
Whatever We Ask
1 John 3:22-24

Never is the danger of taking one verse out of context more 
obvious than in our text this morning.  Verse 22, “Whatever we 
ask we receive from Him.”

There are a couple other verses that say the same thing, also 
taken out of context as if they could stand all by themselves, such 
as,

Mat. 21:22  “And whatever things you ask in prayer, believing, 
you will receive.”

Even further, 
Mat. 7:7 “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will 

find; knock, and it will be opened to you. 8 For everyone who asks 
receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will 
be opened.”

Mark 11:24  “Therefore I say to you, whatever things you ask 
when you pray, believe that you receive them, and you will have 
them.”

And as we will study in weeks to come in,
1 John 5:14  “Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, 

that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. 15 And 
if we know that He hears us, whatever we ask, we know that we 
have the petitions that we have asked of Him.”

So there it is.  Name it and claim it.  The power of positive 
confession.  It might even be called the prosperity gospel.  
Whatever you ask for, you will receive.  Period.

The trouble with that idea is, of course, that it isn’t true.  It is 

disproven by every one of you.  I won’t speak as a prophet, but I 
am quite sure that every one of you has asked God for something 
in prayer and not received what you asked for.  Sometimes when 
you ask, God says “no.”  Sometimes, it seems like he doesn’t 
hear, or doesn’t listen.  And sometimes, that is a very hard 
experience to endure, a challenge even to the ongoing exercise 
of your faith.  Does that mean that you did something wrong, that 
you didn’t pray rightly?  Does it mean that you don’t have enough 
faith?  Or that there is some injustice or inequity with God? 

I have to to answer all those questions with a “no,” but what, 
then, does John mean in our text?  For that matter, what does 
Jesus mean when he says the things I just read?  That is our 
focus this morning, and before we get to the specifics of verse 22, 
I want to emphasize the context of our whole passage.  Beginning 
with a reminder of what we studied last week, regarding our 
confidence before God.  Our assurance before God.

v.19  “And by this we know that we are of the truth, and shall 
assure our hearts before Him.”  

And, 
v.21 “Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have 

confidence toward God.”

There is a subjective reality there, something you are to 
experience.  Something you feel for yourselves.  Confidence.  
And John is writing this whole book in order to help you gain that 
experience for yourself.  He is being practical, and pastoral, giving 
tests and assurances that you can measure.  So that you can 
know that God is at work in your life if you believe rightly about 
Jesus, and if you love one another.  That’s the evidence, evidence 
that becomes and assurance and a confidence.  Which leads 
right into these verses about prayer.  The thought of verse 22 is 
very much connected with the thought of verse 21.  Confidence 
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before God in prayer. “Whatever we ask we receive from Him.”  

So what is the context for such confidence?  It is what John 
calls, abiding in Christ.  That is,

I. THE CONTEXT OF PRAYER.
v.24 

Abide is a simple word in the Greek, a word which means to 
remain.  It has the idea of living together, so it means to continue 
to live together.  To remain together.  So Jesus says to his 
disciples,

John 15:4  “Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot 
bear fruit of itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, 
unless you abide in Me.  5 I am the vine, you are the branches. 
He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without 
Me you can do nothing. 6 If anyone does not abide in Me, he is 
cast out as a branch and is withered; and they gather them and 
throw them into the fire, and they are burned.”

That’s the context for the verse I read a moment ago,
John 15:7  “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, 

you will ask what you desire, and it shall be done for you.”

John would then connect this sense of “abiding in Jesus” with 
the idea of abiding, or remaining, in his love.

John 15:9 “As the Father loved Me, I also have loved you; 
abide in My love. 10 If you keep My commandments, you will 
abide in My love, just as I have kept My Father’s commandments 
and abide in His love.”

So the context of prayer is more than the simplistic formula of 
the “name it and claim it” gospel.  It is more than the performance 
of some religious ritual or formulation of words, and much more 

than some magical incantation by which you can infallibly claim 
answers for all your requests.  Confidence in prayer, confidence 
before God, is something which can experience only when you 
abide in Jesus, day by day, living together with him, remaining 
with him in the awareness of the fellowship of his presence.

But let me be more specific about what that means.  Go back 
to,

v.24

So here a very practical expression of what it means to abide 
in Jesus.  It refers to,

A. The practice of obedience.
Let me read another verse from John’s gospel that links our 

obedience with living together with Jesus, remaining or abiding in 
him.

John 14:23  “Jesus answered and said to him, “If anyone 
loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and 
We will come to him and make Our home with him.”

They will live together.  Jesus says, “My father and I will make 
our home with the one who keeps my word.”  He will abide with 
us, live with us.  As we practice obedience.

This isn’t legalism.  There isn’t anything here about earning or 
meriting God’s favor.  Rather, in the context of a relationship, it is 
our practice of obedience that provides the context for the 
fellowship and the confidence of living together with Jesus.  
Abiding in him.  But notice something else about abiding in Christ 
from verse 24, another emphasis with regard to our confidence 
before God with respect to our prayers.  Namely, 

B. The presence of the Holy Spirit.
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v.24b  “And by this we know that He abides in us, by the Spirit 
whom He has given us.”

Again, let me emphasize, there is something subjective here.  
Something in the realm of your own personal experiences in the 
flesh.  Your confidence, your assurance of your relationship with 
God, your confidence in the response of God to your prayers, is 
connected with your awareness and confidence of the personal 
power and presence of God the Holy Spirit.

v.24b  “And by this we know that He abides in us, by the Spirit 
whom He has given us.”

The Holy Spirit is real.  His presence is sure and certain.  His 
power is evident.  And that is an important point in John’s gospel, 

John 14:15 “If you love Me, keep My commandments. 16 And 
I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He 
may abide with you forever— 17 the Spirit of truth, whom the 
world cannot receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows 
Him; but you know Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you. 
18 I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you.”

The Holy Spirit dwells with you!  He will be in you, you who 
believe, you who know and love God.  That is God’s promise.  
And that is your encouragement.  So we hear Paul’s 
encouragements to Timothy,

2 Tim. 1:13  “Hold fast the pattern of sound words which you 
have heard from me, in faith and love which are in Christ Jesus. 
14 That good thing which was committed to you, keep by the Holy 
Spirit who dwells in us.” 

The presence of the Holy Spirit is God’s promise to us, and 
Paul uses the words of deposit and guarantee to describe that 
work of the spirit.

2 Cor. 1:20  "For all the promises of God in Him are Yes, and 

in Him Amen, to the glory of God through us. 21 Now He who 
establishes us with you in Christ and has anointed us is God, 22 
who also has sealed us and given us the Spirit in our hearts as a 
guarantee.”

2 Cor. 5:5  “Now He who has prepared us for this very thing is 
God, who also has given us the Spirit as a guarantee.”

All of this is context for John’s encouraging words regarding 
our prayers, that “whatever we ask we receive from Him…”  So 
let’s look a little bit closer at the first thing I mentioned in that 
regard,

II. THE PRACTICE OF OBEDIENCE.
v.22  “And whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we 

keep His commandments and do those things that are pleasing in 
His sight.”

So let’s be careful, so that your obedience is not seen as a 
good work that you perform in order to earn the blessing of God’s 
response to your prayer.  I don’t want to see this as a mechanical 
transaction, you do your part in obedience and God will then 
reward you with whatever you want.  I certainly don’t want to see 
this is some sort of legalistic performance that qualifies you to 
obtain the answer to prayer you have sought.  To avoid those 
things, let’s focus then on how John describes obedience.  He 
refers to keeping his commandments in verse 22, but verse 23 
gives us the proper focus even with reference to the 
commandments.

v.23

This is the commandment—that you believe!  So even in 
urging obedience to the commandments, John has,
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A. A focus on the faith to believe in Jesus.
Faith isn’t a good work that you perform.  Rather it is the 

willingness to believe that God’s word is true.  Faith is the 
willingness to believe that God has revealed himself through his 
word.  Faith is the willingness to believe to be true whatever God 
has said, rather than only believing that which you can see with 
your own eyes and touch with your own hands.

Heb. 11:1  “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the 
evidence of things not seen.”

And that faith has an object.  Belief has an object.  Which is to 
say, you believe in something.  Or someone.  You have faith that 
someone or something is real, and true.  Saving faith means that 
Jesus is the object of such faith.  John connects such faith to the 
law with definition,

v.23  “And this is His commandment: that we should believe 
on the name of His Son Jesus Christ.”

So in the context of having confidence in relationship to God, 
in the context of having confidence that God will hear and answer 
your prayers, the focus must still be on your faith.  What you 
believe.  What you believe about Jesus.  And Scripture tells us 
what we must believe.

Rom. 10:8  “But what does it say? “The word is near you, in 
your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith which we 
preach): 9 that if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and 
believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you 
will be saved. 10 For with the heart one believes unto 
righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto 
salvation.11 For the Scripture says, “Whoever believes on Him 
will not be put to shame.”

When the Philippian jailer saw the power of God in the lives of 
Paul and Silas, we read,

Acts 16:29  “Then he called for a light, ran in, and fell down 
trembling before Paul and Silas. 30 And he brought them out and 
said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 31 So they said, “Believe 
on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved, you and your 
household.”

That’s the focus.  Always.  In everything.  In every sermon.  
Every passage of Scripture.  And in every commandment of the 
law.  “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved.”  
The practice of obedience must begin with a focus on the faith to 
believe in Jesus.  And with that,

B. A focus on loving one another.
We’ve seen this throughout this epistle.  The evidence, the 

demonstration of your faith is to be found in your ability and 
willingness to love one another.  That command to love becomes 
the focal point of the whole of the law, as well.  Look at John’s 
emphasis,

v.23

Recall that when Jesus was tested by that trick question about 
which was the greatest commandment in the law.  

Mat. 22:37  Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 
38 This is the first and great commandment. 39 And the second is 
like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two 
commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.” 

So still, in terms of seeking to have confidence before God, 
the assurance of certainty that he will hear and listen to your 
requests in prayer, focus on the faith to believe and the 
willingness to love one another.  And then,

C. A focus on the desire to please the Lord.
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This to me is the key of this whole passage.  Look at,
v.22

Motivation is so important!  The heart is so important.  Not just 
bare obedience.  Certainly not hypocritical or self-righteous 
obedience.  But rather love.  The love which causes you to seek 
to do what pleases the object of your love.

Every husband and wife who live together happily must come 
to understand this principle.  That you do things for the object of 
your love because you love them.  Not simply because of the 
mere duty of obedience.  What a delight when our children learn 
that as well, moving from the child-like obedience that is 
compelled by the threat of discipline, moving to the love-
motivated desire to honor, to please, to bring delight to a father or 
mother.

And so we are called to delight ourselves in the Lord.  That’s 
the proper focus of our obedience.  It is a labor of love, not a 
mere obligation of duty imposed upon us.  So Isaiah proclaims,

Is. 61:10  “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, My soul shall be 
joyful in my God; For He has clothed me with the garments of 
salvation, He has covered me with the robe of righteousness, As 
a bridegroom decks himself with ornaments, And as a bride 
adorns herself with her jewels.”

So, in the context of having the confidence and 
encouragement that God will hear and answer your prayers, this 
is the focus, that you delight

Listen to this description of the good king Jehosaphat.
2 Chron. 17:5  “Therefore the Lord established the kingdom in 

his hand; and all Judah gave presents to Jehoshaphat, and he 
had riches and honor in abundance. 6 And his heart took delight 

in the ways of the Lord; moreover he removed the high places 
and wooden images from Judah.”

Psalm 37 expresses the same thought with even more direct 
reference to prayer,

Ps. 37:3  “Trust in the Lord, and do good; Dwell in the land, 
and feed on His faithfulness.  4 Delight yourself also in the Lord, 
And He shall give you the desires of your heart.  5 Commit your 
way to the Lord, Trust also in Him, And He shall bring it to pass.”

I haven’t really said a thing about prayer yet, nothing about 
how we can gain confidence that God will hear and answer our 
prayers. It’s all been context.  And this is the climax of that focus 
on context.  Delight yourself in the Lord!  Focus your desires on 
bringing him delight, bringing him pleasure.  Fix your mind and 
your heart upon what he says pleases him.  And as a happy bride 
well satisfied in the love of your bridegroom, “do those things that 
are pleasing in His sight.”  Because you love him!

1 John 5:3  “For this is the love of God, that we keep His 
commandments. And His commandments are not burdensome.”

Please let that be personal and practical in your own lives.  
Even when you are tempted to sin, especially then, think in these 
terms, that your goal in life really ought to be to bring delight to 
the God who has loved you.  When you are wrestling with issues 
of obedience, especially when you find yourself weak in terms of 
the motivation needed to resist sin and obey the Lord, then think 
in these terms, as someone who desires to please the Lord with 
the whole of your life.

That’s the focus that provides the context for our,
III. CONFIDENCE BEFORE GOD.
Confidence that he will hear and answer your prayers.  As I 

would put it, that is,
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A. Confidence to be well received.
That, to me, is the emphasis of these words,
v.22

And again,
1 John 5:14  “Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, 

that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.”

It’s not a blank check, God will give you whatever you want.  
It’s not a slot machine, you put in the coin and pull the lever, and 
out comes all the riches.  No, it is in the context of relationship, a 
relationship in which we as children as well received by God as 
our father who loves us.

There are times he causes us to wait.  There are times he 
causes us to be deprived even of what we desire.  But in the 
context of our relationship with him, in the context of the glory of 
our eternal salvation in which everything in this world is seen in 
that context, “whatever we ask we receive from Him.”  

Sometimes, he will actually change your desires.  Sometimes 
he will satisfy those desires only in his own time.  Sometimes his 
purpose is mysterious, unknown to us.  But always, always, when 
you abide in him and his word abides in you, you can have 
confidence and boldness before him in prayers.

Heb. 4:16  “Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of 
grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of 
need.”

Most of all, most important of all, this confidence is,

B. The confidence of a restored relationship.
So this becomes the confidence of our faith,
Mat. 7:7  “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will 

find; knock, and it will be opened to you. 8 For everyone who asks 
receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will 
be opened. 9 Or what man is there among you who, if his son 
asks for bread, will give him a stone? 10 Or if he asks for a fish, 
will he give him a serpent? 11 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!”

So this is your confidence, you who believe in Jesus, you who 
love him and love word.  This is your confidence, that he will 
receive you as a father who loves his children.  And in that 
context, with your desire to seek his pleasure and delight in you, 

v.22  “…whatever we ask we receive from Him.”

This is your encouragement and your confidence.
Psalm 37:4  “Delight yourself also in the Lord, And He shall 

give you the desires of your heart.  5 Commit your way to the 
Lord, Trust also in Him, And He shall bring it to pass.  6 He shall 
bring forth your righteousness as the light, And your justice as the 
noonday.”
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