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Wrong Motives Behind Unanswered Prayer « James 4:3

Over aten-day period | received morethan a
dozen phone calls from a man whose name | did
not recognize. He gave his name but declined to
giveanumber for meto call back. Every time he
caled | wasout of the office, meeting with some-
one else or on another phone call.

Thursday | left instructionsto interrupt meif
necessary the next time he called so | could talk
to him. When his call came through and | an-
swered he began to read to me ascript soliciting
advertising in an annual periodical of an organi-
zation with which | was not familiar. | explained
to him that the church does very little advertis-
ing and that was not my department but | would
transfer hiscall to the business office. Hesaid he
preferred that | make a personal donation to his
organi zation instead and recommended a$35 gift
for which he would send to me a silver sticker.
Finally I convinced himto talk totalk to our busi-
ness administrator.

When | called him on the telephone inter-
com to explain | mistakenly forwarded the out-
sidecall directly tohimin-
stead. He got the caller

people pray. We burst into God's presence and
don’t get what we request. Herearefour of God's
helpful lessons for unanswered prayer.

Lesson number one is that prayer must be
asked. This may seem obvious, although some
of usmisstheobvious. Thepreviouslinein James
4:2 says, “ You do not have, because you do not
ask God.” This is broader than asking God to
give us what we want. It includes asking God to
beinvolved in every part of our lives.

There is an expression that | often say to
Charleen. You may not get it, but I’'ll try it on
you anyway. | talk to her about virtually every-
thing that goes onin my life— major decisions;
daily trivia; ideas and dreams. And | say to her,
“Nothing seemsreal to meuntil | talk to you about
it.” It is because sheis such an important part of
my life.

Thisistheideawith prayer. God issoimpor-
tant to the Christian’slife that we should be talk-
ing to him about everything. Always ask for his
opinions, his counsel, hiswill. Itisasif nothing

inour livesisreal until

we have first prayed to

without any explanation,
but | didn’t know where
the call went. All 14 out-
side lines were lit and |
didn’t know which one
was the cadler. In order to

Faith isthe confidence that heis
wise and good and will dowhat is
right and best, not that wewill get
the answer we want.

God about it. James is
talking about this con-
stant communication
with God when he says
in James 4:3, “When
youask....” Theles

get back to him | picked

son is that prayer must

up every line and asked,

returning each caler to hold. | never did find him
again but now every call | put on hold automati-
cally rang back to my desk.

It wasadisaster. Althoughit certainly fit with
thewords| was studying at the time from James
4:3, “When you ask, you do not receive, because
you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend
what you get on your pleasures.”

Themanwho called my officedidn’t get what
he wanted and one of the reasons was that he
didn’t know how to ask. He didn’t consider me
as the giver; his only concerns were his needs
and interests. The samething often happenswhen

be asked.

But there is a second lesson that grows out
of that. It isthe lesson that asking does not guar-
antee receiving. It’s up to God whether or not he
answers pray; it's not up to us. Many prayers go
unanswered or declined because they are based
onimproper motives, but even prayerswith very
good motives aren’t guaranteed. The night be-
fore he died Jesus prayed three times that his
death be called off. God the Father said “no” three
times. Just because something isasked isno guar-
antee it will be given.

Thisis an extremely important lesson for us
tolearn. Sometimeswonderful Christiansget into
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difficult situationsand pray asif thislesson were
not true. They pray with fervency for God to heal
their illness, to restore their prodigal child, tore-
verse their financial difficulties, to repair a bro-
ken relationship — and there is an assumption
that the answer depends on the size of their faith.
They assume they will get the answer they want
if more people pray. Some even assume that if a
prayer islouder or “harder” that will assure the
right results.

We must remember that the decision to an-
swer prayer is up to God. God is not a machine
that will do what we ask because we have en-
tered the exact formulaonto the computer screen.
Godisaperson. Thefinal decisiononour prayers
ishis, not ours. Faith isthe confidencethat heis
wise and good and will do what isright and best,
not that we will get the answer we want.

The third point of James 4:3 is that many
prayers are not answered because they are asked
with wrong motives—and motives matter. It's
true that sometimes motivesdon’t matter. For ex-
ample, suppose you have a natural gas leak in
your home. You invite me over to help. | really
care about you and | really want to fix it for you.
| start by lighting a match to determine where
the leak is coming from. Your house blows up
and you and | are seriously injured. Natural gas
does not choose to explode or not explode based
upon my motives or stupidity. In this case it
doesn’'t matter whether | am motivated by love
or arson. The results are the same.

The place motives matter isin relationships.
If your neighbor picks up your mail while you
are away on vacation, you are happy or sad de-
pending on the neighbor’s matives. If the mo-
tive was to help you, you are glad. If the motive
was to read your mail you may file charges with
the Postal Service. Inrelationships motiveisex-
tremely important.

Prayer is totally based on our relationship
with God. Relationship means everything to God.
God is far more concerned about the relation-
ship we havewith him then heis concerned about
the subject matter of the prayer requests we
present to him. He is a God of love, care, for-
givenessand commitment. He delightswhen our
relationship with him is good and he is deeply

disappointed when we are on bad termswith him.

God answers our prayers on the basis of our
relationship not on the basis of our desire. | think
we understand that because that is how we oper-
ate. Whether it’saparent and child, an employer
and employee, a husband and wife, co-workers,
friends or lovers — whatever our relationship
may be, we know that if the relationship isgood
we are much more likely to give what the other
person asks. But, when we know that the rela-
tionship is bad and the person is being selfish,
we arelikely to say “no”.

L esson number four focuses on amajor rea-
son for unanswered prayer. It is the wrong mo-
tive of selfish pleasure. In other words, praying
for selfish gain really turns God off. It makes
God feel used. Of course, selfish pleasureisthe
main reason many people pray. Some religions
teach that thisisthe right way to pray. They say
we should seek health and wealth and ask God
for lots of it. They say the only reason we are
sick isbecausewedon’t ask God to make uswell,
theonly reason wearen’t rich isbecause we never
claim the prosperity God hasfor us and the only
reason we are unhappy is because we don’t trust
God to make us happy.

The appeal is understandable but the teach-
ing is contrary to the Bible, it borders on being
cultic and it sets up vulnerable people for great
disappointments.

William Barclay, the great British Bible
scholar, wrote, “The ultimate choice in life is
between pleasing oneself and pleasing God.” In
other words, lives set on selfishness and plea-
sure are basically unchristian. Luke 8:14 talks
about the gospel of Jesus Christ as seed and ex-
plains, “ The seed that fell among thorns stands
for those who hear, but asthey go their way they
arechoked by lifesworries, richesand pleasures,
and they do not mature.”

Itiseasy tolivefor worries, richesand plea-
suresinstead of for God. Personal experiencetells
me | have atendency to alwayswant everything
my way. | pray for God to make everything the
way | want it to be. | become consumed with my
desires and try to use God to accomplish what |
want. | can easily think of God as my servant to
do what will make me happy instead of me be-
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ing the servant to make God happy.

Contrast that to a prayer meeting during
World War I1. It was the night before the Battle
of Tawara. Fifteen soldiers aboard a ship gath-
ered in a circle to pray with Chaplain Wyeth
Willard. The chaplain re-

decay while those who seek God, God'’s king-
dom and God’swayswill get everything elsewe

eventually need.
So what should a person do whose prayers
have gone unanswered because of wrong mo-
tives? The place to

ported that all fifteen

prayed pretty much the

same prayer as they went

around the circle. It went
likethis:

Lord, tomorrow

we are going to

The place to begin is with God.
Quit trying to use him and just
start loving him. Ask him to be
the center of your life.

begin is with God.
Quit trying to use
him and just start
loving him. Ask
him to bethe center
of your life. Start
asking God what he

storm the beaches of

wants instead of

Tawara. Our officers

have told us this is going to be a bloody
battle. Many of our number will bekilled.
If thishasto be, Lord, let those of uswho
are Christians be killed and spare those
who do not yet believe so that they will
have moretimeto maketheir decision for
Christ. In Jesus Name. Amen.

Now there is a prayer with high motives!
They were not asking God for their pleasure but
for thegood of others. Those are the motivesthat
get the attention of God.

Please don’t misunderstand. It isnot that God
doesn’t want good for us; he does. He has evi-
denced that 10,000 times. He proved that with
the costliest price of all, his Son. He delightsin
every good and perfect gift he can give us. But
he is also unhappy when our prayers primarily
seek more when he has given so generously to
us aready.

Rather, God wants usto pray with our hearts
fixed on him and not ourselves. In Matthew 6
Jesus explains that those who build their trea-
sures on earth will experience corruption and

telling him what
you want. Ask him what you can do to make him
happy rather than pointing out what he can do to
make you happy.

Thereisafascinating transformation that will
take place. You will discover alevel of satisfac-
tion, contentment and pleasure in the God-cen-
tered lifethat having all your selfishdesirescould
never bring.

When you pray, receive—because you ask
with right motives in order to give great plea-
sure to God!
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