A Lot of Trouble for a Midnight Snack
The Parable of the Friend at Midnight

Luke 11:5-8
In this section, Jesus gives three encouragements for His followers to pray: 
(1) the parable of the Friend at Midnight; 
(2) a contrast between fathers and the heavenly Father; 
(3) the promise that God will give the Holy Spirit to those who pray. 
A lady who had a small house on the seashore of Ireland at the turn of the century was quite wealthy but also quite frugal. The people were surprised, then, when she decided to be among the first to have electricity in her home. Several weeks after the installation, a meter reader appeared at her door. He asked if her electricity was working well, and she assured him it was. "I’m wondering if you can explain something to me," he said. "Your meter shows scarcely any usage. Are you using your power?" "Certainly," she answered. "Each evening when the sun sets, I turn on my lights just long enough to light my candles; then I turn them off.” She tapped into the power but did not use it. That is how many people use prayer.

Only Luke records the parable of the Friend at Midnight.

Luke 11:5-6: And he said unto them, Which of you shall have a friend, and shall go unto him at midnight, and say unto him, Friend, lend me three loaves; For a friend of mine in his journey is come to me, and I have nothing to set before him?

There are three friends mentioned in this story: the hungry visiting friend, the persistent borrowing friend, and the reluctant lending friend. To understand this parable, one must understand a few things about first century culture. First, food was not as readily available as it is today. There were of course, no 24-hour convenience stores on each corner. Therefore, enough bread was baked each day for the needs of that day. 

Second, hospitality was held in high regard. A visitor was welcomed and cared for, regardless of the hour of his arrival. To avoid the intense midday heat, people often traveled in the evening. A traveler arriving near midnight was not uncommon. Here is the dilemma. The poor unprepared host has a late arriving guest who is hungry after an exhausting journey. It is his duty as host to provide a meal, but he has no bread. Not to provide for his guest’s needs would bring shame upon himself and his family and even to his village. What is he to do? Though this man cannot supply the need himself he knows of another who can and will supply this need. So, he goes to his friend’s house regardless of the lateness of the hour and to ask for his help.


In a Middle Eastern village, hospitality was very important. When a guest arrived, the whole village was involved in entertaining him. For the village not to entertain him would be a terrible breach of etiquette, and for the guest to refuse the hospitality would be worse. The visitor was always offered food and must eat. This visitor evidently had not had supper, but the host had no bread in the house. In the villages bread was baked at home in the cool of the morning and only enough for the day’s needs was baked because it would become stale and be wasted. To make matters worse this guest had come at midnight when there was no possibility of going to the market.

To send his guest to bed without supper would not be acceptable. Yet to avoid doing so seemed impossible. Then he thought, “I have a friend who might have some bread.” Although it is midnight, he went to a friend’s house and asked for three loaves
 of bread. (Although the word bread here is sometimes used of food of any kind). Three loaves were considered a man’s portion. The Israelites made bread in the form of an oblong or round cake, as thick as one’s thumb, and as large as a plate or platter (like a pizza without toppings).

In that culture no one would knock on a shut door unless there was a serious need. Normally, there was little privacy. In the morning the door was opened and remained open all day. If the door was shut, it meant that the family did not wish to be disturbed. Shut does not just mean “closed;” it means to be “barred and fastened” (Luke 13:25; 25:10).

Luke 11:7: And he from within shall answer and say, Trouble me not: the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot rise and give thee.
Inside his friend was annoyed at the interruption and refused to get up. He must have turned over and tried to ignore the man. In his sleepiness, he finally realized it was a knock. In our language, he answered in a sleepy growl, “What do you want?” 


“Three loaves,” the friend answered. 

“Don’t pester me! My children are with me in bed. I have a hard enough time getting them to sleep. Come back at a decent hour.” And he turned over to go back to sleep (cf. Luke 7:6). The father could not get over to the door and slide back the heavy bolt that barred the door without waking up his family.

An average house in that day consisted of one room with one little window. The floor was simply of beaten earth covered with dried reeds and rushes. The room was divided into two parts, not by a partition but by a low platform. Two-thirds of it was on ground level. The other third was slightly raised. On the raised part a charcoal stove burned all night during the cold season. The family slept around it, not on mattress beds but on sleeping mats. 
Families were large and slept close together for warmth in the winter. This does not mean, necessarily, that they were all in the same bed, but that they were all in bed, and if one rose, he would inevitably disturb the whole family (like sleeping in a tent). The word bed
 here may be applied to any room or place for sleeping (it is also used in Romans 9:10; 13:13; and Hebrews 13:4). In the villages it was the custom to bring livestock, hens, cocks, and goats, into the house at night to avoid loss to thieves. Is there any wonder that the man who was in bed did not want to rise?

Luke 11:8: I say unto you, Though he will not rise and give him, because he is his friend, yet because of his importunity he will rise and give him as many as he needeth.

The shameless beggar flatly refused to be discouraged. He would not take “no” for an answer. The knocking continued like a dripping faucet. The word translated importunity
 means “shamelessness” (cf. Genesis 32:26). It signifies “freedom from the bashfulness which cannot ask a second time.”
 The English word importunity comes from the Latin importunas which means “troublesome.” He can be excused for his shamelessness somewhat for he was not asking for himself, but that he might be hospitable to another (cf. Genesis 18:23-33).

At last, he is rewarded with the thud of bare feet and the rattling of a latch. His friend figured that there was no chance to sleep with such a racket anyway and that he might as well get up and get the bread. The householder, knowing that by this time the whole family was disturbed anyway, arose, and gave him as many as he needed.

WHAT DOES THIS PARABLE TEACH US ABOUT PRAYER?

Prayer expresses confidence in God. We must come to God with boldness and confidence for what we need, as a man goes to the house of his neighbor or friend, who, he knows, loves him, and is inclined to be kind to him.


“From Roman history comes the story of a Roman emperor in his chariot as a part of a parade. Cheering people lined the streets while the legionnaires were stationed to keep the people at a safe distance. The emperor’s family sat on a platform to watch him go by in all the pride of his position. As the emperor came near the place where his family was stationed, a young boy jumped from the platform, burrowed through the crowd, and tried to dodge a legionnaire so he could run to the emperor’s chariot. The soldier stopped him and said, “You cannot go near him.” The boy laughed, then said; “He may be your emperor, but he is my father.” Then he ran into his father’s open arms.”


Our high priest Jesus Christ is seated at the right hand of the father in heaven, so we can “come boldly before the throne of grace” (Hebrews 4:16). We have no need to fear because we are children of the king.

Prayer based on need. This man prayed because he was embarrassed. He had come face to face with a situation with which he could not cope in his own strength. He dared to knock at midnight because the situation was desperate. We, too, have obligations and responsibilities that without God we simply cannot meet. Fathers and mothers feel this need when someone comes to “visit” them hungry and in need (Ephesians 6:4). Sunday school teachers and preachers sometimes have the same feeling.


Complacent and self-satisfied souls may say prayers, but they never really pray. The Pharisee may go into the temple and stand in the holy place (cf. Luke 18). His lips may form words of prayer and he may catalogue his virtues before the Almighty and congratulate Him upon having such an excellent servant as he. But he does not pray. The publican, in contrast, has no good word to say for himself. He knows, not only that he has done wrong, but that he is a sinner. We will never pray as fervently as we should until the heavy hands of a great need grip our shoulders and compel us to our knees. The doorway into the secret place of the Most High is only opened to the knocking hand of a needy child. The “effectual, fervent prayer” is the one that avails (James 5:16). God does not respond to half-hearted prayers (Colossians 4:2, 12; cf. Luke 22:42; Acts 4:31; Hebrews 5:7). As we pound on heaven’s door, we express our insufficiency.
“I spake to thy disciples that they should cast him out, and they could not” (Mark 9:18). They stood in the presence of human need baffled and defeated. Why was this the case? It was not because the power of God was inadequate to the task they had undertaken. They failed because their sense of need had not driven them to their knees. They failed, as many are failing today, for lack of prayer.

Prayer is to include the needs of others. This man did not come for bread for himself, but for his friend (cf. Philippians 2:3-5). “I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men” (1 Timothy 2:1; cf. 2:4; 1 Thessalonians 3:12; Matthew 5:44). The Lord accepted Job when he prayed for his friends (Job 42:10; cf. Genesis 18:23-32). 
Prayer is to be to the point. This embarrassed host was frank and to the point. He did not waste time in dressing up his request in a deluge of words in a pious voice. Jesus taught us not to use vain repetitions
 (Matthew 6:7; cf. 1 Kings 18:26-29; Ecclesiastes 5:2-3, 7; Acts 19:34). God does not want us to put on airs, assume an unnatural voice, or use flowery language. He wants me to speak reverently, but naturally.

Lyndon Johnson’s press secretary, Bill Moyers, was saying a prayer at a staff lunch, and the President shouted, “Speak up Bill! I can’t hear a thing!” Moyers quietly replied, “I wasn’t addressing you, Mr. President.” It is good to remind ourselves that when we pray, we talk to God.


This man did not ask for everything under the sun. He was specific. He told his friend plainly what the matter was and what he needed. To God we can lay bare our very souls (1 Samuel 1:15). One sick woman was ashamed to talk with Jesus but simply stole up behind Him to touch the hem of His garment. She intended to slip away with nobody the wiser. But when she was healed Jesus did not allow her to rob herself of the fullness of the blessing, He was eager to give. “Who touched me?” He said (Mark 5:31). “She came and fell down before Him and told Him all the truth.” So, it is with us. We can tell Him all the truth. What we can tell no other, we can tell our Friend.

Prayer is to be bold. This man was extremely bold to continue knocking after he had been told to go away. We should come boldly
 before God (Hebrews 4:16; 10:19-22; 13:6; Ephesians 3:12; 1 John 4:14-15). The poorest, nameless nobody in the world has the same right to approach God as an apostle. When our children make a request of us, if they do so in a fashion as to convince us that it does not matter whether their request is granted or not, the chances are that it will not be granted. We can see an illustration of this shamelessness in prayer with Abraham pleading for Sodom (Genesis 18:23f), the petition of the woman of Canaan (Matthew 15:21-28), and also in the history of Jacob wrestling with the angel (Genesis 32:23-32).

Luke 11:9: And I say unto you, Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.
Prayer is to be done persistently. The whole point of the parable is that we are to be persistent in prayer. We must not become discouraged when our prayers are not immediately answered as we desired, rather, we must keep on praying according to His will (John 15:7; Romans 15:30). “I have set watchmen upon thy walls, O Jerusalem, which shall never hold their peace day nor night: ye that make mention of the LORD, keep not silence. And give him no rest, till he establish, and till he make Jerusalem a praise in the earth” (Isaiah 62:6-7). David prayed three times daily (Psalm 55:17; cf. 1 Thessalonians 3:10; 5:17; 1 Timothy 5:52 Timothy 1:3). Elijah “prayed again” (James 5:17-18). Too often we knock, and then run away instead of waiting. We are not only to ask, but to wait for the answer; if it does not come, we must seek and knock. Jesus even prayed the same words in a prayer (Matthew 26:39, 42, 44).


The tenses of the verbs ask, seek, and knock are important here. They are in the present tense which is evidence that continuous action is to be understood (keep on asking, keep on seeking, keep on knocking). In other words, do not come to God only in the midnight emergencies, but keep in constant communion with Him. This is not mere repetition, for to seek is more than to ask, and to knock is more than to seek. Thus, this is an exhortation to increasing our urgency in prayer. God will answer; He is only waiting for the proper time to give. Interestingly, knock (krouo) means to “knock with the knuckles” but not “to knock with a heavy blow” (koptein). We do not have to knock the door down to get God’s attention.
· Ask (aiteo, KJV—ask 48, desire 17, beg 2, require 2, crave 1, call for 1; 71) suggests humility (Psalm 51:15; Jeremiah 33:3; John 4:10; James 1:5; 4:1-2).

· Seek (zeteo, KJV—seek 100, seek for 5, go about 4, desire 3, misc. 7; 119; “to crave, demand”) implies diligence in doing what we can to gain what is sought (Luke 13:14; Psalm 27:4, 8; 34:4, 10; 105:3-4; Jeremiah 29:12; Daniel 9:3; Amos 5:4-6; John 1:45-49; Hebrews 11:6).

· Knock (krouo, AV— knock, 9) indicates persistence (especially in this context).

Jesus is saying that there are some situations that require more than merely asking for something. Seeking then is not a simple act, it is a process, a series of acts. This knocking is not a single rap, it is a series of raps. It is a request for admission, repeated if necessary, and it suggest situations where we seek an entrance or an opportunity. The truth behind this persistence is that we will not continue to ask if we do not really feel a need or if we believe we can do it own our own.


We are to ask with a beggar's humility, to seek with a servant's carefulness, and to knock with the confidence of a friend.

Luke 11:10: For every one that asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that knocketh it shall be opened.
Prayer is effectual. God has promised to answer our prayers (Matthew 21:22; Mark 11:24; John 14:13; 15:7, 16; 16:23-24; James 5:15; 1 John 3:22). Our extremity is God’s opportunity, but we must ask in faith (James 1:5-8; Romans 10:13-14). God does not grant every request that we bring to Him. Sometimes we ask foolishly. Sometimes we are vastly mistaken as to our needs. The answer given may not be the answer we desired or expected; but even when it is a refusal it is the answer of the love and wisdom of God. Answered prayer must also be coupled with doing what is asked of us. We pray for our daily bread, but we must also work for it (1 Timothy 5:8). We pray for the sick, but we should attend to their needs (Luke 5:31; 1 Timothy 5:23). We pray for sinners to be saved (Romans 10:1-3), but we must carry the Gospel to them (Romans 1:16; 6:17-18; Hebrews 5:9). Scripture does not teach that prayer alone saves the sinner (Acts 2:21, 38; Romans 10:13-17).


What do you need? Do you need cleansing from the stains of a misspent yesterday? Do you need strength for a weak and flabby will? Do you need one to still the fitful fever of your restless heart? Do you need courage to face a tomorrow that fills your heart with fear? Do you need something or Someone to give purpose to life? Do you need companionship in loneliness and comfort in sorrow? Are you weary and heavy laden? Do you carry the burden of a nameless longing that you cannot put into words? Do you stand with a feeling of pitiful inadequacy in the presence of opportunities and obligations that you know you ought to meet? Whatever our needs, our Lord is eager to meet them if we only give Him a chance.

Luke 11:11-13: If a son shall ask bread of any of you that is a father, will he give him a stone? or if he ask a fish, will he for a fish give him a serpent? Or if he shall ask an egg, will he offer him a scorpion? If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto your children: how much more shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him?
The point is based, not on likeness, but on contrast. Jesus is not saying that God is like a grouchy neighbor. He is the opposite. If a grouchy neighbor can be persuaded to provide for a persistent friend, how much more can a loving Father? Our prayers are based on sonship not friendship. Our Father in heaven never slumbers or sleeps (Psalm 74:16; 121:3-4; cf. 1 Kings 18:26-69). He is always alert to our needs (Psalm 34:6). We do not have to pound at His door to wake Him up. We do not have to storm the gates of heaven to get His attention. He knows our needs even before we know them. Persistence in prayer does not mean we must twist God’s arm to get what we want. Further, the Father is not irritated when we ask for help. He never refuses; He never offers excuses. He is generous to us. 
A son should not come to a father only when there is a crisis or emergency. He should keep in constant communication with his father. Then, when there is a crisis, he and the father will not be strangers. There are similarities between this parable and the Unjust Judge, but there is a chief difference: here the selfishness of man is set against the generosity of God, while there the judge’s unrighteousness is contrasted with God’s righteousness. The conclusion is that if selfish man can be won by persistence to give, how much more certainly shall the bountiful Lord bestow gifts to those who ask Him.

The scorpion is a small, poisonous, crab-like animal, which, when at rest is round like an egg.
 It resembles a lobster, and lurks in warm regions, especially on stone walls. It has a poisonous sting in its tail. Pliny (quoted by Barnes) says that in Judea the scorpions were about the size of an egg, and not unlike one in shape. The things contrasted here could all have a superficial likeness to its contrasting partner.

What Jesus says is, “If an unwilling householder can in the end be coerced by a friend’s shameless persistence to give him what he needs, how much more will God who is a loving Father supply all His children’s needs?” If evil men (at least in comparison to God) know how to supply children’s needs, how much more does God? This is an a fortiori argument—reasoning from a premise that is less likely to one that is more likely. If it is unlikely that a parent would hatefully deceive and abuse his child but would provide for him, then it is certainly more likely that the benevolent God would do right by His children. Paul uses the same kind of argument in Romans 8:32.


Phillips Brooks said, “Prayer is not overcoming God’s reluctance but laying hold of His willingness.” God knows our needs before we even ask Him (Matthew 6:7-8, 32; Luke 12:30; Psalm 38:9). “It shall come to pass, that before they call, I will answer; and while they are yet speaking, I will hear” (Isaiah 65:24). “This is the confidence that we have in him, that, if we ask any thing according to his will, he heareth us: and if we know that he hear us, whatsoever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we desired of him” (1 John 5:14-15). 
This friend had asked for three loaves; how many did he get? We are not told, but we know that he got all he needed. He was like the Syro-Phoenician woman who was told: “Be it unto thee even as thou wilt” (Matthew 15:28). That is what God always does for us. There is no such thing as an unanswered prayer for a faithful Christian (cf. Psalm 66:18; 1 Peter 3:12; Proverbs 15:8; 15:29; Acts 8:22; James 5:16). All prayers are considered. Those that are within the will of God and in our best interest, receive affirmative answers.
God is the source of every “good and perfect gift” (James 1:17; Ephesians 1:3). Matthew 7:11, a parallel verse, has “good things” in the place of “the Holy Spirit.” The blessings of the Spirit, revealed in the Word, are here to be understood by way of metonymy of the cause. The entire Godhead cooperates in answering prayer (Matthew 6:9; 1 Timothy 2:5; Luke 11:13).
Conclusion: 
“Pray without ceasing” (1 Thessalonians 5:17). “We ought always to pray, and not to faint” (Luke 18:1).
I got up this morning
And rushed into the day;
I had so much to accomplish
I didn’t have time to pray.

Troubles just tumbled about me
And heavier came each task.
Why doesn’t God help me I wondered,
He answered, “You didn’t ask.”

I tried to come into God’s presence,
I used all my keys at the lock,
God gently and lovingly chided
“Why child, you didn’t knock.”

I wanted to see joy and beauty,
But the day toiled on gray and bleak,
I called on the Lord for the reason,
He said, “You did not seek.”

I woke up early this morning
And I paused before entering the day.
I had so much to accomplish
That I had to take time to pray.
Before refrigerators, people used icehouses to preserve food. Icehouses had thick walls, no windows, and a tightly fitted door. In winter, when streams and lakes were frozen, large blocks of ice were cut, hauled to the icehouses, and covered with sawdust. Often the ice would last well into the summer. 
One man lost a valuable watch while working in an icehouse. He searched diligently for it, carefully raking through the sawdust, but did not find it. His fellow workers also looked, but their efforts, too, proved futile. A small boy who heard about the fruitless search, slipped into the icehouse during the noon hour, and soon emerged with the watch. Amazed, the men asked him how he found it. “I closed the door,” the boy replied, "lay down in the sawdust, and kept very still. Soon I heard the watch ticking.”

Often the question is not whether God is speaking, but whether we are being still enough, and quiet enough, to hear. 

Discussion Questions:

1. Do you find it hard to pray as consistently as you think you should?

2. Do you find your prayers center more on physical “wants” than on “thanks” and praying for others?

3. Are you afraid to pray about some things?

4. When God seemingly does not answer your prayers, what is your attitude toward Him?

5. What has helped your prayer life?
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� artos, KJV—bread 72, loaf 23, shewbread 4; 99


� koite, one of several words used for bed


� anaideia, found nowhere else in Scripture.


� Arnot


� Martin Wiles. “Jesus on Prayer,” Sermon Central.


� battologeo, from Battos, a proverbial stammerer; KJV—use vain repetitions 1; 1; “to stammer; to repeat the same things over and over, to use many idle words, to babble, prate. Some suppose the word derived from Battus, a king of Cyrene, who is said to have stuttered; others from Battus, an author of tedious and wordy poems”


� parrhesia, KJV—boldness 8, confidence 6, openly 4, plainly 4, openly 2, boldly 1, misc. 6; 31; “freedom in speaking, unreservedness in speech; openly, frankly, i.e., without concealment; without ambiguity; without the use of figures and comparisons; free and fearless confidence, cheerful courage, boldness, assurance; the deportment by which one becomes conspicuous or secures publicity”


� skorpios, KJV—scorpion 5





