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Praying With The Prayers Of The Bible:   
When your prayer is not answered 
 2 Cor. 12:8; ‘Three times I asked the Lord about this …but…’   
 
Paul is talking about one of the most mysterious and one of the most baffling aspects of 
prayer – when God does not say yes.   
 
On the face of it, Paul’s prayer was very modest.  For some time he had been troubled by ‘a 
thorn in the flesh.’  He doesn’t tell us what the ‘thorn’ was and down the centuries theologians 
and commentators have made suggestions. Most of them have thought that the affliction was 
physical because Paul says it was ‘in the flesh.’ Some have suggested that he suffered from 
epileptic fits which caused him to fall down, while others have suggested that he was laid low 
by constant fevers or that he had very poor eyesight, the last based on his remarks in 
Galatians 6:11.  But in spite of this great servant of the Lord praying earnestly three times 
that the thorn would be removed, God did not answer as Paul expected.  A number of things 
in this passage (verses 7-10) are very helpful to all of us in the matter of prayer. 
 
First, although God’s answer was not what Paul asked for, God did answer him.  God is 
never indifferent to the prayers we utter from the depth of our heart.  Unlike the idol Baal in 
the Old Testament story about Elijah, (1 Kings 18) the God and Father of our Lord Jesus is 
not on a journey, nor is he busy elsewhere, nor is he sleeping. He hears our prayers and our 
cries when we come to him in our need and pain and distress.  
 
Second, although Paul did not get the answer he wanted, God made him a wonderful 
promise.  He said, ‘My grace is sufficient for you’ (v.9).  This was not what Paul asked for, yet 
what a promise it was!  God said in effect. ‘I will not take the thorn away – but my daily grace 
is all-sufficient.’  In spite of the thorn, Paul will triumph.  When God gives us all-sufficient 
grace, it will take care of everything in our lives.   
 
Thirdly, Paul learnt that God’s wonderful grace meant that in his weakness  ‘the power of 
Christ’ (v.9) would be with him, the power that would make him effective and fruitful in his 
ministry.  
 
Fourthly, this experience taught Paul that he could be ‘content with weaknesses and insults’ 
(v.10) because it was for Christ’s sake, and when he is weak in himself, he is strong in Christ 
(v.10). 
 
So what about unanswered prayer?  Unless our prayer was selfish and not for our good in 
the first place, God does answer our cry.  When the answer is not what we expected, then it 
means that our loving Father has something for us even better and more important than what 
we asked for. 

 
By the Revd Dr Herbert McGonigle,  

Senior Lecturer in Historical Theology & Church History,  
Nazarene Theological College, Manchester 

 
 


