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“The Power of Prevailing Prayer” 

Luke 11:5-13 

 

 A well known pastor related an interesting experience he had after a baptismal service in 

his church. He said: “I bumped into a woman in the stairwell who was crying. I thought this was 

a little odd, since the service was so joyful. So I asked her if she was all right.  

 `She said, ‘No, I’m not alright; I’m struggling. My mom was baptized today. I prayed for 

her every day for almost 20 years. I’m crying because I came so close to giving up on her. At the 

5-year mark I said, “Who needs this? God isn’t listening.” At the 10-year mark I said, “Why am I 

wasting my breath?” At the 15-year mark I said, “This is absurd.” At the 19-year mark I said, 

“I’m just a fool.” But I kept praying. Even with weak faith I kept praying. Then she gave her life 

to Christ, and was baptized today. I will never doubt the power of prayer again.”  

 Sometimes when we pray and pray we feel like we are experiencing the law of 

diminishing returns — so we stop praying. We consequently diminish our desires and dreams. 

We stop believing that God cares and that he will act — that he is indeed a God who wants us to 

ask. I hope you will trust God’s love and concern for you, and his ability as well. I hope you will 

continue to be persistent in prayer, no matter how discouraging the circumstances seem. 

 Jesus taught quite a bit about prayer. He taught by example, by precept, and as we saw in 

our previous study, by pattern. In our text for today, Luke 11:5 to 13, He continues to give 

instruction on the subject of prayer. I’ve titled our study “The Power of Prevailing Prayer.”  

 Before we begin examining this text, let’s pause to exercise this privilege of prayer. Our 

Gracious Heavenly Father, we bow in reverence and awe before your throne. We pray that your 

kingdom would come and your will be done here on earth, just as it is in heaven.  

 Father, as we open your Word we acknowledge again the great gift we have in the 

revelation of yourself to us. We thank you for the person of the Lord Jesus, the Living Bread, 

and the record of His earthly life and ministry; it teaches us so much! And we thank you right 

now for this text that teaches us important principles about prevailing prayer.  

 Father, help my friend and me to grasp the power of these principles and apply them to 

our prayer lives. And we’ll be careful to give you the honor, the glory and praise; because we ask 

in the precious name of Jesus, Amen.  

 Now, listen carefully as I read Luke 11:5 to 13, God’s Word to us on prayer.  
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 This text provides several important KEYS to unlock the power of prevailing prayer. 

 

The First KEY to (prevailing prayer) is, 

 The Appreciation of Need 

 Let me begin by making a comment on my use of the word, appreciation. Often we use 

this word in the context of gratitude or thankfulness. But it does have other meanings. One of 

those other meanings is “a sensitive awareness.” We could use it like this; “The commanding 

officer had great appreciation for the strength of enemy forces.” In other words, he had a 

thorough knowledge of what he faced and that knowledge would temper his strategy.  

 One of the keys to prevailing prayer is the appreciation of our need, or, the needs of 

others. Jesus introduces this key by telling His hearers to imagine a certain scenario. Suppose 

you have a friend, a good friend. And you go to his house at midnight and say, “Friend, lend me 

three loaves of bread; for a friend of mine on a journey has showed up at my door, and I have 

nothing to give him to eat.”  

 Right away, we wonder about this so-called friend who is willing to rouse his neighbor at 

the unearthly hour of midnight! In our western way of thinking we lack an appreciation for the 

scene as it’s presented. This can lead us to make several invalid assumptions. We might ask why 

this man so careless as to not have any bread in the house? Or why didn’t he just tell his 

travelling friend he’d just have to wait until morning for something to eat? 

 It is very important for you and me, as we read Scripture, to remember that it was not 

originally written to western Christians. The Old Testament was written primarily to the Jewish 

nation, and the New Testament was primarily written to Jews who became followers of Jesus. If 

we hope to correctly interpret and apply the truths of God’s Word, we must have some concept 

of what the original hearers or readers understood.  

 First, it was not unusual for a household to be out of bread because, generally, each day’s 

bread was baked for the day. This is still the practice in many parts of the world. So this was not 

carelessness on the man’s part, but rather, thriftiness. He didn’t want good bread to go to waste. 

So he had enough for his family for the day, but not enough for his unexpected guest.   

 Another thing we must understand in this scenario Jesus lays out is - the requirement of 

hospitality. Examples of this in the Old Testament are: Abraham and Lot both showing 
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hospitality to angels (though they were not aware of it at the time). In Lot’s case, he was willing 

to let his daughters be sexually abused in order to protect the person and reputation of two 

strangers lodged under his roof.  

 While the Scriptures nowhere justify this kind of behavior it does indicate the demands of 

hospitality as they were then understood. Among the peoples of the East even today, hospitality 

is a requirement. Those who can least afford it will give you their very best. So it would have 

been unacceptable for this man to suggest to his travelling friend that he would need to wait until 

morning for any kind of refreshment.  

 We may think it was quite rude for him to awaken his neighbor at midnight, but again, 

that shows another point of misunderstanding; the concept of honor versus shame. Knowing 

what we know about the circumstances, we’d say the man who needed the bread was in a no-win 

situation. So he chose the lesser of two evils. He went to his friend at midnight. His need to 

provide hospitality to a guest outweighed his need to be ‘liked’ by his neighbor.  

 So he approaches his neighbor with his request. The neighbor’s response is somewhat 

predictable. After all, how would you like to be rudely awakened a midnight by someone 

pounding on your door and asking for bread? The neighbor, surrounded by his sleeping family, 

tries to respond to the request in muffled tones so as not to awaken them.  

 The sense of his reply is, if I may paraphrase, “Stop furnishing troubles to me; the door is 

NOW shut – and locked. My family is all asleep with me in the same room; I am unwilling to 

rise and give you what you want.”  

 Now the main character of Jesus’ story has a choice to make. Should he go back to his 

house and explain his predicament to his guest, or should he keep on knocking?  

 Jesus continues with the story. “Though he (the aroused neighbor) will not get out of bed 

and give anything to his friend because of their friendship, yet because of his shamelessness in 

the face of denial he will arise and give him whatever he needs.”  

 Now, maybe you’ve never heard the word ‘shameless’ used in connection with this story. 

The King James Version uses the word, importunity. Most other translations use the word 

persistence. But according to my study, and Greek scholars who know much more than I do, that 

word doesn’t capture the meaning of the original. It literally means – without shame. The 

English Standard Version comes closest by using the word, impudence.  
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 The competing values of honor and shame functioned in the life of the sleepy neighbor 

too. He had a desire to avoid shame in the eyes of the knocking host, and probably in the eyes of 

all his neighbors once his inhospitable behavior became known. So he got up and gave his 

neighbor bread. He didn’t want to be shamed by his neighbor’s shamelessness! 

 This story reminds me of Abraham’s prayer in Genesis 18. Do you remember how he 

interceded with God for the deliverance of Sodom? His concern for Lot and the inhabitants of 

Sodom overrode his sense of propriety. And in Matthew fifteen, the woman of Canaan came to 

Jesus crying out for the deliverance of her daughter from demonic spirits. First, she was ignored, 

then ridiculed, then slandered; yet she persisted until her great need was met! She did not let the 

shame heaped on her keep her from having her request honored. 

 Now, what does all that have to do with being a key to the power of prevailing prayer? 

While our sense of honor and shame may be different from the characters in this story, it does 

play a role in our lives. There are certain things we will not do unless the magnitude of the need 

overrides our understanding of what is proper.   

 Have you ever felt embarrassed to ask God to meet a particular need? Were you ever too 

embarrassed to ask your fellow Believers to pray with you about a situation in your life? What 

was the cause of your embarrassment? Maybe you felt the need was too great; or perhaps too 

small or even insignificant. Perhaps you were ashamed to admit a personal struggle with sin, or 

to admit conflicts with another person. So you said nothing about it; and nothing changed. Your 

embarrassment, your shame prevented you from finding the help you needed; from God and 

from your brothers and sisters.  

 My friend, the first key to experience the power of prevailing prayer is to have an 

understanding, and appreciation, for the depth of your need. To this man in our story, the honor 

of being a proper host was outweighed by the shame of disturbing his neighbor at midnight! And 

in the context, this man was illustrating Jesus’ instruction of praying for our daily bread.  

 But too often, we don’t appreciate the reality of our need. We somehow imagine we have 

what it takes to meet our own needs; and even the needs of others. So we lack a spirit of 

dependence. Instead, we exhibit a spirit of independence; and often take credit to ourselves that 

rightly belongs to God. Is it any wonder that our prayers seem powerless? Do you appreciate it 

when someone else gets credit for what you’ve done? I’m sure God doesn’t either! 
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 The man in Jesus’ story had a pressing need he knew he could not meet. It was 

imperative that he find something to give his guest. So he was willing to experience shame in the 

eyes of his neighbor in order to secure the resources to honor his guest. Are you and I willing to 

do the same; to humble ourselves and entreat the Lord for ourselves and for others? If not, we 

will not experience the power of prevailing prayer. 

 

The Second KEY to (prevailing prayer) is, 

 The Stipulation of Request 

 A stipulation is a requirement or a condition that needs to be met in order to achieve a 

desired result. To experience the power of prevailing prayer, we must learn the proper way to 

make our requests.  

 In verses 9 and 10 Jesus makes several very clear, unambiguous statements. “Ask, and it 

will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone 

who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened.” Those are 

amazing promises!  

 As many of you know, the producer of THE VOICE OF HOPE, the program you’re 

listening to right now, is HERALDS OF HOPE, INCORPORATED. HERALDS OF HOPE is an 

international gospel radio and literature ministry. Because of our worldwide outreach we get lots 

of mail: snail mail, e-mail, and Facebook messages.  

 Most people who write request a Bible or some literature; but some ask for cell phones, 

laptops, CD players, and other things. Many who make requests quote these verses. It seems they 

feel we’re obligated by these verses to meet their requests! But is that what these verses mean? 

 I note that in verse 9 the words ask, seek, and knock are all imperatives; they are given as 

commands. Are they simply repetitions of the same idea or concept? Do they imply that God is 

hard of hearing? You and I know better than that! In response to these commands, one writer 

noted; “We ask for what we wish; we seek for what we miss; we knock for that from which we 

feel ourselves shut out.” 

 Do you see the logical progression of desire and effort in verse 9? Asking for something 

we wish to have takes only the minimal effort of the voice. My children may ask, “Dad, may we 

please have a Klondike bar?” They don’t expend much effort, just a few words, to communicate 
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their desire. Yet James reminds us that we often don’t receive because we don’t ask, or because 

we ask selfishly for the wrong things, James 4:2 and 3.  

 Seeking what we are missing involves our vision and mobility. It demonstrates and 

increasing intensity of desire. The writer of Proverbs wrote regarding wisdom; “If you seek her 

as silver…then you shall understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God.” Jesus 

told the story of the lost coin and the diligent search that retrieved it. He also told His followers 

to “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness…”  

 Knocking requires movement and calls forth the effort of the body. In the case of the 

suppliant in this account, it also meant overcoming a reluctance to disturb his neighbor at 

midnight! Once he made the decision to knock, he was committed to see it through. 

 I remember an experience from my youth where I needed to go back to someone and 

clear my conscience and offer to make restitution. I remember asking God for the courage to 

follow through on what I knew He wanted me to do.  

 The next step was to seek out the man whom I had wronged. I remember driving past his 

driveway several times before I had the courage to turn in. When I finally entered his property I 

needed to knock at the front door. Once I did that, there was no turning back, and I was able to 

reach my goal; a clear conscience, a renewed joy in the Lord, and a stronger confidence in the 

power of the Holy Spirit!  

 The promises of verse 9, receiving, finding, and opening, all emphasize future action; the 

receiving of the desired result. In the illustration I just gave you from my personal experience, 

when I met the stipulation of request, I obtained the result I wanted.  

 If anyone of Jesus followers doubts His level of interest in them, he repeats these 

promises again in verse ten. Notice the present tense, the continuing action. “Everyone who is 

asking will be receiving; everyone who is seeking will be finding; and everyone who is knocking 

will find the door being opened.”  

 Some today will isolate these verses from their context and from Jesus’ other teachings 

on prayer to insist that we can receive ANYTHING we ask for. But we must remember that this 

promise is given in the context of an immediate and pressing need. These promises are not, as it 

were, a “blank check” where we simply write in the amount and ask God to “cash” it.  
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 First, we must ask in faith. We see this illustrated in the lives of many people whom Jesus 

healed. The writer of Hebrews tells us that without faith it is impossible to please God. And 

James tells us not to expect anything from God unless we ask in faith. That’s what the man in 

this account did. He went to his neighbor with the confidence that he would be able to meet his 

need. Without faith, he’d have never risked his honor.  

 Second, this Scripture portion and others remind us that we need to ask for the proper 

things with proper motives. James warns us about asking for things simply to consume them on 

our own desires. Jesus warned us not to lay up treasures on earth. Instead, in John 14, He 

counseled His followers to ask for those things that would glorify the Father. He connected 

answered prayer to a life of obedience and abiding in His love. These are further stipulations of 

request we must keep in mind.  

 The response of many Christians to this promise is: I asked but did not receive. I sought 

God but did not feel I got through to Him. I knocked at His door, but He did not admit me. 

However the unusual strength with which Jesus gave this promise should encourage us to believe 

Him in spite of appearances. We may not have received yet. We may not feel we got through to 

God, but Jesus said we did. We may feel that we are knocking on heavens of brass, but Jesus 

promised that God entertained our prayer. 

 Have you experienced the reality of these promises? If not, there are several things to 

consider. The command to ask, seek, and knock is not fulfilled in a passing mention of your 

needs to God. Are you continuing to ask, to seek, and to knock; or have you gotten tired and 

given up? Remember our opening illustration how that woman prayed for her mother for 20 

years? What if she’d given up as she was tempted to do? Most of have had that temptation.  

 As we consider this key to unlocking the power of prevailing prayer let’s remember the 

invitation of Hebrews 4:16, “Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that 

we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”  

 

The Final KEY to (prevailing prayer) is, 

 The Correlation of Response 

 The final verses of our text are a fitting conclusion to Jesus’ teaching on the power of 

prevailing prayer. In this final KEY we are shown the heart of the Heavenly Father.  
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 The father-son relationship is one that is held in high regard in the Scriptures. It is not 

because women and girls are not important; it is just that God has designed the world to function 

primarily under male leadership. This is especially true in the realm of the family and church. 

Men are to model the love of Christ and to shepherd and care for those under their authority. So 

Jesus continues His teaching on prayer by making a correlation between a father’s relationship to 

his son and Jesus’ relationship to His followers.  

 No father who takes his responsibility seriously would ever consider the substitutions 

Jesus mentions in verses 11 and 12. While we earthly fathers are certainly not perfect, we are 

designed by God to be providers and protectors. So when our son asks for bread, and he needs 

bread, and we have it within our power to give bread; we will give it to him. Most of us do not 

have the heart to mock our son in his time need!  

 The same is true with the illustrations of the fish and the egg. In the first example, the 

stone is harmless; but it will bring keen disappointment to the one needing bread. With the latter 

examples there is the danger of physical harm! A good father never carelessly places his son or 

daughter in harm’s way; neither does the Heavenly Father.  

 Jesus completes this section of teaching with these words; “If you then, being evil, are 

known for giving good gifts to your children, how much more shall the (perfect) Heavenly 

Father be giving the Holy Spirit to those who are asking Him? In this statement the correlation 

between earthly fathers and the Heavenly Father is clearly seen.  

 Now it is quite probable that someone listening to this teaching did not have a good 

father. In fact, you had an abusive father who did not give you the good things you needed. He 

may have taken a perverse delight in making you suffer; creating expectations and then crushing 

them just to hurt you. The Scriptures pronounce woe on any father who operates like that; see 

Matthew 18:6.  

 When Jesus describes earthly fathers as “being evil” He uses the Greek word poneros. 

This word evil has a wide range of meaning. But I believe the key to understand what Jesus is 

saying is the word, being.  

 He did not use the simple form of “to be,” which is eimi. Instead, He uses huperchontes, 

which has a backward look to an antecedent condition which has been protracted into the 

present. What does all that mean? We could state it like this. “If you then, having been evil, 
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know how to give good gifts…” Jesus is acknowledging that, generally, even those who are 

“unredeemed” attempt to provide what they think is best for their children.  

 Since that is true, HOW MUCH MORE shall your perfect, Heavenly Father give the 

Holy Spirit to those who ask Him? In Matthew’s account, Jesus says He will give good gifts to 

those who ask Him. Here, when talking to His disciples and specifically the Twelve, He 

mentions the giving of the Holy Spirit. We are aware, of course, that the Holy Spirit had not yet 

been given; but Jesus is inviting the Twelve to ask for His presence. The Heavenly Father’s 

reputation as a father is unimpeachable! He always gives what is best. 

 I admit, we may not always acknowledge God’s gifts as being the best; but that is 

primarily because we can’t see the big picture like He does. We have the promise of this text, 

and many others, like Romans 8:28, to assure us of His perfect care for us as His children.  

 The fact that God gives only good gifts to His children explains why He does not give us 

everything we request, even things that look good to us. Thus we need to understand Jesus' 

promise that God will give us what we ask (vv. 9-10) as referring only to things that are good for 

us. God will without fail give only what is best to His children who request of Him in prayer. 

Jesus assures us in John 15:7 and 8 that if we ask for things that glorify the Father, we can be 

confident in receiving them.  

 My friend, do you have confidence in God? Have you experienced the power of 

prevailing prayer? If not, perhaps it’s because you did not understand the importance of these 

keys Jesus shares with us in this text.  

 Do you only come to the Father with your requests when all your efforts have failed and 

your energies are expended? Are you willing to suffer shame in the eyes of others in order to lay 

hold on God and His provision for you? God does not give grudgingly; He gives graciously and 

generously to those who seek Him in sincerity and truth. Do you appreciate the depth of your 

need and the needs of others? Without God, without Jesus, you and I are powerless to do 

anything for ourselves or anyone else.  

 Do you understand the stipulation of the request? Jesus said: “Ask, seek, and knock.” Are 

you willing to ask in faith, seek with confidence, and knock with expectation? He promised that 

those who faithfully keep on asking, seeking, and knocking will receive their desire. Are the 

things you’re asking for, things that will bring glory to Him and blessing to others?  
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 Finally, do you understand the correlation of response? Do you trust God as your loving, 

Heavenly Father, to provide what He knows you need? Have you asked Him for a greater 

measure of His Holy Spirit to guide you in the daily choices of life? 

 If you will take these keys Jesus gave you, and use them, you will be able to unlock the 

power of prevailing prayer. God will be glorified and your life will be fruitful. 

 I close this teaching with a testimony of answered prayer. Dr. E. V. Hill, who pastored 

Mt. Zion Missionary Baptist Church in Los Angeles, tells the story of how "Mama’s" love and 

prayers changed his life.  

 During the height of the Depression E.V. Hill’s real mother had five children of her own. 

She didn’t have enough food to go around, so she sent four-year-old Ed to live with a friend in a 

small country town called Sweet Home. Ed just called this friend, Mama. As he was growing up 

in Sweet Home, Mama displayed remarkable faith which led her to have big plans for young Ed. 

Against nearly insurmountable obstacles, Mama helped Ed graduate from high school (the only 

student to graduate that year from his country school) and even insisted that he go to college. 

 She took Ed to the bus station, handed him the ticket and five dollars and said, "Now, go 

off to Prairie View College, and Mama is going to be praying for you." Hill claims that he didn’t 

know much about prayer, but he knew Mama did. When he arrived at the college with a dollar 

and ninety cents in his pocket, they told him he needed eighty dollars in cash in order to register. 

 Here’s how Hill describes what happened next: I got in line...and the devil said to get out 

of line...but I heard my Mama saying in my ear, "I’ll be praying for you." I stood in line on 

Mama’s prayer.  

 Soon there was [another new student ahead of me], and I began to get nervous, but I 

stayed in line...Just about the time [the other student] got all of her stuff and turned away, Dr. 

Drew, the president of the college, touched me on the shoulder, and he said, "Are you Ed Hill?" I 

said, "Yes."  

 "Are you Ed Hill from Sweet Home?" "Yes." "Have you paid yet?" "Not quite."  

 "We’ve been looking for you all this morning," [he said]. I said, "Well, what do [you] 

want with me?" "We have a four-year scholarship that will pay your room and board, your 

tuition, and give you thirty dollars a month to spend."   

 And I heard Mama say, "I will be praying for you!" 
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