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STORIES THAT PACK A PUNCH 

 
Study 4 

 
The Unthinkable 

 
You may have heard this parable cited to encourage people to keep on praying when at 
first God doesn’t seem to hear their prayers.  A man had a need which his neighbour 
was unwilling to meet.  But eventually the neighbour succumbed to his desperate plea 
for help.  So we should keep praying and eventually our prayers will be answered.  I 
have exaggerated slightly in order to show how it is possible to read into a parable 
what was never intended.  If we take the context into account, know just a little about 
the customs of the day, and read the parable carefully, we shall be preserved from 
such a misinterpretation.  Here is a parable that tells us about God’s willingness, not his 
reluctance. 
 
WHAT? 
 
1. The Setting 
 
 The parable occurs in the context of Jesus’ teaching on prayer.  The overriding 

emphasis of the passage is that God will hear us when we pray.  He is our Father 
and he loves to give good gifts to his children. 

 
 To appreciate the force of the parable, it is helpful for us to know something 

about the typical middle-eastern hospitality of the day.  Here I am indebted to 
Kenneth Bailey, who was Chair of the Near Eastern School of Theology in Beirut, 
Lebanon.1  He combines meticulous scholarship with first-hand knowledge of 
middle-eastern culture and practice.  

 
 Understanding a few facts about the situation in a first century Galilean village 

enables us to get a little closer to the consciousness of the original hearers.  In 
the first place, we need to appreciate the communal nature of the society in 
which Jesus and his hearers lived.  It functioned a little differently from ours.  
To us, a person who refused to help because it was inconvenient could hardly be 
seen as a good friend.  It would be churlish to refuse to help a friend in a 

                                                
1 Kenneth E Bailey, Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes Ð A Literary-Cultural 

Approach to the Parables of Luke (Combined Edition).  Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1983. 
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predicament, but it is within the rights of a potential lender to refuse a request.  
But in that society, a visitor of one member of the community was a guest of the 
entire village.  They had borrowing down to a fine art.  One may borrow 
something today and lend something tomorrow.  And refusal was not an option.  
You see, if an unexpected guest arrived, the host must serve the guest and the 
guest must eat.  Refusal to serve or to eat would be a huge insult.  It would be 
like slamming the door in the face of a visitor.   

 
 It also helps to understand the part that the bread played in the meal.  It was 

absolutely essential to the meal.  The bread was actually the knife and the fork 
and the spoon.  There would be common dishes containing (spicy) ‘dips’.  The 
guest would be given a large flat loaf, like pita bread.  He would break off a 
bite-size piece, dip it into the dish and put it in his mouth.  Hospitality was so 
important that the host would, if necessary, borrow the best tray, pitcher, cloth 
and goblets that the neighbourhood had to offer. 

 
2. The Parable 
 
 Jesus asks his disciples to imagine a situation that was so outrageous as to be 

unbelievable.  No doubt most, if not all, of the hearers had on more than one 
occasion been party to this kind of neighbourhood borrowing.  The guest arrives 
very late and takes his host by surprise.  The host invites the man in with the 
usual warm embrace and extends all the customary courtesies.  He probably 
does not let on that he’s out of bread.  As soon as possible he heads across the 
street (and perhaps around the corner) to a friend’s house.  Instead of startling 
him by knocking, he calls out: “Hey, Simon, it’s me – Joseph.  A friend has just 
arrived from a journey and I don’t have any bread.”  The hearers would have 
anticipated the only outcome possible.  No matter how inconvenient, if the man 
had bread he would lend it without hesitation.  In fact, he would provide 
anything he could to assist his friend and to uphold the honour of his village.   

 
 But the unthinkable happens.  A voice comes from inside the house.  “Are you out 

of your mind, Joseph?  It’s midnight.  The door’s already locked.  The children 
are asleep and I don’t want them disturbed.  I’m sorry.  This is most 
inconvenient.  I can’t get up now.  Don’t bother me.  Go somewhere else.” 

 
 To us, these are lame excuses.  The door bolt is not very heavy.  Even if the 

children do stir, they will fall asleep again.  The man is not much of a friend.  He 
is rude and petulant.  To any first-century middle-eastern audience the situation 
was so outrageous as to be unimaginable.  The excuses are so pathetic that they 
are humorous.  Even a selfish so-and-so would not dream of such a crabby 
rebuff.  If he did such a thing, the story would be all over the village in the 
morning.  The sleeper would be met with cries of “shame” everywhere he went.  
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Jesus says: “I tell you, though he will not get up and give him the bread because 
he is his friend, yet because of his anaideia he will get up and give him as much 
as he needs.”   

 
3. The Interpretation 
 
 The translators have rendered the word anaideia – “boldness” or “persistence”.    

And it’s easy to see why they would have translated the word “boldness” or 
persistence in this situation.  But in a thorough study of the usage of the word 
at the time, Kenneth Bailey argues for a different meaning.  His argument is 
compelling linguistically, exegetically and theologically.   He argues that the 
verse should be translated: 

 
 I tell you, though he will not get up and give him bread because he 

is his friend, yet to avoid shame (for the sake of the honour of 
the village) he will get up and give him as much as he needs. 

 
 Here’s why this is important.  There is no hint of persistence in this parable – 

the focus is not on the borrower but on the sleeper.  We don’t read of the 
would-be borrower wining and pleading, thus wearing down his reluctant 
neighbour.  In order to make his point, Jesus portrays an imaginary situation 
that simply would not arise in a middle-eastern village.  In other words, even a 
lousy friend and a bad neighbour would provide all he possibly could for honour’s 
sake.  His least favourite neighbour could be standing at the door and it would 
not cross his mind to hesitate, let alone refuse.  

 
 The idea of persistence should be smuggled into this parable when the passage 

teaches nothing of the sort.  I’m not saying that there isn’t a place for boldness 
or persistence in prayer, but that’s not what is being taught in this passage. 

 
 The point is this: If a so-called friend, who has not one ounce of compassion or 

decency, takes his duty seriously on account of custom, how much more will a 
gracious Father give you what you need?  So: 

 
Ask and it will be given to you; 
Seek and you will find; 
Knock and the door will be opened to you. 
For everyone who asks receives; 
He who seeks finds; 
And to him who knocks, the door will be opened. 
 

 Whatever else we say about prayer, we have to take Jesus’ words seriously.  He 
wants us to know that we can ask with confidence.  He wants us to see God as a 
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wonderfully kind and completely resourceful Father.  If, in our study of prayer, 
we become too sophisticated to believe that, we will have missed the whole 
point.  Any idea of prayer that dismisses or explains away the plain teaching of 
Jesus must be defective.  We most certainly do not bring God a shopping list of 
our selfish desires or treat him as a cosmic Santa Claus.  In our approach to 
prayer we shall heed the words of John Stott: 

 
Prayer is not a convenient device for imposing our will upon God, or 
for bending his will to ours, but the prescribed way of bending our 
will to his.  It is by prayer that we seek God’s will, embrace it and 
align ourselves with it.  Every true prayer is a variation on the 
theme, ‘Your will be done.’2   

 
 The assumption, as we shall see in the series, is that we are coming to God with 

legitimate requests.  And when we do so, we have Jesus’ own promise.  “Your will 
be done” is not a negation of the request or a way of preparing ourselves for a 
refusal: it is a trusting submission to the better judgement of a Father who 
always has our best interests at heart. 

 
 Jesus moves from the picture of a friend who, despite his selfishness, gives 

even more than he was asked to a situation that was even closer to home.  And 
the image is just as ridiculous.  “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a 
fish will give him a snake instead?  Or if he asks for an egg will give him a 
scorpion?”  If it was difficult to imagine a neighbour who was so boorish and 
bad-mannered, it is even more inconceivable that a father would be as vindictive 
as to look into his hungry son’s trusting eyes and slip him a snake instead of a 
fish.  Would any of them trick his own son by placing a scorpion into his hand 
when he was asking for an egg?  And then comes the climactic statement: “If 
you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how 
much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”  
In Matthew’s Gospel, the verse reads, “How much more will your Father in 
heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!” (Mt 7:11)  Luke is underlining the 
fact that, of all the good things that the Father gives to his children, no gift is 
greater than the gift of the Holy Spirit.  For everything we could ever need 
comes to us with that great gift.  

 
SO WHAT? 
 
1. What is the context in which the parable occurs? 
 
2. Was the surprised host’s ‘ill-timed’ request reasonable? 
                                                

2 John R. W. Stott, The Letters of John (Leicester: IVP, 1988), 188. 
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3.   What does the parable teach about God’s response to our prayer? 
 
4. How do verses 9-13 support the teaching of the parable? 
 
5. Respond to this statement by Phillips Brooks: “Prayer is not conquering God’s 

reluctance, but taking hold of his willingness.”   
 
  
NOW WHAT? 
 
1 When you come to God, do you really expect him to hear you? 
 
2. Will ‘receiving’ the teaching of this passage make any difference to the way you 

pray? 
 
3. What conclusion will you come to if a request that you think is reasonable is not 

granted ? 


