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September 16, 2017 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church 
Matthew 7:7-11 Great Question: Will God Answer My Prayer? By 
Andy McDonald 
 
There are times when it just seems obvious that we should pray. 
Whether or not we would consider ourselves regular people of prayer, 
there are those moments in our lives when we are either drawn to or 
driven to call out to God.  
 
This week maybe you’ve faced or are facing some personal crisis.  One 
of our church family texted me that can’t be here today because she is 
in the heart of her battle with cancer.  Maybe you face personal health 
issues, or family, or economic, or parenting, or and the list is as varied 
as the number of people in this room.  Personal crisis points us to 
prayer. 
 
In our church and our community there are issues that call for prayer.  
Right now in this room there are those in our church who have family 
and friends in Puerto Rico and there is concern.  Human means of 
communication are down, no way to make contact, and the unknown is 
frightening.  In our own community there are families who were in 
economic crisis and Irma only made things worse.  There are many 
who have no voice to find justice and for whom we wish fairness and 
relief from oppression, right here in our community 
 
Our country is in a crisis of selfishness that brings division.  Our 
“United” States seem very much the “Divided” States.  We need so 
much the grace of God in our nation to set aside our avarice, our hunger 
for more, our cravings for comfort and ease and getting our own way 
and seek the greater good for all.  And this is only possible as we turn 
and seek God’s face.  Our nation is big and it needs our prayer. 
 
With all our troubles and challenges and difficulties in our nation they 
shrink in size when we focus for just a moment on our world.  Just this 
week the earthquake in Mexico where the death toll is near 300.  Maria 
slammed in to Puerto Rico and other islands already devastated by 
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Irma. The refugee needs, wars, bombing, human trafficking, oppressive 
unjust governments.  The worlds’ needs humble us and drive us to 
pray. 
 
So before I begin the message for today, I want to invite those who 
would like to move to one of four designated areas where we have 
prepared a leader to pray, for one of these four categories of prayer: 
“Personal, Church/Community, Country, World.  If you would prefer it 
is certainly ok to remain in your seat and silently pray for the area 
where the needs are most identifiable with you. At this time those who 
wish to join in one of these specific areas let’s move to that group in 
preparation for prayer. 
 
 
We just prayed.  Many of you prayed quietly in your seats.  Many of 
you gathered in groups focused on specific areas of concern.  We asked 
for God to step up and intervene, and change hearts, and redirect 
thinking, and bring justice, and relieve suffering, and heal, and restore, 
and make new. 
 
Will anything change?   
 
Don’t we each have a story of unanswered prayer?  You know, the 
person we loved who got that bad diagnosis.  We really believed, in 
fact we know God can heal.  We believe. So we prayed, and prayed, 
and cried out, desperate for divine intervention, but they only got worse 
and eventually they died. 
 
Or we have great memories of our wedding, the love, the family and 
friends all gathered to share the moment.  But something changed.  He 
changed or she changed and not in a good way.  And for years one 
partner has prayed for the other, for the marriage to be restored, but 
now a court date has been set to finalize the seeming inevitable. And 
there is hurt and pain and loss. Lots of prayer and no relational miracle. 
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All the savings are gone.  Literally dozens and dozens of interviews and 
calls and resume’s sent.  Every night, every morning, throughout the 
day you pray and pray and pray for a job, and nothing.   
 
So we come to today’s question: “Will God answer my prayer?” 
 
Today is the last of a short 4-part series called Great Question.  Four 
questions that came to us from our College/Young Adults they would 
like to have addressed in a sermon.  
 
The first week’s question was how can I know God’s will.  If we are 
wanting to know it in its full detail that may be much more than we can 
handle that instead as the creatures we simply move to the place where 
we can authentically tell our Creator, “I want to do whatever you want 
me to do!” and then we get up from our knees and do what we want 
trusting God to redirect until we are walking in his will. 
 
Week 2 was about how much freedom of thought and belief a 
denomination will allow and we came to the understanding that our 
identity is Jesus Christ and that he has saved us and made us part of his 
universal Body of Christ, and so we are free in Jesus to see things 
differently and remain brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ. 
 
Week 3 we affirmed our mission to love people into a lifelong 
friendship with God and that this includes all people.  God calls us to 
love and so those in the LGBTQ community should discover people 
who love them at FHC. 
 
Let me read today’s question exactly as worded when it came in, and 
see if you identify at all with their frustration:  Here’s what was written 
 
“I know God looks out for us and is always there, but as a healthcare 
professional I’ve seen so many bad situations—abuse, neglect, poverty, 
etc. but it seems like there is never a solution or way to truly help them 
with what I’m capable of and God hasn’t intervened yet; when praying 
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I know God can do something, but WILL he? And I don’t understand 
when he doesn’t.” 
 
I don’t know about you but I resonate with this question.  
 
I live in the tension between the words of Jesus in Matthew 7 and the 
experience of seemingly nothing happening after I pray. 
 
Matthew 7:7-11 seem so plain and so instructive. 
 
Keep on asking, and you will be given what you ask for.  Keep on 
looking, and you will find. Keep on knocking and the door will be 
opened.  For everyone who asks, receives.  Everyone who seeks, finds. 
And the door is opened to everyone who knocks.  You parents-if your 
children ask for a loaf of bread, do you give them a stone instead?  Or if 
they ask for a fish, do you give them a snake?  Of course not! If you 
sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how much 
more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask him.” 
 
Jesus says this early in his ministry, his first big public address, the 
sermon on the mount and he stays consistent because on the night 
before the crucifixion he says, “…the Father will give you whatever 
you ask for, using my name.” John 15:16 
 
Here are the promises of Jesus but, at least at a first pass, they don’t 
seem to match up with our experience.   
 
Taylor writes in An Altar in the World, “I do not know anyone who 
prays very long without running into the wall of God’s apparent non-
responsiveness.” p. 181 
 
It turns out that if we read through the Bible we discover it is full of 
unanswered prayers. 
 
I doubt you spend a bunch of time reading the little three-chapter book 
of Habakkuk but he opens with a complaint (1:2) 
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“How long, O Lord, must I call for help?  But you do not listen!  I cry 
out ‘Violence!’ but you do not come to save.” 
 
David, the man after God’s own heart felt this pain.  We hear it clearly 
in Psalm 22:1 & 2 “My God, my God!  Why have you forsaken me?  
Why do you remain so distant?  Why do you ignore my cries for help?   
Every day I call to you, my god, but you do not answer.  Every night 
you hear my voice, but I find no relief.” 
 
Paul writes about a thorn in his flesh.  He calls it a messenger of Satan 
to torment him.  In 2 Corinthians 12:8-9 he writes: “Three different 
times I begged the Lord to take it away.  Each time he said, ‘My 
gracious favor is all you need.  My power works best in your 
weakness.’” 
 
If we too are plagued with unanswered prayer here are a few things that 
are not the reason. 
 
If our prayers are not answered it isn’t because God is old and tired and 
worn out.  Scripture is clear that he does not grow weary or faint. Any 
lack of answer isn’t because there is a loss of capability.  God is still 
omnipotent-all powerful, and he is still the generative creator who can 
speak and make thing be that weren’t. 
 
Some may wonder if God’s love, at least for them, has weakened since 
they have asked, and they believe but still haven’t received.  If God, as 
our scripture today says, he wants to give good gifts to his children, 
maybe I’ve been disowned and am no longer his beloved child.  But 
that can’t be true.  God is love, perfect, eternal, holy and immutable 
love and that doesn’t change. There is nothing we can do to make him 
love us more and there is nothing we can do to make him love us less, 
his love is not dependent on us its’ who he is. 
 
If we are living with unanswered prayer, we may be tempted to believe 
that God just doesn’t understand what we need.  But that’s not the 
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reason because Jesus taught that the Father knows exactly what we 
need before we even ask. 
 
When prayers go unanswered, when we keep bumping into the wall of 
God’s non-responsiveness, we may think that God doesn’t want us to 
be happy.  But the truth is that God wants us to know him and to walk 
with him and be friends and for us to enter into his joy.  We can get 
locked into the thinking that prayer is about us trying to get through to 
God when actually it is an opening up to God who is trying to get to us, 
he is continually seeking us.  That’s the whole salvation story-humans 
sin and separate themselves from God and God comes looking for us. 
 
So when we face unanswered prayer it isn’t because  God’s not 
capable, it’s not because his love has diminished,  it’s not because God 
doesn’t know what we need, and it’s not because God doesn’t want us 
to be happy.  
 
So what is it?  It’s a little bit like parenting.  Children can make a 
request of their parent. From the child’s perspective this is something 
important that they really really want.  Sometimes the parent believes it 
is the best thing for the child and they make the child’s dream come 
true and say yes!   Sometimes they are open to granting the request and 
they respond with those words children hate—“not yet” or “not right 
now.”  And sometimes it is very clear that to grant the child’s request 
won’t get the child what they really want, that granting the request 
would not really be in the child’s best interest and so they say no, or 
they just don’t respond. The child might throw a tantrum, or cry or sulk 
but a good parent stands firm BECAUSE they want what is best for the 
child who, while they are sure they know what is best for themselves, 
are not as wise as the parent who denies or ignores their request. 
 
Part of our concern if God will do anything in response to our prayer is 
our over confidence that what we ask for or what we want is the best 
thing. 
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Fosdick wrote: “Consider how utterly unfitted we are to substitute our 
wish for God’s will, and what appalling results would follow if all our 
requests were answered!...then we should govern the world and not 
God. Do you think we’d do it better?”  (Meaning of Prayer, p. 111) 
 
In many cases, un-understandable to us, is the reality that if God were 
to grant the form of our petition, it would mean he would deny the 
substance of our desire.   
 
St. Augustine in his “Confessions” pictures his mother, Monica, 
praying all one night, in a sea-side chapel on the north African coast, 
that God would not let her son sail for Italy.  She wanted Augustine to 
be a Christian. She could not endure losing him from her influence. If 
under her care, he still was far from being Christ’s, what would he be in 
Italy, home of licentiousness and splendor, of manifold and alluring 
temptations?  And even while she prayed there passionately for her 
son’s retention at home, he sailed, by the grace of God, for Italy. There, 
persuaded by Ambrose, he became a Christian in the very place from 
which his mother’s prayers would have kept him.  The form of her 
petition was denied; the substance of her desire was granted.” Ibid p120 
 
Part of hitting the wall of God’s non-responsiveness to our prayer is 
that too many of us have a thoughtless and unauthorized belief in the 
power of prayer to get things for ourselves. 
 
Name it and claim it.  When I was in college there was this popular 
prayer method being taught called “Positive Way.” And I’m sure it was 
a good thing to build more prayer in to our lives.  But it was also a little 
disrespectful of God’s all-knowing reality.  We were taught to find the 
promise, put our finger on it, and pray and hold God’s feet to the fire to 
come through on the promise. 
 
The reality is that when we pray, when we humans pray, we must be 
ready to have our request denied, if it runs counter to God’s rule, which 
is dictated by infinite wisdom.  We have to be ready to be denied. 
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In our world it’s a big deal if the rain can hold off so we can enjoy the 
picnic.  
 
We saw that great outfit, just our size at the store, we didn’t buy it but 
now we want to return and make the purchase and we pray that no one 
else our size has shopped and bought it.  
 
We are in a hurry and pray for the light to stay green. 
 
We are on a diet and we pray that no one at the office will bring any 
unhealthy treats to work.  
 
Of course in these minor issue prayers we can be ready to be denied. 
But what about career opportunities, spouses,  children’s well being, 
the advancement of God’s kingdom, and the healing of disease.  These 
too? Yes. 
 
And even those that seem so plain and right and good like justice and 
healing and freedom and acceptance of Jesus as we understand him. 
 
In the little book Steps to Christ in the chapter, “The Privilege of 
Prayer” we find a list of conditions upon which we may expect that 
God will hear and answer our prayer. 
-Feel our need of help from him  -Have a heart open to the Holy 
Spirit’s influence  -Seek-knock-ask  -Let go of any known sin we are 
holding on to  -Make things right with others  -Believe  -Forgive others 
-Persevere in prayer.  And then this caveat: 
 
When we do not receive the very things we asked for, at the time we 
asked, we are still to believe that the Lord hears and that he will answer 
our prayers.  WHY? Because we are so prone to get it wrong that we 
sometimes ask for things that really wouldn’t be a blessing to us.  So 
we choose to trust that God will answer our prayers by giving us that 
which is for our highest good—the very thing that we would want for 
ourselves if we could see from his perspective.  SC p 96 
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Our questioner said, “I know God can do something, but WILL he?”  
Yes he will but it will be his way in his time.  And it may be that at our 
most healthy moments spiritually that we become partners in what he 
will do. 
 
Too often prayer can be a hoped for arm’s length solution.  Telling 
someone, “I’ll pray for you,” may be true, and may be all we can do.  
But maybe what is needed is your presence by their bed before or after 
surgery. 
 
That person you meet who is out of work and hungry or homeless what 
do you pray and how do you become your own prayers answer? 
 
James writes “Suppose you see a brother or sister who needs food or 
clothing., and you say, ‘Well, good-bye and God bless you; stay warm 
and eat well’—but then you don’t give that person any food or clothing.  
What good does that do?” 
 
For us to gather and pray for people who lost their roof in the storm is 
very different than showing up with a tarp, and hammer and stuff to 
secure the tarp to their roof.   
 
We have the privilege of not having to complain about unanswered 
prayer when we can partner with God to ensure their answer is 
delivered.  
 
Finally, maybe the question is the wrong one because it assumes the 
reason for prayer is to get answers when prayer is actually just opening 
our hearts to God as to a friend so we might build and strength our 
lifelong friendship with God. 
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