WORDS TO THE WISE:  Don’t Give Up!
Matthew 7:7-12

+++

Introduction
At one time in our earth’s history there was a man in London, England who stood between good and evil.  One historian wrote this about him:  “There was a time in the dark days of the London ‘blitz’ when the only thing that stood between England and oblivion was one stubborn old man.”  That one stubborn old man was Winston Churchill.  
Norman Vincent Peale relates his greatest speech:

“I’ll never forget the speech Winston Churchill gave in his late years at the British prep school he had attended.  The headmaster told the boys, “This is an historic moment.  Churchill is the greatest speaker in the English language.  Write down everything he says.  He will make an unforgettable speech!”  When Churchill walked out to give his speech, he peered over the top of his glasses and said:  “Never, never, never, never give up!”  With that, Churchill sat down.  Many students were disappointed.  But the headmaster felt this might have been Churchill’s greatest speech.  If one quality epitomized Churchill, it was persistence.  He never gave up.  It was that attitude that inspired England in World War II to continue to fight when others would have surrendered.”

The Speaker had given the speech through that tough time.  He embedded the message.  He was the message!  His tenacity, persistence and faithfulness was the message.

The playwright Noel Coward once said, “Thousands of people have talent.  I might as well congratulate you for having eyes in your head.  The one and only thing that counts is:  Do you have staying power?”
These are tough times we are living in right now.  Do you want to quit?  Do you want to give up?   Words to the wise by our Lord:  Don’t give up.  Specifically don’t give up these three things:

1. Don’t give up Praying – Matthew 7:7-8.

"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.”
The words ‘ask’, ‘seek’, and ‘knock’ here are in the present active tenses in the Greek.  They should be translated ‘ask and keep on asking,’ ‘seek and keep on seeking’, ‘knock and keep on knocking.’  The idea behind them is this:  Persistence in prayer.  Don’t give up praying.  Don’t quit praying.  Keep on praying.  Keep on hoping.  Keep on keeping on.  Through thick and thin – pray.
The Apostle is a movie about Euliss”Sonny” Dewey (played by Robert Duvall).  “Sonny” is an energetic minister leading a large Pentecostal church ministry in Texas.  When he finds out that his wife is having an affair with another minister and that they have stolen his ministry from underneath him, he erupts in anger and bludgeons his wife’s lover to death with a baseball bat.  Forced to flee town, he resumes ministry in a rural community in Louisiana, where he tries to make sense of his life and his calling as a preacher.  Early in the film, facing the loss of his wife and church, Sonny goes to God in prayer.  On a stormy night (like the storm going on in his heart), he paces in his room and raises his voice to heaven.  His honest prayer, reminiscent of Job and some of the Psalms, conveys his anger and his pain to God:

“Somebody, I say, somebody has taken my wife; they’ve stolen my church!  That’s the temple I built for you!  I’m gonna yell at you’ cause I’m mad at you!  I can’t take it!”


”Give me a sign or somethin’.  Blow this pain out of me.  Give it to me tonight, Lord God Jehovah.  If you won’t give me back my wife, give me peace. Give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me.  Give me peace.  Give me peace.”

“I don’t know who’s been foolin’ with me – you or the Devil.  I don’t know.  And I won’t even bring the human into this – he’s just a mutt – so I’m not even gonna bring him into it.  But I’m confused.  I’m mad.  I love you, Lord, I love you, but I’m mad at you.  I am mad at you!”
“So deliver me tonight, Lord.  What should I do?   Tell me.  Should I lay hands on myself?  What should I do? … What should I do?  Tell me.  I’ve always called you Jesus; you’ve always called me Sonny.  What should I do, Jesus?  This is Sonny talkin’ now.”
Don’t give up praying.  Don’t quit praying.  Keep on praying.  Keep on hoping.  Keep on keeping on.  Through thick and thin – pray.
A youth group had gathered to pray and talk about the scriptures together.  They wer looking at Revelation 3:20 where Jesus says, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock, if anyone will let me in I will come in and fellowship with him and he with me.”  Suddenly, a sharp young lady in the group broke the silence that morning with her exciting discovery.  She said:  “I get it!  Prayer isn’t my asking God.  It’s his asking me.  What it means is:  I don’t need to beat on the door.  He’s already knocking on mine.”

Don’t quit praying.
2. Don’t give up Believing in a God who is Good– Matthew 7: 9-11.

"Or what man is there among you who, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone?

  Or if he asks for a fish, will he give him a serpent?  If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him!”
Tom worked as a pastor but every month he took time to go down to a homeless shelter in his city to work in the soup kitchen.  After the people had been fed, he would invite them to join him in a service of Holy Communion in the little chapel in the shelter.  One day he had an unforgettable experience.  He was moving down the altar and came to a man who whispered “Skip me.”  “What?” asked Tom.  In a louder whisper he said:  “Skip me.”  “Why?” asked Tom.  “Because I’m not worthy.”  Tom replied, “Then neither am I.”  Then Tom did the unusual.  He said to the man, “I’ll tell you what.  I’m going to serve these other people.  Then, I’m going to come back and serve you and I would like you to help me.”  The man blinked in amazement.  “Is that legal?” he asked.  “Yes,” said Tom, “it is legal and it’s beautiful, and that’s what we are going to do.”  Tom went down the isle and came back to the reluctant man named Josh.  “Josh,” he said, “here is the body of Christ, and here is the blood of Christ given for you.  Eat this and drink this in remembrance that Christ came for you and Christ died for you.  Amen.”  Josh blinked back tears and then started serving with Tom.  As Josh went down the isle, though, he had slightly different words than those written in the liturgy.  He held the trays toward everyone and muttered, “Body – blood – for you.  Hang in there!”

Tom never experienced a more HOLY Communion.  Everywhere Josh went that day he said, “You won’t believe what I did today.”  The story became so widespread that from that day on Josh became known on the streets as “The Rev.”

Don’t give up believing in a good God!  In St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, England, there is a life-size marble statue of Christ writhing in pain and anguish on the cross.  Underneath there is a plaque that reads:  “This is how God loved the world.”    Josh had it right:  “Body – blood – for you.  Hang in there!”

Don’t give up believing in a good God!

3. Don’t give up Doing Good to Others – Matthew 7:12

"Therefore, whatever you want men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets.

Here is the Golden Rule.  Some follow this rule, but not in it’s golden form.

There are those who follow this variation on the rule:  Do unto others before they do unto you.  Then there are those who follow this variation on the rule:  Do unto others as they do unto you.  But the rule is this:  “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

It is a universal rule that you will find in all religions of the world.  A man came to the famous Jewish Rabbi Hillel in Ad 20 and asked him to summarize the law so it could be learned while standing on one foot.  He said, “What is hateful to you, do not do to anyone else.  This is the whole law; all the rest is commentary.  Go and learn it.”

Not bad.  Not bad at all.  The interesting thing about this rule is that Jesus offers the rule not in the negative form, but the positive form.   “What you do not want done to you” comes out positively as “What you want done to you.”  The Golden Rule is pro-active!
Do you want a friend?  Be a friend.

Do you want to be welcomed?  Be welcoming.

Do you want forgiveness?  Then forgive.

Do you want love?  Then love.

They had had a very long day, a stressful one, and they had gotten back to the house late.  Before they went to bed the husband offered to make toast for the two of them.  Something to settle their stomachs before bedtime.  He reached into the bread loaf and pulled out two pieces of bread one of which was the heel of the bread.  He toasted it while she made hot tea.  Then they sat down with jam and butter.  He automatically placed the bread with the heal at her place.  Maybe it was the day that got to her.  Maybe it was the stress.  But his giving her the heel of the loaf of bread got to her.  She let him have it.  “Why do you always give me the heel when you take a normal piece of the bread?  How self-centered of you!”  He sat there listening while she demeaned him for the lack of consideration.  And then he spoke.  He said, “But honey, the heel of the bread is my favorite piece.”  
Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  Don’t give up doing good!

Conclusion
Don’t give up!  Keep up the prayers, the believing in a good God, the doing of good.

Mario Cuomo remembered learning about not giving up in an episode from his father.  They had just moved to Holliswood, New York.  In the front yard was a blue spruce that had to be forty feet tall.  Less than a week after they moved in, there was a terrible storm.  They came home from a store that night to find the spruce pulled almost totally from the ground and flung forward, its mighty nose bent in the asphalt of the street.  As they looked at this fallen friend, Mario’s father, 5’6” and weighing in at 155 pounds, looked at his sons and said, “Okay, we gonna push ‘im up!”  “What are you talking about, Poppa?  The roots are out of the ground,” they said.  “We gonna push ‘im up, he’s gonna grow again.”  They got some rope and up she came.  With rain falling, his father dug away at the place where the roots were. He drove stakes into the ground, tied rope from the trunk to the stakes and said, “Don’t worry, he’s gonna grow again.”
If you drive by that place today, you will see a great, straight, blue spruce, maybe sixty-five feet tall, pointing up to the heavens.  When you drive by remember the words of the father:  “We gonna punch ‘im up.  He’s gonna grow again.”  

Don’t give up!  In the words of Winston Churchill again:  “Never, never, never, never give up!”
