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I am grateful for Andy Stanley and William Barclay for 
their insights as I prepared this message and series. 
Barclay’s New Testament commentaries and Stanley’s 
messages on these texts were helpful resources for me.

Today I want to talk about something we all have in 
common.  Even if you are not a Christian you can 
relate to this.  Have you ever asked God for something 
and God didn't give it to you or he didn’t answer you?  
Have you ever prayed to God and he was silent or he 
felt far away?

If we are honest we have all felt that way. We've 
prayed and prayed for something and God seems silent 
or uncooperative.  What makes it worse is that we have 
well meaning friends who tell us that our problem is 
that we need to have more faith or we need to pray 
more.  Then we go to church and the preacher makes it 
sound so easy. Just do this and boom your prayers will 
be answered.  Really?

Of course, what drives a lot of us crazy is that we know 
people whose lives really are a bed of roses. Everything 
just works out for them. And a lot of them do bad 
things!  They lie and steal.  And while we get up for 
church they are headed to the golf course or lake. Their 
kids get into the schools they want and they get all the 
opportunities and here we are waiting on God to 
answer this desperate prayer of ours. Why?

Of course we all know those folks who say, “You won't 
believe what God did for me. I was rushing and 
running late headed to the mall and I prayed and prayed 
for a good parking spot and there it was right in front of 
the store!”  Or we know folks who say, “I prayed for 
my football team to win and they won!” And here we 
are praying for something serious in your life and we 
can’t help but roll your eyes.

Perhaps this is why some of you have dropped out of 
church or maybe abandoned your faith.  You just can’t 
make sense out of all of it and you have all but given 
up hope. But you've come today perhaps because you 
are curious about what I am going to say about all of 
this.  You don't want to abandon your faith in God but 
you don't know what to do.  Does God’s absence mean 

he doesn't care or doesn't exist!  Does the fact that he 
is not cooperating with you mean he is not active or 
has abandoned you?

For the next three weeks I'm going to lift up three 
people in the New Testament who had the same 
experience. God did not answer their prayers and they 
were devastated.  And these were all biblical heroes. 
One was, according the Jesus, one of the greatest 
people who ever lived! The other was responsible for 
building the church and the other one was a close 
friend of Jesus. They all lifted up prayers and their 
prayers were not answered! They all had the some 
struggle many of us have.

What we are going to learn through them is that we 
can go through difficult times and still maintain our 
faith in God. In the midst of our struggle to find 
answers to our prayers in tough times we can know for 
certain that God is there. We are also going to learn 
that our difficulty in life does not reflect the heart and 
nature of God.

So today our first story in the Bible is about a man 
who was Jesus' cousin – John the Baptist.  He was an 
interesting guy.  If Rambo had been a prophet he 
would have been John the Baptist.  He lived out in the 
wild. He wore camel hair and ate locusts and wild 
honey.  People from all over Galilee traveled out to 
hear him preach with his hair on fire.  Some listened 
because he was entertaining.  Others believed in what 
he said.  He carried words of warning and preparation.  
God had called John to do one thing and one thing 
only – tell the world to prepare themselves for God to 
enter their world in the person of Christ.  So he told 
people to stop the bad things they were doing and get 
ready for God in the flesh.  

When Jesus appeared John pointed to him and told 
everyone that he was the Messiah – he was the one he 
kept talking about!  He was God in the flesh.  He told 
people to follow him.  

John was a good and righteous man.  He was doing 
the right thing and serving God. The problem was that 
everyone did not like his message.  Herodias, Herod
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Antipas’ wife, especially did not like his message.  Why 
is that? Now this is when things get really interesting.  
Listen to this.  Herodias was married to Herod’s brother 
Phillip.  But she fell in love with Herod, Phillip’s 
brother, so she divorced Phillip and married Herod!  
“Like sands through the hour glass so is the Days of 
Our Lives…” Herod was sitting pretty as the King of 
Judea married to his brother’s wife! 

Well, John the Baptist called Herodias out.  He said she 
had broken Jewish Law.  Herodias did not like that and 
hated John the Baptist for it.  In fact, she wanted him 
killed.  Let’s look at what happened in Mark 6:17-20:

For Herod himself had given orders to have John 
arrested, and he had him bound and put in prison. 
He did this because of Herodias, his brother Philip’s 
wife, whom he had married. 18 For John had been 
saying to Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have 
your brother’s wife.” 19 So Herodias nursed a 
grudge against John and wanted to kill him. But she 
was not able to, 20 because Herod feared John and 
protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and 
holy man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly 
puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him.

So Herod had John thrown into prison, but even though 
Herodias wanted him dead, he protected him because 
Herod actually liked listening to him.  Herod thought 
there was something about John.  So when he was 
bored he would have John brought up from the dungeon 
so he could preach in front of Herod!  

Okay so John is in prison. This righteous man who was 
just doing what God had called him to do was being 
punished.  He is in prison for doing the right thing.  He 
is just rotting in prison.  He needs a miracle right!  
Well, John has a cousin who is pretty good with 
miracles.  He is out preaching the good news and 
healing the sick and the blind and lame.  And so what 
does Jesus do for his cousin?  Nothing!  John is just 
sitting there in a cold prison cell while Jesus is out 
performing miracles and preaching the good news!

Well John begins to have second thoughts about Jesus.  
“I pointed to him.  I knew in my heart that he was the 
Messiah.  Now I am not so sure.  I mean, I pointed to 
him and supported him.  And now I am all alone in this 
prison cell and I am not getting out.”  So John had some 
friends come to visit him in prison and he asked them

to send a message to Jesus.  Here it is in 
Matthew 11:2-3:

When John, who was in prison, heard about the 
deeds of the Messiah, he sent his disciples to ask 
him, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we 
expect someone else?”

John’s friends are like, “Wait!  You are the one who 
told us he was the one John!  What are you talking 
about?  You were so bold and confident in him. You 
told us to follow him.  Now you want us to ask him if 
he is really the one?”  And John said, “I just need some 
assurance.  I’m having some doubts.  He is out there 
and I am still in here all alone in prison.  I need to 
know if he is really the one!”

Now, can you relate to that?  All of us have been 
where John is.  When our circumstances change and 
things get tough in life we begin to doubt God.  We 
lose confidence in God. Maybe that is where some of 
you are right now. There was a time you had great 
faith in God and maybe were really active in the 
church but then life took a bad turn and you have 
prayed and prayed and prayed with no response from 
God.  And you are really starting to wonder.  “Is God 
really there? Does he not care?  Has he checked out?”

That is where John was.  And if it makes you feel any 
better he is one of our great biblical heroes!  Jesus said 
that there was no one greater than John the Baptist!  

So here is John the Baptist.  He is in prison.  He is 
having serious doubts about Jesus. So he sends 
messengers to Jesus to ask him if he is really the one.  
And I am sure they loved the thought of doing that!  
There is Jesus in the middle of his Sermon on the 
Mount. “Excuse me, Jesus?  Sorry for interrupting.  
Great sermon, by the way.  We have just come from 
visiting your cousin John and you know he is in quite a 
pickle.  Well, you see….I don’t know how to say this 
but John wants to know if you are really the Messiah.”

Jesus does not respond by saying, “Of course I am!  
How dare he question that!  I am so offended!  How 
could he ask that?”  Look at Jesus’ response.  It is a 
message not only John that Baptist needed to hear, but 
all of us need to hear today Matthew 11:4-5:

Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what 
you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame 
walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is 
proclaimed to the poor.” 
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You see all John could see were the prison bars in front 
of him.  He couldn’t see passed his prison.  And Jesus 
wanted him to be reminded of the activity of God.  God 
was active and working through Jesus. “The lame walk, 
the blind see, and the deaf hear!”  Jesus said, “Make 
sure you tell John that.  Tell him all that is happening.  
God is at work!”  

And as John’s messengers turned to walk away to report 
back to John, Jesus said, “Oh and one more thing.  You 
tell John this. Be sure you tell John this 
Matthew 11:6:

“Blessed is anyone who does not stumble on account 
of me.”

Wow!  Now what does that mean?  Jesus was saying, 
“You tell him I am so proud of those who though they 
don’t always understand why they are in the 
circumstance they are in, don’t give up on their faith.  
Blessed are those who know that God’s ways are higher 
than their ways and they do not give up on me no matter 
how difficult life may be.  You tell John blessed are 
those who don’t yet see the good that God is going to 
work out through their pain and they still trust God.”

So it wasn’t Jesus’ will that John was in prison.  Jesus 
loved John.  He thought he was the greatest among 
men.  But for some reason Jesus left him in prison to 
work something good out of it.  John didn’t know what 
it was but Jesus said he would be blessed if he didn’t 
give up on his faith in God and remained faithful.

So here is what I want you to understand this morning.  
This is so important.  This is critical to understand.  
This is an idea that comes from Andy Stanley and it is 
one that is crucial for our faith: Your difficulty does 
not reflect how God feels about you. 

So often we think, “Well, life stinks. I lost my job or I 
got this diagnosis, or I am going through a bitter 
divorce. I have prayed and prayed for God’s help and 
I’ve got nothing.  Nothing!  No answer. Just silence.  
God must not like me. He must think I am a terrible 
person.”

If you want to know how God feels about you, don’t 
look at your difficulty.  Look at Jesus and what he did 
for you and me.  He didn’t just say he loved us.  He 
proved it by dying on a cross for us.  Oh, how God 
loves you and me.  He emptied himself and became a 
human being to say, “You want to know how much I 
love you?  This is how much…”  And he got up on a 
cross and died for us.  

So, what do you do when you feel awful about what 
you are going through and you feel that God is silent 
and is not attentive to your needs?  We need to look at 
what God has done and what God is doing!  Look 
Back and Look Out!

Look back and remember all of those times God saved 
you, healed you, and worked good out of an awful 
situation.  Remember that time you thought you would 
never get out of your pit, but you did.  God pulled you 
out!  God was there.  He was faithful.  Look back and 
remember what God has done for you.  Draw strength 
from the fact that he will be there for you again.  Don’t 
give up hope.

Now, look out.  Get outside yourself and your pain and 
see all that God is doing around you.  So often we get 
like John.  We get trapped in our little prison of 
difficulty and that is all we see.  That is our only frame 
of reference.  And God wants us to get beyond that and 
see how he is working in the world.  This is what Jesus 
wanted John to do. “Look at all that God is doing 
through me!  God is still on the throne.  Remain 
faithful. He will work something good out of you 
difficulty.”

Well, we know what happened to John.  Herodias’ 
daughter, Salome, danced for Herod at a big banquet 
he held for all of his important friends.  He was so 
taken by her that he said, “I will give you anything you 
want.  Name it.”  Salome went to her mother and asked 
her “What should I ask for?”  Herodias said, “Ask for 
the head of John the Baptist on a platter.”  Well Herod 
could not go back on his promise and so he had John 
beheaded.

We may wonder, “Why didn’t Jesus so anything to 
stop it?  That is awful.”  Think about it. If Jesus had 
planned a great escape for John, there would have been 
bloodshed.  And if there had been bloodshed that 
would have discredited the ministry of Jesus.  His 
message of love, mercy and sacrifice would have died.  
I think if we could ask John in heaven today he would 
tell us that he would have done the same thing over 
again.  He went down as one of the greatest biblical 
heroes.  He foreshadowed the greatest act of love in 
history.  

As you know, not too long after John was killed Jesus 
was beaten, mocked and crucified and God didn’t do 
anything to stop it.  Where was God?  In fact, Jesus 
cried from the cross to God, “Why have you forsaken
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me?”  But God had a plan. Boy did he have a plan.  
And through Jesus death on the cross sin, evil and 
death were defeated and we were given new life. 
Stanley reminds us that God’s silence was really 
God’s plan.  

Folks, when God seem silent or absent he has not 
abandoned you.  God has not turned his back on you.  
He loves you so much.  His message to you and to me 
is the same one he gave to John: “Blessed is anyone 
who does not stumble on account of me.”  In other 
words, “The person who trusts in me despite his 
difficulty or present circumstance will be blessed.  The 
person who remembers I am faithful and I will always 
work good out of evil will be blessed.  The person 
who stays faithful will be blessed and will one day see 
my hand in their situation.”

I have learned this in my own life.  My dad was 
diagnosed with cancer when I was a teenager.  For 
three years we prayed and prayed that God would heal 
him but God never did.  He died an agonizing death.  
Did that mean that God did not like him or me or my 
family?  Certainly not!  Did that mean that it was 
God’s will that my dad suffered?  Absolutely not!  I 
knew he was in God’s hands and I knew God was 
sustaining me through my grief.  I remained faithful.

Eventually I would see God’s hand in my grief and 
how he redeemed an awful experience.  Through that 
experience I felt closer to God than I ever had in my 
life.  That experience bonded me to God in a way I 
never thought possible.  Also, that experience shaped 
me into the minister I am today.  I am able to offer 
genuine compassion and love in the midst of suffering 
and death.  I am able to be a benediction of God’s love 
and presence to those in need.

Look back and look out. God is still on the throne. 
Stay faithful and he will redeem your suffering.  
Amen.




