Why is so much prayer apparently not answered?

There certainly seems to be much more unanswered prayer loosed off into the heavenlies today than there was two thousand years ago. It is everyone’s experience that some we pray for are not healed. We have to choose between at least three possible reactions to this truth. 

Firstly, we can simply ignore the apparent drop in prayer ‘productivity’ since the days of the New Testament, and keep on hoping, as we pray for those for whom we care when they are sick and injured. But some then start to feel that they have no real reason to suppose, if we continue praying tomorrow in the same way that we did yesterday, that anything will be any different. 

Secondly, some are tempted to conclude that Jesus is somehow unreliable nowadays. Those who take that tack are worshipping a different Jesus than the one who is depicted in the Gospels. Warning bells should be ringing. 

Thirdly, and more optimistically, we can set out to discover what we have lost and how to retrieve it!
So what have we lost? We have wrapped up all our past prayer ‘failure ’as being something to do with the mystery of it all. We either ignore past ‘failure’ of prayer or develop complex theology to excuse it. Either way, we have, by and large, given up all effort to grasp the simple clarity of the gospel message about the kingdom. In fact, healing and miracles are not mysterious in the way that many people think. They are not to be thought of as very exceptional divine acts bestowed in reaction to powerful praying; rather, they are, by God’s grace, always available from him. The
point is that we need to soak expectantly in the river of mercy that flows constantly from heaven. The New Testament repeatedly tells us that Jesus and the apostles performed
miracles, including many healings. It seems to have been ‘naturally’ supernatural Christian living. 

“And these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands;
and when they drink deadly poison, it will not hurt them at all; they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well. ”
Mark 16:17 –18

The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. And all the believers used to meet together in Solomon’s Colonnade. 
Acts 5:12

In contrast, our expectancy of God to heal (of which we only need a mustard seed)is all but gone. Jesus consistently explained healing on the basis of both the minister’s and the supplicant’s expectancy. In the story of the healing of the woman with the issue of blood, he clearly considered her expectancy to be a major factor in the bringing about of the miracle. 
Then the woman, knowing what had happened to her, came and fell at his feet and, trembling with fear, told him the whole truth. 
He said to her, “Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace and be freed from your suffering. ”
Mark 5:33 –34. 61

With his disciples he put down to their lack of expectancy their failure to heal a boy. The New Testament explains the failure of Jesus himself to heal many in his own home town because of their unbelief in him as Saviour, healer and Lord. 

We lack persistence in ministry, too. We can tell from Jesus’ attitude to illness that God’s will is to see healing of all spiritual, psychological and physical sickness, but
this does not necessarily mean that everyone gets healed immediately if they have trusting faith. Whilst some healing is immediate, there may be other times when there are
other things that must first be overcome. Jesus’ teaching
on persistence in prayer is made abundantly clear in two parables: the story of the unjust Judge (see Luke 18:2)and the story of the man who went to his friend’s house at night to ask for bread; because of the man’s boldness the bread was given. (See Luke 11:5 –8). The message is that we, too, need to be both persistent and bold. Some people do not
receive healing except by persistent believing prayer. Lack of persistence and boldness is part of the answer to our question. 

In many cultures we have also lost our humility over matters of healing. We are cynical about the reality of the things that Christ has won for us on the cross, and our
minds are filled with the knowledge and memories of abuses, culturally unacceptable ministry styles and failed attempts of our own in the past. All this has to be laid down, freeing us to come, and come again, to the living Lord who heals all our diseases. 

We can build nothing on the mixed experience of the Church down the centuries since Jesus’ ministry on earth. We can only build reliably on Jesus Christ. He reveals
in the Gospels that the will of the Father is for everyone to be healed. He reveals this over and over again by healing everyone in the crowds that flocked to him. He revealed this
unwaveringly, by never turning anyone away unhealed. 
