showed so much kindness to my father.” That’s a good way to start a prayer, because (you know what?) often God has already given us everything we need before we even pray. We don’t have to ask for anything. Solomon continues, “You have continued this great kindness to him and have given him a son to sit on his throne to this very day. Now, O LORD my God, you have made your servant king.” 
Wait a minute. Let’s talk about that once. Notice what Solomon calls himself. He doesn’t say, “You have made me king.” He’s so humble that he doesn’t even refer to himself with a “me.” He calls himself “your servant.” He knows his standing with God. The servant is not the one who asks for things. It’s the master who asks for things, and the servant brings them or does them. “I am only a little child,” he says about himself, “and do not know how to carry out my duties.” “I’m only a little child. I don’t even know what to ask for.” “Your servant is here among the people you have chosen, a great people, too numerous to count or number.” Notice “among your people.” Solomon doesn’t say “above your people” or “leading your people.” How humble can you get?

And when he has prayed himself down into the role of a child and a servant, then—finally—a request escapes his lips. “So give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right and wrong. For who is able to govern this great people of yours?” What is it that Solomon asks God for? Wisdom. Not material things. Not things that will bring him pleasure and satisfaction. The LORD responds with approval. “Since you have asked for this and not for long life or wealth for yourself, nor have asked for the death of your enemies but for discernment in administering justice, I will give you a wise and discerning heart, so that there will never have been anyone like you, nor will there ever be.” Solomon was not asking for things for himself. He was not massaging his ego as he prayed. He was not in it to see how much he could get. His request was so oriented toward the well being of the people:  “Give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people . . . For who is able to govern this great people of yours?” It’s the people who are great in his mind, not Solomon.
Has it occurred to you yet that the very thing that Solomon asked the LORD for—he already had. He prayed for wisdom. And what do his words show that he already possessed? Wisdom. You see, that’s when the LORD can make the risky offer that He made to Solomon. That’s when He can throw all caution to the winds and tell a human being, “Ask for whatever you want me to give you.” God know that Solomon already had the gift that he would ask for. God had already given it to him. Wisdom. God knew that Solomon would not ask for something foolish. Being the all knowing God that He was, He knew that Solomon would ask for wisdom, and God had already given him that wisdom.
To anyone who is truly a child of God, God does make that offer, “Ask for whatever you want me to give you.” And if that person is truly praying as a child of God, and not controlled by the urges of the sinful nature, God does answer them as He answered Solomon:  “I will do what you have asked.” In today’s worship folder I’ve printed three passages under the sermon theme that I think are helpful in understanding what happened between Solomon and God here. In the first one (John 15:7) Jesus says, “If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.” “Whatever you wish!” Boy, is that a tantalizing promise. “Whatever you wish, and it will be given you!” But of course you have to remember the first half of the passage:  “If you remain in me and my words remain in you.” Only if we remain in Jesus, only if He remains in our heart and we are completely living surrounded with Him with no other influence dividing our heart—only then are we going to ask for what is pleasing to God, and only then are we going to receive what we ask for.
Or look at the second one. Jesus says in John 15:16, “The Father will give you whatever you ask in my name.”  “Whatever you ask in my name.” In my confirmation classes when I’m teaching young believers how to pray I always illustrate this command of Jesus to pray in His name by drawing a letter on the board. I address it with the words “Dear Father in heaven.” In the body of the letter I include all the things I ask for in prayer. But then at the end, instead of signing my name, as we normally do, I sign it, “Sincerely, Jesus.” You see, that’s why Jesus has given us His name to attach to our prayers. Because He is the only one of God’s children whom God is completely delighted with. Only His Son Jesus lived the perfect life that God demands of all of us. If we were to ask God for things only on the basis of our righteousness, we would indeed receive nothing. But the power of Jesus’ name alone makes things acceptable to God. The next time you are praying and when you come to the end and are about to say those familiar words, “in Jesus’ name I prayer this,” ask yourself, “Is this truly a prayer that Jesus’ name can be attached to?”
The final passage (1 John 5:14) says, “This is the confidence we have in approaching God:  that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us.” How can we know what God’s will is? We are like Solomon. We are only little children. We are servants, not masters. We can only know God’s will by being in the Word, by studying it so regularly and so deeply that it becomes part of us. Its thoughts become our thoughts. We drink in the Word so deeply that our thinking is no longer motivated by the sinful nature but flows directly from the Spirit, who inspired the Word. And when we are too small to understand these awesome thoughts, then faith takes over our thoughts and says, “Whatever God wills—no matter whether I can grasp it or not—whatever God wills, may that be done.”

If the LORD told you, “Ask for whatever you want me to give you,” what would you ask for? Brothers and sisters, pray for wisdom. Pray for spiritual understanding. Pray for the forgiveness of your sins. Pray for peace of soul. Pray for a right standing with God. Pray for the ability to forgive others. Pray for unselfishness. Pray for humility. Pray for patience. Pray for a loving heart, one that cares more for others than for self. Pray like Solomon. And then the LORD will give you the same answer as He gave Solomon, “I will do what you have asked.”  Amen.
