
Why God Doesn’t Answer Prayer 
…but he does not answer….  Job 35.12 

 
Elihu continues in his monologue, his speech to both Job and the three former 

speakers—Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar.  He is convinced that they have not rebuked Job 

sufficiently, and so is adding correction to what they have said. 

His words seem harsh, his condemnation of Job even more severe than the others.  And 

yet he does not seem to dwell on whatever Job might have done to receive such 

hardship.  He seems to focus on what Job has done since then.  In this chapter he speaks 

of sin, and in particular sin as it affects prayer. 

He observes, and apparently rightly as God does not rebuke him in the last chapter as he 

does the others, that if Job sinned, it would affect another human being, and not God.  

What he means is what we find in the second table of the 10 Commandments.  Murder, 

theft, adultery, and the like are crimes on the horizontal level.  Man is the victim, not 

God.  God is so far elevated away from all that goes on in this life, any sin of Job’s does 

not touch God the way it would touch another person on earth. 

But there are those people who cry out to God when the powerful of this world take 

advantage of them.  And yet it appears that God does not want to answer their prayers.  I 

suspect that Elihu is hinting that Job is such a person—afflicted by the mighty in this 

world, having lost his material wealth and income.  He has been asking God why all this 

has happened, and is not getting an answer. 

Elihu offers two possibilities for God’s apparent silence.  I will add 2 more, and do not 

think that the list is exhaustive by any means. 

The first thing he mentions is: 

1. The Pride of Evil Men,  

Job 35:12 There they cry out, but he does not answer, because of the pride of evil 

men. 

Answered prayer does not come because we think we are great or that we deserve our 

answer to our petition.  Maybe we are so prideful that we don’t ask at all. 

Why should God answer human arrogance?  No reason at all.  Yet there are times 

when he does, but not in the way that the arrogant expect. 

In Daniel 4 I think we find an excellent example of a prideful individual, one so 

prideful, in fact, that he would not even seek God with a request. 

Nebuchadnezzar is the head of the greatest power of his day.  His empire has just 

conquered not only Judah, but every other territory that the Assyrians controlled.  It 

id not hard to see that such a supreme leader might get a bit heady.  And so he does.  

God then sends him a dream that he cannot understand, and so he eventually calls 

for Daniel to interpret the dream.  Nebuchadnezzar is pictured as a tall and mighty 

tree that is cut down, but not destroyed—the stump bears life again later on.   
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The dream, and the reality that follows is given to him to the end that the living may 

know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men, and gives it to whom he will, 

and sets over it the lowliest of men (v. 17). 

Allow me to mention as an aside, we need to remember this passage anytime we have 

elections—presidential and otherwise.  God puts on the throne, in the White House, in 

the governor’s mansion who he desires, for his ends.  In the case of Nebuchadnezzar, it 

is to conquer Judah and take Gods’ people into captivity.  For their ultimate good.   

Nebuchadnezzar, once restored, makes this confession: 

Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol and honor the King of heaven, for all 

his works are right, and his ways are just; and those who walk in pride he is 

able to humble. 

In the typical fashion of Hebrew poetry, the next line can be taken as a restatement of 

the previous line.  But in that restatement, it adds something. 

2. The Empty Cry 

Job 35:13 Surely God does not hear an empty cry, nor does the Almighty regard it. 

What do we mean by an empty cry?  An empty cry is one that does not believe, trust 

that the answer will come.  Another way to express it is Matthew 6.7:  And when 

you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they 

will be heard for their many words. 

In the parable of the unjust judge (Luke 18.1-8), the woman who petitioned the judge 

was not coming to him just to hear her own voice.  She had a specific demand for 

justice, believed he would answer simply because her cause was just, and kept on 

asking.  And under such circumstances even an unjust judge will answer—how much 

more your heavenly father? 

Why should God hear the cry of one who lacks sufficient desire and faith that the 

answer will come?  Why answer the insincere petitioner who is more interested in 

making the petition than actually having God answer God’s way? 

Often times we ask God for something very specific, with sincere hearts, and yet still do 

not receive our answer.  There are at least 2 explanations that I think are worth 

considering this morning. 

3. The Sinful Cry 

Isaiah 58.3-4:  'Why have we fasted, and you see it not? Why have we humbled 

ourselves, and you take no knowledge of it?' Behold, in the day of your fast you seek 

your own pleasure, and oppress all your workers.  Behold, you fast only to quarrel 

and to fight and to hit with a wicked fist. Fasting like yours this day will not make 

your voice to be heard on high.  
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Isaiah’s contemporaries claim to be coming to God with sincere hearts, desiring to do 

what God wants, and yet are not getting the results they think they should.  They 

have fasted as well as prayed, and God seems to not have noticed. 

Not unlike the child who needs to be told “I can’t hear you when you act that way.” 

If you are more familiar with the NT, then James 4.3 will sound familiar:  You ask 

and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. 

The sinful cry begs unrighteously: 

Proverbs 15.8, 29:   The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the 
LORD, but the prayer of the upright is acceptable to him.  The LORD is far from 
the wicked, but he hears the prayer of the righteous.   

Proverbs 28.9:   If one turns away his ear from hearing the law, even his 

prayer is an abomination. 

Why should God answer the petition of one who lives in open rebellion and thus 

contempt of the One he petitions? 

Here is what needs to be done for the prayer of the wicked to be heard:  repentance.  

Here what Isaiah says as he continues: 

Isaiah 58.5-6:  Is such the fast that I choose, a day for a person to humble 

himself?  Is it to bow down his head like a reed, and to spread sackcloth and 

ashes under him?  Will you call this a fast, and a day acceptable to the LORD?  

Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the 

straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?   

That is true repentance—not merely to verbalize something, but to act it out.  God is 

not concerned with empty platitudes, nor with actions like fasting if there is no 

turning from sin.  Remember 2 Chronicles 7.14: 

if my people who are called by my name humble themselves, and pray and seek 

my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven and will 

forgive their sin and heal their land.  

4. The Ignorant Cry 

Even when we ask God for something that is good, and we have no unforsaken sin, 

we find that God is at times silent toward us.  What I mean by the ignorant cry is the 

petition that begs as if the petitioner knows what is best and perfect.   

1 John 5.14:  And this is the confidence that we have toward him, that if we ask 

anything according to his will he hears us. 

God does not answer the petition of the one who even from an obedient heart asks 

for what is not according to the divine will. The petitioner cannot know all the 

possible outcomes and the greater picture, much less the divine plan. 
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Go back with me to the time of Daniel.  Imagine being in that group of exiles like 

Daniel who were not the cause of the invasion, much less the collapse of the country, 

the destruction of the city and temple, and the resulting captivity in Babylon. 

What is on your heart is the return to your home, to have things as they were before 

the invasion—the commerce, the farming, the worship in the temple.  And so you 

pray believing, with no unforsaken sin, with no pride at all.  You recognize your 

complete dependence upon your heavenly Father.  Why isn’t your prayer 

immediately answered? 

It is, but not the way you expect, as Jeremiah reveals to us: 

For thus says the LORD: When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will 

visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place.  

For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for welfare and 

not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.  Then you will call upon me and 

come and pray to me, and I will hear you.  You will seek me and find me, when 

you seek me with all your heart.  I will be found by you, declares the LORD, and 

I will restore your fortunes and gather you from all the nations and all the 

places where I have driven you, declares the LORD, and I will bring you back to 

the place from which I sent you into exile. (Jeremiah 29.10-14) 

Some 150 years before the invasion, collapse and captivity that involved Daniel and 

Jeremiah, Isaiah prepared his people for such seemingly unanswered prayer by 

telling them, and us, this: 

For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, 

declares the LORD.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my 

ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.  For as the 

rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but water 

the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread 

to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not 

return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall 

succeed in the thing for which I sent it.  (Isaiah 55.8-11) 

God has a plan—better, he has THE plan—and he is working out exactly what his 

people need—in captivity, in struggle, in all of life.  We would simply like things to be 

the way they were.  He wants better for us. 

Hear Isaiah continue: 

For you shall go out in joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and the hills 

before you shall break forth into singing, and all the trees of the field shall clap 

their hands.  Instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress; instead of the brier 

shall come up the myrtle; and it shall make a name for the LORD, an 

everlasting sign that shall not be cut off. 

God’s plan for them, for us, is to come home with joy and peace.  God’s plan is for the 

curse of Genesis 3 to be reversed.  Never to be cursed again. 
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Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it entered into the heart of man what God 

has prepared for those who love him. (1 Corinthians 2.9) 

Job is challenged by Elihu to examine himself with regard to prayer.  To not be arrogant 

or proud; to not cry out without trust in God.  Certainly to not petition God with 

unforsaken sin nor to desire for our own corrupt ends.  And although he does not say it 

in this chapter, most certainly such instruction on prayer would have to include praying 

according to the will of our heavenly Father, who does all things well. 

Be not discouraged, believer, your Father desires to hear you, and answer you.  

Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden things that 

you have not known.  (Jeremiah 33.3) 


