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Before we get into our Scriptures, this morning, I’d like to tell you a story.  This story goes back 

to my second year in seminary when I received a phone call from a friend whose father had died.  

He was relatively young and had been ill, and my friend’s family had been praying for his 

healing for weeks.  In the moments just after his death, however, my friend’s family turned to the 

chaplain at the hospital with the question that they couldn’t shake, “We prayed so hard,” they 

said, “we’ve been praying for his healing every hour of every day!  Why didn’t God answer our 

prayers?”  To this, the chaplain replied, ‘Unfortunately, it appears you did not pray hard 

enough!’ 

 

Now, in the moment I wanted to rush to that hospital and give that chaplain a piece of my mind!  

But, ever since we first started travelling down the road on this series in prayer, I have replayed 

that conversation over and over again in my mind.  Because, that’s the question that we’re left 

with today.  We’ve spent the last 4 weeks looking what why we pray, the purpose of prayer, the 

process of prayer, and even the question of the impact of effect of prayer.  Today, however, as 

we wrap up this series, we wrestle with the question of unanswered prayer.  And, for me, the 

Biblical answer to that question lies in the very story that we remember as we near Easter 

Sunday in two weeks.   

 

It starts in the garden.  In the 22nd chapter of Luke we are told that Jesus has shared what we now 

call the Last Supper with his Disciples, and then, knowing the fate that stands before him, he 

proceeds out to the garden to pray.  Luke tells us that,  

“39 He came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives; and the disciples 

followed him. 40 When he reached the place, he said to them, ‘Pray that you may not 

come into the time of trial.’ 41 Then he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, knelt 

down, and prayed, 42 ‘Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my 

will but yours be done.’”  (Luke 22: 39-42) 

  

I think the Biblical response to the question of unanswered prayer begins with the question of the 

prayer itself.  This is a very simple and powerful model of prayer that we see from Jesus, in the 

garden, but I wonder how often we end our prayers with only the first half of that model.  “Take 
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this cup from me,” Jesus proclaims.  There is nothing wrong with noting our needs – there is no 

fault in owning our wants in prayer.  There is plenty of Biblical mandate for coming to God with 

the truth of hearts and allowing that to come through in our prayers.  And, that’s exactly what 

Jesus does here.  He knows what’s in store.  He’s been travelling this journey towards the cross 

for years and is painfully aware of the end that awaits him, and he doesn’t want it – so he prays 

that he might be spared from the cup of suffering that stands before him.  But, he doesn’t end 

there.  “Take this cup from me;” Jesus prays, “yet, not my will but yours be done.” 

 

How often, I wonder, are our prayers really directions?  How often do we come to God with our 

needs – not noting them and then seeking God’s will and purpose in the midst them as Jesus 

does, but proclaiming the instruction, the path, the process we want, need, and dare I say expect, 

God to follow.  How often are our prayers really directions?  Think about it.  “God, please do 

this, fix that, heal this, help that, resolve this, provide that…oh, and while you’re at it I wouldn’t 

mind it if you let my lottery ticket be the winner!” 

 

The first Biblical response to the question of unanswered prayer comes from this story of Jesus 

in the garden.  The first Biblical response to the question of unanswered prayer lies in a 

reflection on the prayer itself.  How often are our prayers really nothing more than our attempt to 

direct God’s work in our lives?  And, if they are that, what does that mean for this question of 

unanswered prayer?  Which brings us to the cross.   

 

Matthew tells us that, 

“From noon on, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 46 And 

about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that is, 

‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’”  (Mathew 27: 45-46) 

 

I find this passage fascinating.  It is, for me, one of those wonderful ‘human’ moments of Jesus.  

While he took on human form, Jesus lived a life that was clearly beyond that which any of us 

live.  There are certain moments in which his humanity creeps through in powerful ways, 

however, and this is one of those.  This reference to the 22nd Psalm is a profound indication of 

the emotions Jesus confronted in that moment.  He had travelled this road, he had marched 

towards the cross, but he had then knelt in the garden and asked God to spare him from this very 

thing, from this moment, from this very pain and suffering that he was experiencing on the cross.  

But here was, in anguish, facing precisely that from which he had prayed to be spared.  So, what 

happens?  His humanity creeps through, he cries out to God in sorrow and he exclaims – ‘How 

could you do this to me?  How could you make me go through this?  How could you abandon me 

in this moment and leave me to this very fate from which I prayed to be spared?’ 

 

You see, even Jesus, in the depths of his suffering, in that pinnacle moment of his despair, 

succumbed to that human tendency to define God’s answer, God’s presence, God’s love, by 

means of comparing what happened to what they asked of God.  Jesus prayed to be spared from 

his suffering, and he wasn’t.  Ergo, God had forsaken him! 

 

Now, I am entirely aware that there is much more depth to be drawn from this moment of Jesus’ 

crying out on the cross and I don’t mean to reduce to an overly simplistic moment of human 

doubt.  But, even Jesus succumbed to that moment and it forces us to ask the question, 
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fundamentally, is it really that God doesn’t answer?  Is it really that God has forsaken us?  Or, 

are our prayers sometimes so narrow, so focused, so instructive and laden with expectation, that 

our attention to what we want or expect means that anything else will be experienced as God not 

answering us at all? 

 

And, that brings to our that final moment for Jesus on the cross.  Luke records the final words of 

Jesus in the 23rd chapter. 

“44 It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the 

afternoon, 45 while the sun’s light failed; and the curtain of the temple was torn in two. 

46 Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, “Father, into your hands I commend my 

spirit.” Having said this, he breathed his last.”  (Luke 23: 44-46) 

 

There comes a moment in which we have to choose whether or not we are going to open 

ourselves to the answer God provides.  There comes a moment in which we have to decide if we 

have the faith to trust in God’s love for us.  There comes a moment in which our doubt, our 

sorrow, our fear, our planning, and our expectation comes face to face with the profound truth 

that God is not, never has been, and never will be restricted by our limited perspectives.  There 

comes a moment in which we have to decide if, into God’s hands, we will commend our lives.  

 

Looking at the prayer life of Jesus, considering the many questions we’ve explored over these 

past weeks – it was this moment that was the crux of it all for me.  This moment of Jesus 

commending himself to will and love of God – no matter what that might mean.   

• This is the Jesus who knelt in the garden and prayed that he would be spared from this 

very moment of death.   

• This is the Jesus who just moment before was crying out in anguish, “My God, my God, 

why have you forsaken me?”   

• This is the Jesus that wanted to be spared from this fate and who felt abandoned even 

though he wasn’t, and never would be.   

 

But in that moment of facing the question of unanswered prayer – in that pinnacle event of 

coming face to face with knowing that what he had asked of God was not what was coming to 

pass – it is his trust in God’s love that allows him to proclaim, “Into your hands, I commend my 

spirit.” 

 

Life is, and ever will be, full of those moments in which we feel as though our prayers have not 

been answered.  We don’t get that job we wanted, we don’t receive that diagnosis we prayed for, 

the prognosis is even worse than we’d imagined, the finances don’t resolve the way we longed 

for, the list goes on and on and on.  We will make our needs and wants known to God in prayer, 

and God will hear them, and moment after moment after moment will arise in which things just 

don’t turn out the way we’d prayed for.  And moment, after moment, after moment, our narrow 

focus and perspectives will cause us to feel as though those prayers were never answered at all.  

And, yes, the moments will come in which we will cry out to God in anguish and despair, “My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

 

But, it is in that moment that we have the choice of whether or not we will see the love that lies 

beyond ourselves.  Whether we realize or not, there is a tremendous ego and narcissism that 
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creeps to these situations without us even knowing it.  But, imagine what we are really saying 

when we reach that moment and decide that God has forsaken us.   

• We are saying that we know better than God!   

• We are saying that we are wiser than God!   

• We are saying that what happens around us should be serving our desires, our wills, and 

our understandings, and if it doesn’t it means that God has forgotten us!   

 

Whether we realize or not, when we say that God doesn’t answer our prayers, what we are really 

saying is that we know better than God! 

 

Jesus came to that moment – he reached that moment of utter despair and that sense of being 

completely forsaken – and he chose to place his trust in the love, wisdom and power of God over 

his own human limitations and understandings.  That’s the choice we all face!  There will be 

times in which our prayers simply won’t end up with the answers we longed for, prayed for, and 

dare I say even expected.  There will be times in which God’s answer to our prayers will not 

come in the time, the way or the manner we anticipated.  But, that will never mean that God 

didn’t hear us, and it will never mean that there wasn’t an answer.  What it will mean, however, 

is that in that moment we will need to make a choice.  Will we continue to cry out endlessly of 

being forsaken by God?  Or, will we come to remember that God is God, and we are not, and 

will we put our trust in him as we proclaim,  

• ‘Into your hands I commend my worries!’ 

• ‘Into your hands I commend my fears!’ 

• ‘Into your hands I commend my sorrows!’ 

• ‘Into your hands I commend my shortfalls!’ 

• ‘Into your hands, o God, I commend my life!’ 

 

There will be times in which our prayers simply won’t end up with the answers we longed for, 

prayed for, and dare I say even expected.  There will be times in which God’s answer to our 

prayers will not come in the time, the way or the manner we anticipated.  But, that will never 

mean that God didn’t hear us, and it will never mean that there wasn’t an answer.  What it will 

mean, however, is that in that moment we will need to make a choice.  Will continue to look for 

the answer we anticipated and ignore the answers God provides, or will we trust in the love that 

goes far beyond ourselves as we proclaim, “Into your hands, o God, I commend my life?” 

 

 

 


