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THE GOD WHO ANSWERS PRAYER 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

Based on twin parables in Luke 11: 5-13 and Luke 18: l - 8. 

Several years ago when the western part of our country was suffering from the terrible droughts 
and dust storms that threatened to make a desert of our fruitful plains, a tiny rural community 
decided to meet together in their church to pray for rain to relieve the dangerous conditions. On 
the evening set aside for the meeting a family was preparing to set out for the church in an old 
farm wagon, for the family was too poor to afford an automobile. Just as they were ready to drive 
off, one of the children, a little girl of six years, jumped off the wagon and ran back into the 
house. The father was eager to start for they were late and he called impatiently to the girl to 
come back. Finally she came back with a big umbrella. “If we are going to pray for rain,” she 
said, “we will need this when we drive home again.” 

This story furnishes a beautiful illustration of faith in the power of prayer, a faith which little 
children often have but which so many of us lose as we grow older. We are all too likely to smile 
at such childlike trust and consider it naive and unrealistic, and yet we all secretly wish that we 
could develop the same faith that God answers our prayers. But we become bothered with doubts 
because we have forgotten that effective prayer presupposes just such a faith, and because we 
misunderstand how prayer functions. And so we wonder if prayers really do work. 

If we look to the teachings of Jesus for an answer to the question, “Does God hear and heed our 
prayers?”, we find assurance in the twin parables which were read in the Scripture. lesson. In the 
first parable we find a homely illustration which probably springs from Jesus own youth; it is a 
strange illustration to use in relation to prayer, one that only Jesus could use, and it is filled with 
the humor which he often expressed in discussing the most serious questions. Here is the 
situation: A traveler wandering late at night comes to the home of a certain man at midnight. In 
that ancient world the law of hospitality required that the man share bread and salt with the 
wanderer and give him shelter. But the man is embarrassed because he has no bread to serve. 
And so he goes to the home of a friend at that late hour, explains his predicament and asks him 
for bread. But it is late and the household is settled for the night, and the friend makes it clear 
that he cannot be bothered at that hour to stir up the whole household just to get some bread. But 
the man will not be quiet; he pounds on the door until the friend finally decides to open the door 
and give him what he wants. The man would not rise and give the bread to the other because he 
was his friend, but just because he was so shamefully persistent. The text tells us: “Though he 
will not rise and give to him because he is his friend, yet because of his importunity he will arise 
and give him as much as is needed.” The word translated “importunity” really means 
“shamelessness” and indicates that the man is hounded out of his bed by the persistence of the 
friend. It is puzzling to think of this story as an analogy in the way we seek God in prayer. The 
implication seems to be that just as the man makes his friend arise through his persistent 
summoning, so we make our pleas to God heard by a similar shameless persistence in prayer. 
This implication seems hard to take for some people; to think that we have to hound God with 
our petitions to have Him hear us seems not only disrespectful but also absurd. And yet this does 



2 

 

seem to be the lesson that is pointed out; and it is not an absurd one when we realize that 
persistence in prayer is needed not because God is reluctant to answer us as the friend who hated 
to leave his bed– this is brought in more in the interest of contrast: the friend may be reluctant to 
answer on occasion, but God who neither slumbers nor sleeps shall freely give all things and at 
all times Man must be shameless and persistent in his prayer not that God needs such persistence 
to be moved, but because man must be moved by the sense of an earnest quest, and a spirit of 
great need and urgent desire. A man must come to God as did this friend at midnight in the sense 
of immediate and desperate need; he must hammer with his fists at the walls which shut him 
apart from God in a sincere desire to find. Him, for only then will the seeker find God. Prayer 
must above all be sincere; it must speak the dominant desire of the heart if it is to be effective. In 
the words of James Montgomery, “Prayer is the soul’s sincere desire, uttered or unexpressed - 
the motion of a hidden fire that kindles in the breast”. Thus this parable which illustrates man’s 
attitude of prayer toward God by a humorous reference to a man pounding on a neighbor’s door 
at midnight emphasizes the great teaching which Jesus always stressed in regard to prayer: man 
must pray to God with the intensity born of urgent need and dominant desire. This attitude is 
needed not because such persistence is required to make God hear, but because only in such an 
attitude can we hear what God has to say to us; only with this attitude of need does the Spirit of 
God descending upon our hearts in answer to our prayers have a meaning and reality or us. 

If there is any doubt about the meaning of this parable, the second one serves as a commentary, 
for it stresses the same important point. In this parable we find a little introduction which helps 
us in the interpretation for it tells us the purpose of the parable. Luke says: “And he spake a 
parable unto them to this end that men ought always to pray and not grow weary in praying”. 
There is little doubt that this gives the purpose behind the story. The story is of a widow who is 
being cheated out other property and is seeking help from a judge to defend her rights and 
avenge her for the injustices being done. It is interesting to note how often Jesus speaks of the 
plight of widows in the society in which he lived. ; his anger blazed out against the scribes who 
devoured widows’ houses and for a pretense made long prayers. These frequent references would 
indicate that the plight of widows at the hands of corrupt and greedy officials had become a 
public scandal. When we consider that according to tradition, Jesus’ father died when Jesus was 
still young leaving his mother a widow, we find the interesting possibility that Mary might have 
been the widow of the parable. Certainly Jesus’ concern for the condition of widows must have 
been largely determined by his experience in his own home. The woman in the story needed the 
judge to avenge her for some injustice done to her, but the judge was a man who feared neither 
God nor regarded man, and he was not interested in pleading the widow’s case when she came to 
him for help. There was no way in which the woman could coerce him; she had no money to 
bribe him or power to threaten him. The only thing she could do was to wear him done by 
persistent pleading. This she did so that the man finally said, Although I fear not God, nor regard 
man, yet because this widow troubeleth me, I will avenge her, lest she wear me out by her 
continual coming. And so he did as she asked, for it was the only way he could be rid of her. And 
the implication which Jesus brings out in this story is this: see how this unrighteous judge has 
acted with all his selfishness he is still moved to helping the widow because of her persistence. If 
he is moved to action, how much more then will God help those who pray to Him with the 
persistence of sincere desire and urgent need. “And shall not God avenge his elect, that cry to 
him day and night, and yet he is long-suffering with them? I say unto you that he will avenge 
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them speedily.” Again we find the same emphasis in the teaching of Jesus that prayer must be 
persistent; but there is also the assurance given that God will hear these prayers and help his 
children even though he must suffer long with them. The story closes with a darker note which 
betrays Jesus’ anxiety for the sincerity of his followers, for he says, “Nevertheless, when the Son 
of Man cometh, shall he find faith on the earth?” The same emphasis is carried through the story: 
man must persist in his prayers and God will answer, but unless he retains his faith and his 
persistent seeking, he may not hear the answer of God in his heart. 

The great emphasis then in these two parables on prayer is that man must be persistent in prayer. 
He must be persistent in the sense that his soul cries out to God, from a sense of great need and 
sincere wish which reaches out to God. Prayer is a movement of our spirits to God’s Spirit; as 
the oceans move to the pull of the moon, so our spirits feel a rhythmic, tide which must move 
toward God. It is the recognition of this need which pulls us to God which marks the persistence 
in prayer that is so essential. 

But if we turn to God with this soul intensity and pour out our hearts to Him in prayer we have 
the assurance that He will hear and help us.”Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall 
find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you. For everyone that asketh receiveth; and he that 
seeketh, findeth; and to him that knocketh, it shall be opened.” This is the assurance that Jesus 
gives us that God does answer prayer. He will answer the sincere outreach of the heart. It is 
inconceivable that man would persist in praying to God throughout the centuries if this were not 
so. But it is essential that the prayer be sincere; they who turn to God must worship Him in Spirit 
and in Truth. The sincere heart’s desire directed heavenward is answered; we do receive that 
which we ask for; we find what we seek. Sometimes we do not think this is true, but when we 
fail to find what we seek, it is usually because we do not really seek what we think we do - we do 
not sincerely desire what we thoughtlessly ask for or we do not realize the responsibility which 
our prayer lays upon us. Thus we can pray to lead better lives when we have no intention of 
doing so; we can pray for strength to avoid certain vices and be ready to fall to the first 
temptation. But then, some may say, so often we ask sincerely and seek honestly and knock at 
the door of heaven with constant and noble desire and yet we do not find what we seek or receive 
what we ask. But Jesus does not tell us that we shall always get what we want when we ask; 
when we knock at the door that what waits for us on the other side will be altogether to our taste. 
Sometimes we ask for the wrong thing. Sometimes we ask for things we must labor to possess. 
Sometimes we are like children reaching for the moon when something else would fit our needs 
much better. But Jesus does tell us that what we find will be the best possible. He tells us no 
father would fool his child by handing him a stone when he asked for bread, or give him a 
serpent instead of a fish. And he says, “If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto 
your children, how much more shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask 
him?” God is the heavenly Father who cares for his children as does the wisest and kindest 
human father but on a scale magnified many times. The best in human life, purified and 
intensified is the nature of God. The drop of’ water of our human goodness is of the same nature 
as the ocean of His goodness. Thus we know that when we turn to God in prayer He will answer 
us in a way that will express His infinite love. 
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And yet, with all this assurance, there are some who would still have doubts about the efficacy of 
prayer. The world is run according to natural law, they say; all the actions of men and even those 
of God run accord1ng to an inviolable law. Hence it is presumptuous to pray for something 
because it is determined by laws and not our prayers. This seems a persuasive argument when we 
first look at it, but as we examine it closer, we see that in reality it denies to man and to God the 
power over natural laws which they obviously possess. All of man’s progress in the world of 
science is due to the fact that he uses natural law for his own purposes. Although the world runs 
according to certain laws, it does not follow that we are slaves to the laws we find; on the 
contrary we use these laws as a means to controlling our futures so that they serve us as useful 
means to lead a better life. And these laws often lead us to further ones which show us more of 
the truth. Thus, man uses natural laws to gain the mastery of air transportation; at first it would 
seem that he is violating natural laws in making a machine which is heavier than air fly in the 
skies. But he has violated no laws in reality; he has discovered new ones which go beyond the 
effect of the others. If man can use natural law in his service to gain benefits for himself, why 
should we deny God the power to use his laws for our benefit? Why deny to God the very thing 
we do ourselves? If man can naturally acquire the vision to use the laws of nature for his own 
benefit, how much more can he accomplish with the vision of God in his heart, the vision which 
comes through prayer! And who can question the power of the spiritual laws which man invokes 
through prayer? It can accomplish the miraculous in an age which does not believe in miracles. 
But why do we question a miracle when in our science we are forced to admit of accidents? So 
often events occur which contradict a11 known laws and expected results. For example, a few 
weeks ago a little child fell several stories to a concrete pavement and was unhurt. The 
newspapers carried the story, and similar stories are frequently found. According to all natural 
expectations one would assume that the child would be killed or at least severely injured. But the 
unexpected, the inexplicable happened. The realistic mind would call this an accident, a freak 
happening; but the religious mind would call it a miracle, an example of the intervention of God 
to change the ordinary course of events. I wonder which attitude is really more realistic. When 
we consider such things we can not complacently assume that the world ticks on like a regular 
clock with never a variant in its order or a chance to avoid the pattern of fate. Man with the help 
of God, with the vision of the eternal in his heart gains a power which can lift him from the 
course of grim necessity. The Spirit of God which as, Jesus tells us, is the gift God gives those 
who seek him persistently in prayer, is a power which lifts man from tragedy to triumph, from 
despair to joy, from sorrow to serenity. In the words of Tennyson: more things are wrought by 
prayer than this, world dreams of. We will find this power of prayer when we realize that true 
prayer is not merely a petition for our own benefit. Prayer includes adoration, thanksgiving, 
confession, and petitions for the sake of others. When a heart overflows with love and 
compassion in prayer for another there is a power released which will not be denied. We may not 
know how such intercessory prayer works, but work it does. If only because the realization that 
someone is praying for him gives a person new strength, it would be worthwhile to pray for 
others. But prayer has an added power; it works whether one is conscious of the prayer or not. 
Man is bound to man with ties that can not be seen or understood; they can only be felt. But 
these ties binding man to man in the unity which is God, make it possible for one man’s prayer to 
affect another. No one can prove this perhaps; but every mother who prays for her child, and 
every child who has felt his mother’s prayer knows this in his heart; he does not need further 
proof. 
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And yet with all the assurance we find that prayer does work, the assurance we find not only in 
the Bible but in our own lives when we sincerely pray, it seems hard to quell the doubts always 
which ever rise to cloud our confidence, to retain the faith that God does hear and answer prayer. 
Jesus recognized this fact in the parable when he said, ”Shall the Son of Man find faith on the 
earth?” Although prayer is the most natural expression of the religious instinct, -for it is truly 
religion in action, the only way religion works, - sometimes the springboard of our faith seems 
warped, and we cannot lift ourselves to God. We pray with the terrible suspicion that there is no 
one to hear; we feel there will be no answer because God does not concern Himself with our 
problems. We feel this especially when it seems to us that He has not heeded our prayers in the 
past, that our path is still dark in spite of prayer. There is no way to set aside these thoughts 
easily, for these moods do 

 


