
Struggling in prayer: 

Trouble-shooting guide

Passages: Psalm 80, 88, and/or 13

Theme:  This  study  deals  with  trouble-shooting  problems  in  our  prayer  lives,  namely:  (1)  the  problem  of 
ineffective prayer lives and unanswered prayer; (2) honesty with God in prayer; and (3) what do we do when it 
seems like God isn’t responding to prayers or concerns of ours? I’ve added more options: you can read one or 
two of these passages, as long as you focus on the general themes; feel free to choose whichever passage(s) you 
think would be best for your group. You only need to touch on key verses in the passages, not a verse-by-verse 
discussion. (In fact, an advantage of two passages is that it can be done to prevent people from trying to analyze 
each verse.) Ps. 80 is more of a corporate prayer on behalf of the writer’s people, while Ps. 88 is more personal. 
Ps. 13 is quite short, and also quite personal. 

Background and commentary. 

This is a type of psalm known as a complaint psalms, of which there are many (Ps. 13, 60, 79, 80, 88, 
etc.). Many of them involve the writer complaining about bad circumstances and trouble at the hands of others, 
from which he prays for deliverance. But here we are focusing on another form, where the writer complains to 
God, because he feels that God has disappointed him in some way. Oftentimes it refers to the writer’s own 
despair (Ps. 13, 88), but sometimes it can be a corporate psalm of questioning after the nation has somehow been 
defeated or punished (Ps. 80). 

It is interesting that such expressions of doubt toward God are included in Scripture, and that as psalms, 
these were originally used for worship at the temple or other places of worship. The writers of these psalms 
express serious doubts about God, but do not do so irreverently. They are dark, yet are still respectful in their 
tone toward God. They express feelings of rejection, abandonment, confusion, and loneliness toward God, as if 
they feel God has rejected them. They earnestly question God, but don’t blame God. And interestingly, the 
writer comes to an eventual expression of hope for God’s deliverance, or at least the fact that he appeals to God 
indicates faith and desire to understand and see God. They also usually address him as ‘Lord’ in these psalms, or 
Yahweh in the Hebrew, which is a very respectful name for God that is associated with the covenant relationship 
between God and his people.  

Application.
Sometimes we feel disappointed with God or confused about what he is doing. Yet we feel afraid to 

express how we feel, fearing that it would be irreverent and un-Christian to express those feelings in our prayers. 
But God desires an intimate relationship with us, and that requires honest communication. If we don’t express 
those feelings, but cover them up, we aren’t dealing with spiritual issues that we need to deal with. As a result, 
we don’t grow as we should, because we don’t bring these concerns to God. These concerns can be of many 
types. We struggle for more intimacy with God but don’t find it. We struggle with strong sins and wonder why 
God doesn’t deliver us from them. We feel confused about God’s will and don’t feel like he’s answering our 
prayers for  guidance. We feel confused about  what he’s doing in our lives,  because it  seems painful or  so 

1



contrary to what we expected. We can easily feel disillusioned about evil and suffering in the world, or in the 
lives of people we know, and wonder why God isn’t doing anything about it. Sometimes when we suffer, we can 
feel that God has abandoned us, and our thoughts can grow very dark. In various situations, we sometimes feel 
that our prayers are being ignored, and it’s easy to give up on prayer. 

I can remember many years ago when I felt God wasn’t there and wasn’t responding. But I was deceived 
by my emotions, my immaturity, my naivité, and was blinded by the evil one.  Later I realized that God had 
nonetheless been working in my life and protected me spiritually in ways I didn’t recognize at the time. That 
illustrates how emotions and misconceptions of God can hinder our spiritual lives, especially our prayer lives 
and our ability to enjoy communication and intimacy with God.  

There will be times when we don’t understand what God is doing, or feel abandoned, confused, lonely, 
frustrated, doubtful, or whatever, in our relationship with God. Rather than thinking it is irreverent to express 
those feelings, we are to follow these biblical examples of having a serious, heart-to-heart talk with God, even 
wrestling with God, in prayer. God wants us to be honest with him and have full communication about these 
feelings, just as these examples he has provided in his word. Not to do so only hinders our relationship and 
spiritual growth, and ignoring them only buries feelings of resentment, which will grow underground until they 
explode at some later point. Or at least they will create spiritual barriers between us and God, barriers that we 
can’t  overcome  because  we  won’t  acknowledge  their  existence.  As  a  result,  our  spiritual  lives  and  our 
relationship with God are hindered. 

Sometimes we have misconceptions of God that come from our own selfish desires or from the world (our 
culture, family upbringing, etc.),  so we expect God to give us what we expect.  Sometimes we transfer bad 
experiences with others  onto our  view of God.  Those with abusive or  emotionally  distant  parents  have an 
unhealthy type of fear toward God, or have trouble establishing emotional intimacy with God; similarly for those 
who have had bad religious experiences. Sometimes we continue to blame God for traumatic or hurtful events in 
our lives. Though we may not be able to find an intellectually or personally satisfying answer during our earthly 
lives, we have to wrestle with God over this so we can understand God better. 

There are other issues worth struggling over. Sometimes we need to struggle over unanswered prayer 
requests – not babbling or artificially repetitive prayer, but sincere, intense prayer, over and over. And when we 
ask for something, God may say “yes”, “no”, “wait” or “I’m not telling you”. The purpose of wrestling in prayer 
then is either to understand, to be patient, or to be changed to conform to God’s will. Sometimes we need to 
wrestle in prayer, repeatedly, for deliverance from a persistent sin habit or weakness. Sometimes we struggle to 
know God’s will for our lives. Sometimes we simply need to wrestle in prayer to become more godly and to 
achieve greater intimacy with God. I think for men, this is particularly hard, because our upbringing and our 
independent nature (genetics and our sin nature are also to blame), we by nature do not seek deep intimacy, 
strive to be self-sufficient,  and are not so relationship-oriented in interpersonal relations. This unfortunately 
transfers  to  our  spiritual  lives,  and our  fallen male  nature  hinders  us  from seeking and achieving  spiritual 
intimacy. For the prayer time after the study, encourage people to pray over any of these kinds of issues that 
apply to them – and of course, to keep doing so afterwards. 

Despite their despair and doubts about God, the writers of these psalms still prayed and expected God to 
deliver them. It is thru their honest prayer that they found spiritual deliverance and spiritual growth. In our lives, 
we may or may not get the kind of answer we expect. But more importantly, this kind of honest prayer is a 
change for us to get closer to God, and for God to change us. In the process, he may not alter our circumstances, 
but wrestling with God may lead to a deeper understanding of God, a deeper intimacy with God,  and a better 
understanding of ourselves and our problems from a more biblical, God-centered point of view. 

The study.
In  the  discussion  questions,  we’ll  first  do  some  basic  trouble-shooting  and  diagnostics,  using  some 

familiar passages mentioned in previous study notes, which you may or may not have used yet in your studies. 
Some of those are basic, but still trip us up. For example, James 5 teaches that righteousness is one requirement 
for effective prayer. We often think we are righteousness enough, because our standards are low. It doesn’t just 
mean avoiding persistent sin or a sinful lifestyle. Even when we look like we’re doing fine on the outside, inside 
our hearts may not be close to God, and our spiritual lives are mediocre. Righteousness requires walking close to 
God in order to walk in his holiness, which is necessary before we can expect to have effective prayer lives. 
There’s the matter of conformity to God’s will. Some things we ask for are not really in God’s name, because 
they are not consistent with God’s will. Asking in his name doesn’t mean appending “in Jesus’ name, we pray, 
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amen” to our prayers.  As mentioned in previous notes,  ‘name’ is not  just  a  title,  but  a personification and 
representation of a person’s character, nature, and essence. Thus, our prayers, to be in God’s name, have to 
conform to God’s nature – what he will or won’t do for us in accordance with his holiness and his love for us. 

With the main passages, the points worth noting are the degree and type of emotion expressed by the 
writers, and what this indicates about their faith. The questions for the main passages are general, but hopefully 
questions like these can generate good sharing. Since these are included in God’s word, these writers obviously 
found themselves and their relationship with God changed, such that they were willing to make these prayers 
into public worship songs for temple worship. These then are included in God’s word as examples for us to live 
by. These apply not only to personal difficulties, but to other areas, like all kinds of unanswered prayers and 
unresolved spiritual  issues  in  our lives – for  things  that  we really  need,  for  victory over problem sins,  for 
problems in the world that deeply concern us, for other’s serious needs, and so on. In the final personal prayer 
time, you can allow people time to identify issues like these in their lives, and to pray privately and intensely for 
them. Encourage people to cry out to God; encourage them to let go of religious and personal inhibitions (like 
ritualistic, legalistic or rationalistic inhibitions), and to pray honestly, sincerely, and emotionally to God over 
their issues. 

Questions.
Trouble-shooting.

How often do you have quiet times? Every day? Why do you have problems having regular, consistent, quality 
times with God every day? Why? How should you overcome these problems?

Discuss the kinds of problems you have in prayer. What is your greatest difficulty in just the process of praying 
– finding time, focusing without your mind wandering, lack of interest...? What spiritual attitude or problem 
could be responsible?

How do you deal with the following problems in praying? (Some suggestions are in parentheses.)

✗ the mind wanders during prayer (pray aloud, talk informally with God, ask God for help, sing, keep a
✗ prayer log...)
✗ falling asleep while praying (take a more formal body posture)
✗ negative spiritual influences or barriers coming against us during prayer (confession, praise, asking God
✗ for help.)
✗ proper environment for prayer
✗ proper body posture and position for prayer
✗ questions or doubts of how often and how long to pray?
✗ not praying regularly and frequently enough -- especially QTs (quiet times)

Now what about answered prayer... How often are your prayers answered? What kinds of prayers get answered? 
What kinds of prayers do not seem to get answered? 
What might cause your prayers to go unanswered? You might want to discuss some causes and what Scripture 
has to say about them. [You may refer to some of the following:]

Matthew 6:5 hypocrisy

Matthew 5:23-24 unforgiveness, unresolved disputes or offenses

Mt. 6:14-15 unforgiveness toward others

1 John 1:9 unforgiven or unresolved sin

Psalm 66:18 holding on to sin

1 Peter 3:7 treatment of others

James 4:3 wrong motives, unbelief
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Matthew 6:5 hypocrisy

Mt. 6:7 babbling (mindless, artificially repetitive, or insincere ritualistic prayer

Rom. 12:1-2 full submission to God

James 5:16 righteousness, or lack thereof

John 14:13-14 asking in God’s name – in accordance with his nature, will, purpose, for his glory...

Psalm passage(s).

What do the writer’s tone and mood seem? How does he feel toward God? What are some expressions that 
indicate how he feels? Does he still have hope or faith in God? 

Have there been times when you felt like this toward God? Explain how those incidents worked out. In the end, 
what happened? How did you change as a result? How did your relationship with God change?

Why does God not seem to answer our prayers? Why does he sometimes seem distant? When that happens, what 
things are coming between us and God? 

What were some important prayers that you prayed that apparently never got answered? Why do you think God 
didn’t  answer  as  expected? If  they weren’t  answered as expected,  was it  worth it  to  pray for  it?  Is  prayer 
worthwhile if God chooses not to answer it (as expected)? If it doesn’t change the situation, what does prayer 
change? Is prayer just for the purpose of changing circumstances or things in the external world? Why would 
God want to use prayer, a means of communication, to change us instead? How does our relationship with him 
change as a result?

What are ways that we have incorrect attitudes toward God? Incorrect expectations of God? Misconceptions of 
God? Where do these come from? How do they hinder our prayer lives? 

Why are these writers so honest about their feelings in their prayers? Why are such passages included in God’s 
word? Isn’t it irreverent to pray this way? How is it possible to pray like this without being irreverent? What then 
is irreverent versus respectful prayers of complaint? 

Have you ever prayed like this? Did it help you? Explain. Why is it important to be honest with God about your 
feelings? What happens if you don’t express how you feel? How is honesty in prayer consistent with Jesus’ 
teaching of “ask and you shall receive”?

To what degree is it good to get emotional in our prayers (when praying for something important)? 

Besides personal crises and difficulties, what are other areas where it is important to really wrestle in prayer and 
cry out to God? 

In your spiritual life right now, what is one area where you really need to wrestle in prayer? Are there important, 
unresolved spiritual issues that you need to deal with? Problems between you and God that you need to deal 
with? (E.g., in your view of God, intimacy with God, feelings toward God about disappointments, confusion 
about God) Other spiritual issues to deal with? (E.g., victory over besetting sin) Other external issues that really 
trouble you personally? (E.g., need for family members’ salvation, specific cases of injustice and suffering in the 
world) 

  

Prayer time.

Besides sharing and group prayer for thanks, worship, confession, and personal prayer requests, allow 
people plenty of time for private prayer over particular issues that they were to identify in the last discussion 
questions. Encourage them to pray earnestly and intensely, to cry out, and to pray based on the model in the 
Psalm passages. 

4


	Background and commentary. 
	Questions.
	Prayer time.


