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“When It Seems God Has Not Answered…” 

 

What do you think of this gospel?  Do you believe it? 

Do you believe that God will quickly grant justice to those who cry out in prayer day and night? 

What would you say to a friend who said, “How can you believe such stuff?   

 I prayed continually day and night that God would heal my grandmother and God let her die!” 

What would you say to an African American friend who said, “How can you believe such stuff?   

 We’ve been praying for justice for nearly 400 years and our country is still racist!” 

What would you say to an obese friend who said, “How can you believe such stuff?   

 I have prayed for 25 years to lose weight and I haven’t lost a pound!” 

 

What do you think about this passage? 

Do you believe that God will quickly grant justice to those who cry out in prayer day and night 

 when one can certainly cite evidence to the contrary?  

 

To be honest, this is one of those passages that I think many Lutherans kind of skip over. 

 Every denomination has verses that they emphasize and verses they ignore. 

 For Lutherans, there are verses that are central to our identity  

  like “we are justified by grace through faith” 

 and Biblical ideas that are central to our mission  

  like “when we serve a person in need we serve Jesus himself”. 

 But there are other parts of the Bible that we Lutherans tend to discount a bit – 

  like how faith can move mountains or how Jesus gives us power to do greater things than he. 

 It’s the same with every culture –  

   there are things that we take seriously and things we tend to ignore. 

  Take road signs, for instance. 

    When we see one that says “Road closed – Bridge out” we think:   

    “IMPORTANT MESSAGE!” and we immediately stop and turn around. 

   But when we see one that says, “Speed limit 55 mph” we think,  

    “55?  Yeh, right!”  And we proceed at our speed of 60 or 65 or more. 

 There are laws and then there are laws –  

  some need to be followed to the letter and others we have tacitly agreed to ignore. 

 And we do the same thing with the Bible. 

  There are some parts that we agree demand our attention,  

  and others we have silently agreed to discount. 

 

And this passage is 1 that I think we modern day mainline Christians have put in the 55 mph category. 

 

But about 10 years ago, a friend and a book changed the way I look at such passages – and now?   

 I actually take them seriously!   

 

So what do we say to friends who no longer believe because their prayers weren’t answered? 

How do we react when we lose heart because our prayers seem to be falling on deaf ears?



I think there are at least 2 things to remember. 

 

The first thing is a joke – the one about the man who was drowning in the ocean, 

  and who believed that if he prayed, God would surely come to save him. 

 As he struggled to stay afloat, a sailboat came past and the sailor threw him a life-line. 

  “No, thanks”, said the man.  “I’ve prayed and I’m sure God’s going to come to save me.” 

 Hours passed.  He was getting tired of struggling.  He kept praying.   

 Then a ship came by and the captain threw him a line. 

  “No, thanks”, said the man.  “I’ve prayed and I’m sure God’s going to come to save me.” 

 More time passed.  He was almost worn out, but he kept praying. 

 Finally a helicopter appeared & hovered above him.   

  The pilot threw a rope ladder down to him. 

  “No, thanks”, said the man.  “I’ve prayed and I’m sure God’s going to come to save me.” 

 The helicopter took off and finally the man drowned. 

 When the man got to heaven, he stormed up to God, and cried with great indignation,  

  “What is the matter with you?!   

  I prayed to you to save me and you didn’t answer my prayer!” 

 “But my dear child”, said God, “I did answer!   

    I answered 3 times – with a sailboat, a ship and a helicopter!” 

 

It’s a joke, of course, but it carries a serious reminder: 

 If it seems that God is not answering our prayers,  

  maybe it’s that we’re not recognizing the answer. 

 

I know a man whose life is hard and a struggle. 

 He’s had three failed marriages; he’s a single parent; 

 he works at a difficult and low-paying job; he lost his house; 

 he struggles with obesity and with one health issue after another, and so do his kids. 

He envies his older sister who leads an easy life.  

 She’s married, with kids, and she doesn’t have to work outside the home 

  because she and her husband have plenty of money. 

The older sister and her husband have said time and time again to her younger brother: 

 “Why don’t you and your kids come live with us; you can go back to school,  

  and the whole time you’re in school, we’ll take care of you and your kids. 

 Whatever you need.  We’ll do whatever we can to help.” 

And the crazy thing is:  the younger brother has consistently turned down the offer. 

 

He’s drowning and he’s prayed to God to save him,  

 and God keeps sending help and the man keeps refusing. 

 

So when it seems God is not answering our prayers, 

 the first thing we can do is to try to open the eyes of our hearts  

  to see if the answer may be right there in front of us. 
 



The second thing we can do is to be like the widow in today’s story – we can take action. 

 The woman didn’t merely wish that the system would be just and fair;  

  she didn’t simply hope that someone would do something to take care of her particular problem; 

  she didn’t just sit at home and pray to God about it. 

 She, a poor, defenseless widow with no right to talk to a man, let alone a judge,  

  gets up and goes to, not just a judge, but a judge who everyone knows never listens to anyone –  

   not even important men in the community, not even God! 

 She screws up her courage, and she goes to him and demands, not meekly asks, that he do something.  

 He refuses to listen and sends her away. 

 But does she take no for an answer?  No! 

 She goes again.  And again.  And again.  And again.  For as long as it takes. 

    

 

Prayer, you see, is not a passive thing in which we ask God to do something for us;  

 prayer is an active thing in which we ask God to help us as we work towards the answer we seek. 

 

Joe Bales could have sat at home and prayed that God would create a food pantry at Salem –  

  and if that’s all he had done, he’d still be doing it. 

 But like the widow, Joe did more than pray.   

 He got up and embarked on something that many probably considered a hopeless task. 

 But he kept at it – and God sent sailboats and ships and helicopters –  

  in the form of people and money and food – and Joe’s prayers were answered. 

 

I could sit at home and pray that God would help me lose 10 pounds – 

 but if I don’t exercise more and/or eat less, guess what?  It’s not going to happen! 

We can’t expect God to cure us of diabetes if we continue to eat a diet full of sugar. 

We can’t expect God to cure us of heart disease if we continue to eat processed food full of salt. 

 

So if God doesn’t seem to be answering our prayers,  

 the 1st thing to remember is to open our eyes and minds and hearts  

  to see the answer that may be already there; 

 and the 2nd thing is to remember is that proper prayer doesn’t ask God to do something FOR us,  

  but rather to do something IN us and WITH us.   

 

Will there be times when we pray and it doesn’t seem that we’re getting an answer?  Yes. 

Will there be times when we get frustrated and impatient and lose heart?  Of course.  

Which is exactly why Jesus told this story! 

If a poor, defenseless, vulnerable widow can finally get justice from a judge who doesn’t listen to anyone, 

 how much more can we, God’s own children,  

  expect the God who loves us to hear and to answer our prayers.   

 

If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a hundred times: 

 Because of God’s power, because of God’s love, we can put all our trust in God above. 

 

So let’s keep praying and not lose heart.   

Let’s pray that we will recognize the answers already here.   

And let’s pray that God will continue to work IN us and WITH us for all those answers yet to be. 

 

In the name of Jesus and by the power of the Spirit, to you All-Powerful and All-Loving God, we pray.  

Amen 


