
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

WHEN GOD DOESN’T ANSWER PRAYER 
 
 
Romans 5:3-5              
Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering 
produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And 
hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured out into our 
hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us. 
 

Mark 14:32-36 
They went to a place called Gethsemane, and Jesus said to his disciples, “Sit here 
while I pray.” He took Peter, James and John along with him, and he began to be 
deeply distressed and troubled. “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of 
death,” he said to them. “Stay here and keep watch.” 
Going a little farther, he fell to the ground and prayed that if possible the hour might 
pass from him.  “Abba, Father,” he said, “everything is possible for you. Take this 
cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.” 
 
I’ve drawn the short straw today…. 
 

We’ve had four excellent sermons on prayer, in this lockdown, prayer course, series. 
All inspirational and very practical, challenging, and offering advice on how to do it.  
 

Over these next few days, you should be receiving a sheet, headed Prayer Pointers 
for praying the Lord’s Prayer. If you don’t get one, phone me or email me, and I’ll get 
one to you. It’s intended to use during the 10 days of Thy Kingdom Come – from 
Ascension Day to Pentecost, but it is by no means limited to these 10 days. Use it 
whenever you can. It is very practical, down to earth, offering you a format for 
praying.  
 
And if you haven’t yet watched the videos from The Prayer Course, I urge you to do 
so. There’s also a book, which follows the course: How to Pray by Pete Greig. 
Published by Hodder and Stoughton. It’s £10.46 on Amazon. I recommend it. 
 
 The hope, and the prayer, is that we are all getting fired up with a desire to pray, 
and developing some of the tools that we need to keep at it. Maybe, this season of 
lockdown is an opportunity to develop our praying.  
 
The story so far…. 
Taking the Lord’s Prayer as a model, we’ve thought about how prayer is rooted in 
worship – recognising God for who He is; we’ve considered the importance of 
petition – seeking after God’s will, and intercession – praying for the needs of the 
world around us – quite literally, standing in the gap – bringing the world to God. 
 
A book that I read many years ago, when I was training for ordination – summed up 
the role of the parish priest in one simple phrase: ‘with God, with the people on your 
heart’. We can all learn from that: ‘with God, with the people on your heart.’ That’s a 
good summary of what prayer is all about.  Prayer is not a magic recipe for self-
improvement, or for calming the mind; it is not a distraction from doing something 
useful. It is certainly not a means of escapism, or a lazy way out. Nor is it an attempt 



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

to re-organise the universe – a kind of way of telling God how it should be done. 
‘Lord, why don’t you just follow my advice? You know it makes sense.’  
 
All these things that prayer is not; so what then is prayer? ‘With God, with people on 
our heart’. Prayer is about relationship. Prayer is spending time with God, quality 
time, time to just enjoy being in His presence. And because our Christian faith is all 
about love, then inevitable, when we spend time with God, we will take with us 
whatever, and whoever, is on our hearts. We will share them with God; we will give 
them to God. 
 
But today, the tough question. Sometimes, it doesn’t seem to work, does it? Why 
doesn’t God answer when we pray? When I pray for the pain in my left toe; when I 
pray for the boy next door who’se broken his arm; when I pray for an end to the 
coronavirus; when I pray for an end to world poverty, why doesn’t God do 
something? If God had answered every prayer that I have ever uttered, then there 
would be no pain, no violence, no refugees in the world, peace and harmony would 
reign supreme, and well, let’s be honest, everybody would agree whole-heartedly 
with everything that I have ever said! So why doesn’t God do it? Is it that He’s a 
vengeful God? Is it that He just doesn’t care? Is that that He’s not capable of doing 
everything? 
 
Tough questions indeed. 
 
As people of faith, we know that God is love. We know that He wants what is best for 
us; we know that he is a God of compassion, care and concern.  St John tells us, 
“God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in them.” The love of God 
is a consistent theme right through the Bible, and our experience of God compels 
us to believe this to be true. We know that God cares about us. We only have to 
look at the love of Jesus – a love that took Him to the cross - to know just how 
much God loves us. So is it, then, that He’s not capable? Perhaps God is not quite 
as powerful, as omnipotent as we have been taught? Yet God Himself tells us that 
He is the Almighty One. Remember His answer to Job?  
 
Were you there when I created the world? Were you there when I ordered the seas? 
Was it you who gave orders to the morning, or showed the dawn its place?.... 
 
We believe Him to be Sovereign Creator, Lord, as well Comforter and Friend. So 
why then, does it seem as if He does not always answer our prayers. 
 
The beginnings of the answer lies in what I have already said. When we pray, our 
primary aim is to deepen and develop our relationship with God – to learn to know 
him as a friend and intimate part of our lives. God is not just a vending-machine in 
the sky, or a supernatural genie who exists to do our bidding. Any relationship that 
is based purely upon what I can get out of it, is not going to be much of a 
relationship, is it? Yet, so easily, that’s how we treat God. 
 
God bless me and my wife. My son John and his wife. We four. No more. Amen. 
 
If that’s our approach to prayer, I fear, we’re going to be disappointed.  



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

 
The primary purpose of prayer is not just for what we can get out of it. Jesus teaches 
us to pray: Your kingdom come; your will be done. 
 
And it is only within this context – this bigger picture of worship and adoration, of 
deepening our friendship with God, and looking at what He is doing in the world, that 
we move on to pray: Give us this day out daily bread.  
 
So, we must pray according to God’s will. And we pray that God’s will, will be done. 
Quite literally, we pray that the things of heaven will happen on earth. 
Your kingdom come; your will be done – on earth as in heaven. 
 
But that still doesn’t answer the question – why is it that so often things that are quite 
obviously contrary to God’s will appear to have such success. In short: why does evil 
exist? Why does sin exist? Why do people get ill? Why do we have plagues and 
viruses that do us no good? Why doesn’t God do something about it?  
 
Big questions – more than we can address in one sermon. So for today, the question 
is: why does it seem as if God doesn’t always answer us when we pray? 
 
In his book: How to Pray, Pete Greig answers this question well. He writes about: 
God’s world, God’s war and God’s will. 
 
God’s world is perhaps the most obvious. God will never contradict himself. He has 
given us a world with some clear governing principles. He’s not going to alter the 
laws of physics of biology just because I might prefer a different outcome. The 
human body is an extremely complex organism, and, for the most part, if I stick my 
hand into a fire, I’m going to get burned. It would be folly to pretend otherwise. Of 
course, God can, and does, perform miracles, but, by definition, a miracle is an 
unusual or infrequent event. If it was commonplace, it wouldn’t be a miracle. So 
we’re not going to see miracles occurring every day of the week.  
 
Similarly, if I am praying for it not to rain one day, like as not, there’ll be someone 
praying that it will rain. What is God supposed to do? Whose prayers does he listen 
to? The fact is, we live in a world in which there are laws of gravity, laws of physics, 
and laws of common sense. God has given us a good world to live. The right use of 
prayer is to pray that we will work with God to, to maintain it, to care for it, and 
produce a harvest, for the good of all. 
 
God’s war. As God’s people, we must never forget that we are involved in spiritual 
warfare. Later in the Lord’s prayer, we will pray, “Deliver us from evil”, so there’s a 
whole sermon coming up on this topic. But for now, suffice to say that as God’s 
people, we are involved in spiritual warfare. There is a spiritual battle raging, 
between good and evil; between God and Satan. And we are caught up in this battle. 
The Russian writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn wrote: 
 
‘The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, 
nor between political parties either -- but right through every human heart -- and 
through all human hearts.’ 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

The simple fact is that we are on the front line in the battle between good and evil. 
That fact alone must surely encourage us to pray all the harder, “Lord, you will be 
done – in my heart, as it is in heaven”. In this life; in this world; there will be pain. 
Things do not always work out as we may wish. But we have to keep hold of hope – 
Christian hope. This kind of hope is not some wishy washy vague feeling that things 
might turn out right – like me hoping that the postman might turn up with a nice letter 
for me – Christian hope is certain – the certain knowledge that our God reigns, that 
whatever may seem to be happening now, we have a future inheritance prepared for 
us. In this world – in this life – there will be problems; there will be collateral damage. 
Evil, sin, disease does happen. But we know that as God’s people, we are on the 
victorious team. Suffering is but for a season. We have the knowledge of eternal life. 
 
Paul writes: “If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are of all people most to 
be pitied.  But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those 
who have fallen asleep.”  
 
We must see things with an eternal perspective. We know God has won the victory. 
Christ who died on the cross for the sins of the world, have been raised to life to life. 
“Thanks be to God. He gives us the victory through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 
 
God’s will. Archbishop Janani Luwun was Archbishop of Uganda in the 1970s – 
during the time of Idi Amin. He was arrested and killed for standing up for human 
rights. A high-profile Christian martyr. He was once asked what he would do it he 
was seated at a table with Amin and there was a loaded gun between them. He 
replied, “I would hand the gun to Amin and say, ‘I think this belongs to you. My 
weapon is love.’” 
 
Do things in God’s will. Perhaps you have sometimes thought, “Lord, I really don’t 
like that man. He has said the most horrible things to me. I would really rather like it if 
you could see your way to not liking him as well.” Would God honour that as a 
prayer? I think not. There’s no point in praying something that runs contrary to God’s 
nature. ‘Lord, give me love,’ He will honour. ‘Lord give me hatred,’ he will most 
certainly not honour. God’s nature is to love, to reconcile, to forgive. He’s not going 
to change that just so I can wallow in my anger a little bit longer. 
 
Nor will God honour selfish, or greedy prayers. I was struck last Sunday when 
Andrew said, ‘give us today our daily needs, not our daily wants.’ There’s a good 
distinction. It’s significant that Jesus talked about our ‘daily bread’, not our ‘daily 
chocolate’.  
 
Even Jesus didn’t get everything he prayed for. On the night before his death, he 
cried out, “Father, if it is possible, take this cup from me, yet not what I want, but your 
will be done.” God’s will took Jesus the cross. It was the only way. He came to die for 
our salvation. Set alongside this Gethsemane prayer of Jesus, our intercessions may 
appear rather insignificant, but with Jesus as our role model, we know that we are 
here to serve God, and to do His will. 
 
God’s world; God’s war; God’s will. 
Of course, there is much that we don’t understand. Why do some people appear to 
have a far greater degree of suffering to endure than others? Why are some 



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Christians born into peaceful, seemingly God-fearing societies, whilst other 
Christians face persecution, pain and suffering and even martyrdom, for no other 
reason than that confess that Jesus Christ is Lord? All we can do is remember that 
God will have the last word; that our prayers will be answered; that history is going 
somewhere and we are working towards the day when, as St John tells us: 
 
I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the first earth had 
passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully 
dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Look! 
God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will 
be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.  ‘He will wipe 
every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or 
pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” 
He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, 
“Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” 
He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the 
End. To the thirsty I will give water without cost from the spring of the water of life. 
Those who are victorious will inherit all this, and I will be their God and they will be 
my children.  
 
Prayer is keeping company with God. Prayer is the beating heart of our relationship 
with God. When you pray, keep your eyes fixed on Jesus. Then you will see things in 
His perspective. 
 
A bar of steel worth five dollars, when wrought into horseshoes, is worth ten dollars. 
If made into needles, it is worth three hundred and fifty dollars; if into penknife 
blades, it is worth thirty two thousand dollars; if into springs for watches it is worth 
two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. What a drilling the poor bar must undergo to 
be worth this! But the more it is manipulated, the more it is hammered and passed 
through the fire, and beaten and pounded and polished, the greater the value. 
  

May this parable help us to be silent, still and longsuffering. Those who suffer most 
are capable of yielding most; and it is through pain that God is getting the most out of 
us, for His glory and the blessing of others. 
  

Oh, give Thy servant patience to be still, And bear Thy will. 
Courage to venture wholly on the arm That will not harm; 
The wisdom that will never let me stray Out of my way; 
The love that, now afflicting, knoweth best When I should rest. 
  

Life is very mysterious. Indeed it would be inexplicable unless we believed that God 
was preparing us for scenes and ministries that lie beyond the veil of sense in the 
eternal world, where highly-tempered spirits will be required for special service. 
  

The turning lathe that has the sharpest knives produces the finest work. 
 
Lord, I do not know what you ask of me; only You know what I need. 
I simply present myself to you. I open my heart to you. 
I have no other desire than to accomplish your will. Teach me to pray. Amen.    


