
Confidence that God answers prayer is key to receiving answers. Prayer is not just
words, like a mumbled incantation or magic formula. Prayer instead depends on
faith that God can do as one asks. Pray believing that prayer is useless, and indeed
nothing will happen. Pray believing that God answers, and things happen. A single
weak attempt at prayer by one who doesn’t yet know Christ and has no confidence
that prayer works isn’t so likely to get an answer, although one should still try as a
first step in faith.

Prayer further depends on right relationship with God. God hears the heart,
especially the loving, forgiving heart of his Son. A righteous person’s prayer is
powerfully effective. Persistence in prayer can also help. If a prayer initially goes
unanswered, then the course is not to give up but instead to examine oneself, ensure
that one is right with God rather than wrong in sin, and then ask again. Jesus told
the parable of the persistent widow specifically to show that we should always pray
and not give up praying. Even an unjust judge grants a persistent petitioner relief.
How much more willing our just God will be to answer prayer.

Prayer also depends on motive. James 4:3 states that prayers go unanswered
because of the wrong motive with which we ask, which is to spend what we get on
our own pleasures. If personal pleasure is our primary motive, then we should not
ask. While pleasure is a significant part of life, a true blessing, God does not favor
hedonists who make idols of pleasures. Pray instead for intimacy with God, that
God receive our honor, make his presence felt, give us just what we need to keep us
attentive to him, and protect us from sin that would draw us far from him. Pray also
for others, intercessory prayer, that others receive their needs.

The question of why God wants us to ask him for things that he could on his own
supply seems a good one. But of course, God supplies continuously, abundantly,
without our even asking, as loving parents do. Yet asking honors the provision,
elevating the relationship. Jesus emphasized this truth near the conclusion of his
Sermon on the Mount. He said to ask, and God will provide. Knock so that God
opens the door. Everyone who asks receives. God opens the door to all who knock.
Even bad parents give generously to their children. How much more God, the best
of all possible parents, will give to his children who ask.



The questioner is clearly right about one sentiment expressed above: prayer is most
decidedly not for show, to make one appear godly. To the contrary, when Jesus
taught the crowds how to pray, he said not to pray publicly like the hypocritical
religious leaders. They’ll get no answers because their show is already their reward.
Instead, pray privately so that God may reward you. And don’t babble on, wasting
words. Answers don’t come because of your effort but God’s grace. God already
knows your need even before you ask him. Jesus’s example of prayer then hallowed
his Father, urged that his kingdom come, and simply asked for today’s food and for
forgiveness as we forgive, protection from temptation, and delivery from evil.

God’s answers to prayer depend on his Son’s good news. At the Last Supper, Jesus
explained to his disciples that seeing him is seeing the Father. He then added that he
speaks and does miracle works only on the authority of the Father who lives in him.
Jesus then said that whoever believes in him would do greater works than he had
done because Jesus was going to the Father. Jesus then explained that he would do
whatever they asked in his name because it glorified the Father. Jesus repeated,
whatever you ask in his name, he will do it.

Jesus gave extraordinary examples of prayer, some answered immediately, others
soon, others in the future. Jesus prayed for himself and for others. Jesus twice
prayed that bread and fish would multiply, and they did, instantly, feeding
thousands. Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane for strength to do his Father’s
will, and God gave him that strength over the next hours. John 17 records Jesus’s
prayer for all believers whom the Father would give to him, that those believers
would join Jesus in heaven, and the world has witnessed billions of Christians come
to faith since then.

Jesus’s prayer that God bring Lazarus back to life is especially instructive. Jesus
prayed aloud, first thanking his Father for hearing him. God hears prayer. Jesus then
said that he knew that his Father always hears him. God hears all Jesus’s prayers.
Jesus then said that he prayed aloud so that those present would know that the
Father sent him. Jesus wanted those present to know that his bringing Lazarus back
to life was because he was from the Father. We pray in Jesus’s name because Jesus
is from the Father, and the Father always hears Jesus.



We should keep in mind, though, that the Father only gives good gifts. God answers
every prayer, but sometimes, to be the good Father who he is, he must answer no.
We would be insufferable if we received everything that we asked in the form that
we asked and at the time that we asked. When God does not seem to answer prayer,
in our way, on our time, he is likely answering the prayer in a better way, in his
better time. We do not know all that God knows, or even a fraction of what God
knows. When he answers prayer, he gives the best answer, on full information.
When we ask, we sometimes ask for things that we do not need, while failing to ask
for our real needs. God knows, and God supplies the good answer, the best answer,
in the right time, in the right way.

We do not always understand God’s timing or his way, as to when and how he
answers prayer. We may understand later, when we learn more, or we may not
understand until we join him. The Christian’s commitment is to trust him and rely
on him, to lean not on our own understanding but on his way. We ask, God answers,
and we trust that his answer is timely and best. Pray often, persistently, honestly,
and with right motives. Watch for his answers. The right answers come at the right
time.


