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When Prayers Aren’t Answered

Sep. 28, 2002

Over the past few weeks, we’ve been looking at the need to believe and own the truth that not only is God is able to answer our prayers and move those mountains that stand in our paths through life, but that He genuinely, passionately cares about all we bring to Him in prayer.

· Unless we allow these truths to penetrate deeper and deeper into our hearts, we will always find ourselves struggling to maintain consistency and fervency in prayer.

· Last week I focused on how we can walk through those times when heaven seems so silent… when we find ourselves struggling to reconcile God’s power and goodness in light of the unanswered prayers in our lives.

· This week, I want to focus in more clearly on how we can understand why our prayers so often go unanswered when Jesus clearly tells us in Matt 7:7, “keep on asking and you will be given what you ask for.”

People pretty regularly call me or grab me at church to share with me and tell me about the things they are praying about… and sometimes they share their frustration over the fact that they aren’t seeing those prayers answered.

·  My boss isn’t letting up on me, my relationship is still hurting, my finances are still a wreck…

· Believe me, I’ve faced the frustration of seeing my prayers going seemingly unanswered.  

· But over time, I’ve come to realize more and more in my own life why my prayers aren’t always answered.  

· I want to share three of those things with you now.  Wrong Request, Wrong timing, Wrong Walk…. I’ll explain as we go.

1. No matter how well intentioned our prayers might be, the simple fact is that the things we pray for at times aren’t always appropriate.

· The Gospels are literally full of examples where the disciples, especially John and James, are making “wrong requests” to Jesus

· When the people in one Samaritan village told them that they wouldn’t be rolling out the red carpet when Jesus and the disciples were passing thru, James and John asked Jesus if He would destroy the village with fire from heaven!

· Now… if the disciples could come up with stuff like that, certainly you and I can. Are capable of making wrong requests…

· Requests that are short-sighted, purely materialistic, and self-serving.

· God loves us too much to just say yes to these kind of things.

Looking back, I can definitely point to prayer, that if God had answered them when I prayed them, things would not have turned out so well.

· I remember praying that we would be able to stay in Kafornihon… but God wanted to move us from a resistant area to a receptive one… and the fruit in Penjikent was evident immediately.

· I remember asking God to take the pain away after a relationship ended… but He didn’t… and through that, I realize now how much I grew… and how much firmer my relationship with Him was b/c of the process of pain.

· Again, God loves us too much to always say yes.  

· Am I being a loving Father by always saying yes?  If Sarah is crying b/c she doesn’t want to go to school, is the only loving response to immediately solve the problem for her by telling her that she can stay home and watch Clifford?

Now, I doubt anyone here is going to go to God with the intention of making a wrong request.  Yet, there are some pretty standard prayers that we offer that do just that.

· Our most popular “wrong request” goes like this… “God, please change that person.”

· Wives pray this for their husbands, husbands for their wives.  Workers/Bosses, Students/Teachers.

· Needless to say, there are a lot of legitimate reasons to pray for others… for them to know Jesus, give up their addictions, softened hearts, etc.  But often the motivation isn’t built out of such an authentic concern for the other person.

· I might pray for someone, who is making my life somewhat difficult, to change… so that my life can be easier.

· As Bill Hybels shares, the true intention of our prayers may really be: “I don’t want to face my own short-comings.  I don’t want to work on this relationship.  I don’t want to change at all!  Instead, I want the other person to accommodate all my needs, so I’m asking you to change him or her.”

So, while it’s fine to pray for that new, big account; while it is fine to pray while running down that field about to make what could be a game winning catch; while it is fine to pray that God would cause His church to grow…

· we always need to be mindful of what motivations lay beneath the surface.  

· Is it to show off all the other salesmen?  To get your picture on every sports magazine hoping for personal glory?  

· Or to show off to other pastors how your church is growing while theirs isn’t.?

· I’m not trying to get you to spend hours looking at the motivation of every prayer you make.  Just get in the habit (and soon it will become an unconscious habit) of asking yourself,

· Would it bring Him or me glory?

· Would it advance His kingdom or my reputation?

· Would it really help others?

· Would it help me to grow spiritually or just make my life easier?

Do keep in mind that even when our requests aren’t wrong by any standard, it may still seem as though God were saying No.  

· Not every relationship gets better, not every biopsy comes back benign, not every child outlives his/her parents.

· In seeing how the righteous were suffering and the innocent perish, David cries out to God, “Why are the wicked prospering?”

· It doesn’t always make sense to us.  I’ve tried to look at this over the past few weeks, so I won’t address it again.

· But just remember that while Satan has been defeated at Calvary, we are still living in that age where Satan is still reaping havoc… causing much suffering

· But there really will come a day where, as Rev 11:15 says, “The Kingdom of this world will become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His Christ, and He will reign for ever and ever.”

· A time when, as Rev 21:4 says, “There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away!”

2.  If our “wrong requests” cause God to say “no” then our “wrong timing” will often cause God to say “slow”.

· One of the problems with that, of course, is that we don’t like to hear “slow down” or “not yet” much more than we like to hear “no”.

· We like things fast… from supermarket lines to computers.

· I remember back in college, a few months after coming to Christ, I started praying for my friend Scott.  After about four days of praying, I went to one of the Campus Crusade leaders in tears… full of frustration.

· “I’ve prayed for Scott for four days and he still isn’t a Christian!”

· Well, four months later, he was.  And for the last number of years he’s been the youth pastor of one of the largest churches in our region.

· He recently moved to London with his family and is working full-time  training youth pastors around the UK.

· God is not some celestial vending machine (Hybels)… where we put our 65 cents in and get our candy bar in an instant.

· It’s embarrassing to say, but I can be like the proverbial kid who always asks, “are we there yet?”  And God has to always say, “not yet honey!”

We can kick or scream, but the truth is that God isn’t intimidated by our demands for instant gratification.  He cares about how we are feeling… but He will not cave in and give us all the chocolate we want just to keep us from complaining.

· I always think of that incredible interplay b/t God and Job in the last chapters of Job.  

· Was it you who created the heavens and the stars?  Did you form the deepest oceans and the highest peaks?

· Though it can be hard, we need to trust God… recognizing that while He completely loves us… and while He is both all-powerful and good… that He knows better than we do… that His reasons are just and good.

Of course, there are other reasons why God may not answer our prayers right away.  

· Sometimes He wants to develop deeper character in us such as endurance, trust, patience… those things that don’t come from reading books.

· Andy and I were praying for someone at Catacombs Friday night… she asked us to pray for emotional healing over the things she has been going through recently… and we did.  

· But neither of us could simply pray, “make all her problems go away”. 

· Look at Jesus’ prayer in John 17:15.  He says right before He was arrested, “I’m not asking you to take them out of the world, but to keep them safe from the evil one… Make them pure and hold by teaching them your words of truth. 

If we were to stop long enough to consider those prayers that seemingly went unanswered months or years ago, you may find that what you thought was a “no” from Him was really a “later”.

· And that what He was doing was to prepare you for what you were praying for. 

· When we’ve prayed for our church to be a catalyst to bless the region… to be a healing church… hasn’t God heard in spite of the fact that we are still in first year?

· If God gave us everything we’re asking for right now… I’m not sure if we could handle it?  So, what it is He is doing, I believe, is building our character so that we can bear the additional weight that our answered prayers will one day put on our shoulders. 

Perhaps another reason he may have us wait is so that we could come to see that what you were praying for was just a crumb when what He really wanted you to have was a feast.

· and sometime He wants us to wait in order for us to see what is wrong in our lives, that we ourselves have put up a barrier b/t us and Him… and He wants that barrier down before He answers our prayer.

3.  The third thing I wanted to share with re to why our prayers aren’t always answered has to do with our own walks with God.

· If Andy needed a big favor from me… He is having guests over and wants to borrow my George Foreman grill… and so he comes to my house to ask me in person.

· He pulls up to the house and starts walking to the front door.  

· Along the way, not realizing I am watching him, he kicks the puppy (that we don’t have) out of his way and pushes Sarah off to the side.

· With Sarah and the puppy in tears, Andy looks up and sees me looking right at him.

· Is this the best time for Andy to ask me for my George Foreman grill?  Or is there something he needs to clear up before making his request?

· You see, God is always inviting us to ask Him for whatever is on our heart… offering us free access to all of his resources.

But some of us have a few things we need to clear up before taking Him up on his offer.  

· Oftentimes, when prayers don’t do answered, our tendency is question God… Are you able? Do you care?  It is a lot easier to blame God than to look in the mirror and admit that maybe we’re the problem… maybe we’re the obstacle that stands in the way of seeing that prayer answered.

· I have to admit, I hesitated in including this point, b/c I know that some of you may have just the opposite problem. 

· You always blame yourself… even when God is thoroughly pleased with where you’re at.

· God doesn’t… and I don’t want you beating yourself up every time you don’t see you prayers being answered. 

· For everyone else, let me share with you several reasons that stem from ourselves, why we don’t see more of our prayers answered.  This is by no means exhaustive.

A.  The most common cause of unanswered prayer is “prayerlessness”.  James 4:2 says that we don’t have b/c we don’t ask.

· Be honest… how often do you commit to pray for something or someone… adding it to whatever prayer list you have, and even though you think about what you are supposed to pray for, the reality is, you really aren’t praying about it at all?

· Addressing a need by reading books, going to counselors, claiming Bible promises, conversations with Christian friends, etc., are all good, but they are not the same as prayer.

· When you find yourself frustrated over not seeing a prayer answered, ask yourself, “have I fervently and regularly prayed for this over a period of time?”

· When was the last time you fervently prayed for your spouse, parents, kids?  For someone to know Christ?  For peace in Israel, Palestine, or Iraq?  For the church?

Someone once said that if you bring a thimble to God, He’ll fill it.  If you bring a bucket to God, He’ll fill that.  If you bring a 500-gallon barrel to God, He’ll fill that too.

· Are you asking God to fill your needs?  Are you asking Him to make this a church that can really impact the world?

· The Korean church did.  In 1978 ten thousand people gathered together in one building praying for God to ignite their city for His glory

· Every Saturday, thousands go to what they call, Prayer Mountain, to pray that God would work supernaturally.

· Ten years later, that church’s membership was up to 450,000 with 9000 f/t pastors.

· Today, over a million believers are part of what has b/c a network of churches around Seoul alone.

B. The second reason for unanswered prayer should be pretty clear, that is, unconfessed sin.

· Isaiah 59:1-2 says that when you allow sin to have its way in your heart, He will not hear our prayers.

· Understand that is not the same as struggling with sin.  I’m speaking specifically to the person who is in sin and has chosen not to confess those sins to God.

· Micah 6:8, says, “What does the Lord require of you?  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”

· When we refuse to do these things, it really can be presumptuous for us to simply expect God to answer our prayers.

C. Another reason for unanswered pray is unresolved relational conflict.

· As committed as God is to seeing us walk in a healthy, vibrant relationship with Him, I don’t know if we will ever grasp, this side of heaven, how committed He is in seeing us walking in healthy relationship with one another.

· 1 Peter 3:7 tells husbands to be considerate with your wives and treat them with respect.

· Matt. 5 says that if you are offering your gift at the altar, you need to first do all you can to resolve those issues b/t yourself and those you’ve hurt or those who have hurt you.

· If the other person chooses to remain embittered in spite of your attempts at reconciliation, than you have nonetheless done your part.

· So, if you are frustrated that your prayers don’t seem to be getting you very far… and yet, you know there is a unresolved relational conflict, understand what you need to do.

D. A fourth reason for unanswered prayer is an uncaring attitude.  Proverbs 21:13 says, “If you close your ear to the cry of the poor, you will cry out and not be heard.”

· Can I give you a homework assignment?  Read Isaiah 58:39

· If your ear and heart are open to the broken, the needy, the poor, then God will keep his ear open to you.

There are, of course, other obstacles we ourselves construct in our lives, which serve as hindrances to answered prayer.  But, I don’t think we need the unabridged version. 

· The truth is, we know where we need to be in order walk in power and victory in our lives.

· God loves each of us more than we could ever conceive.  Even in eternity I don’t believe we’ll be able to fully grasp it.

· Yet, there are times when the Father will need to say to us, “Before I give you what your praying for, I want you to grow.  Put away that sin… that attitude.  Put an end to that destructive pattern and get off that merry-go-round, reconcile that relationship and receive forgiveness.  

· Grow thru this, and I’ll throw open the floodgates of heaven and fill up the largest barrel you bring to me. 

· While writing this yesterday, the song from Godspell kept coming to mind.  These simple lyrics reflect where God wants us to be in our walk with Him:

· Day by day, Oh, Dear Lord, three things I pray.  To see Thee more clearly, love Thee more dearly, follow Thee more nearly.

When our request is right, when the timing is right, and when the person is right, God will often say, “GO!”

Sermon Influences:  Much of this material comes from Bill Hybels’ book, “Too Busy Not to Pray.”  The book is excellent and frankly, I couldn’t improve on it.  I would encourage everyone to read it.  It is one of my top three books on prayer.

