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Central claim
When granting, refusal, delay, silence, consolation, and ordinary event-flow are all called answers, the term no longer identifies a
petition-linked response or supplies evidence that prayer changed what happened. A warranted claim about one answered petition
requires content-linkage, a contrast with non-response, and criteria that were not invented after the outcome. This does not show that
no petition is ever answered, that prayer lacks relational value, or that general theological reasons for prayer are irrational.

Preview:
Public claim Required relation Inﬂationary retreat Calibrated verdict
“This petition was answered.” The request figures in why a Any result is relabeled after the fact Devotional meaning may remain, but
recognizable, content-linked response as yes, no, wait, hidden benefit, or the outcome alone does not identify a
occurred. inward change. token answer.

Visual preview:

The Problem of Answer-Inflation: When Every Outcome is an “Answer”

How the term "answered prayer” loses meaning and how logical constraints can restore its clarity.

THE PROBLEM: ANSWER-INFLATION THE SOLUTION: THREE SEMANTIC CONSTRAINTS

CONTENT- CONTRASTIVE PROSPECTIVE
LINKAGE DISCRIMINATION SPECIFICATION
The outcome must directly An answer must be Criteria for success must
relate to the specific substance | distinguishable from what be stated before the
of the original request. would have happened outcome is known.

without prayer.

THE SEMANTIC POST-HOC

FAILSAFE INTERPRETATIONS
Expanding "answer" to include Answers are often identified
“no” or "silence” makes the only after the outcome is
term unfalsifiable. already known.

RESTORED
CLARITY

THE “WILL OF GOD" FILTER DISTINGUISHING

Using "God's will" as an elastic TYPES OF
explanation to absorb any
failed request. RESPONSES
(NOT ALL ARE REPLY GRANTING CONSOLATION
ANSWERS' ) A communicative The requested outcome Petitioner feels
response (can be occurs because of comfort regardless of
a refusal). the request. the physical outcome.

The infographic maps answer-inflation to three constraints and separates reply, granting, and consolation. Its quoted will-language
represents a conventional fallback under examination; the diagram does not establish that silence or non-granting is a divine reply.
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Abstract

The familiar testimony “my prayer was answered” often moves between three different claims:
that a petition was heard, that some response occurred, and that the requested outcome happened
because of the petition. The last claim carries the evidential force, but the first two supply easy
retreats when the request is not granted. This paper argues that an every-outcome interpretation
cannot warrant a claim about one answered petition. A token answer must remain linked to what
was requested, contrast with relevant non-response, and be identifiable by criteria not constructed
after the result. Otherwise recovery and non-recovery, provision and deprivation, timely change
and indefinite silence all fit equally well; the term preserves devotional reassurance while ceasing to
classify events. Speech-act analysis and contemporary philosophy of petitionary prayer clarify the
distinction between granting, recognizable refusal, consolation, and later meaning. Biblical conditions
can qualify a promise legitimately, but only when they constrain interpretation before disappointment
rather than absorb it afterward. Controlled intercession studies illustrate the public-evidence problem
without settling every theology of prayer. Strong relational and theological defenses also survive: one
may have independent reason to believe that some petitions are answered, or value prayer without
identifying which outcome was an answer. The narrower result is that an outcome does not publicly
confirm a token answer when the same interpretive rule counts every outcome as success.

Keywords: petitionary prayer; answered prayer; answer-inflation; speech acts; contrastive explanation;
religious epistemology; prospective criteria

1 What Claim Is Hidden Inside “Answered”?

Petitionary prayer is a request directed toward an agent represented as able to respond. This paper
uses God-concept for a specified conception of a deity and examines the personal Christian God-concept
ordinarily presupposed by answered-prayer testimony. The target is not every practice called prayer.
Praise, lament, confession, gratitude, contemplation, and communal formation can have purposes that
do not depend on a requested event occurring. The problem begins when a petitioner asks for a concrete
state of affairs and a later event is offered as evidence that this request received a response.

Ordinary speech already supplies a useful distinction. A request is not merely a report of desire; it
is an act directed toward another agent. Speech-act theory explains why successful communication
depends on content, uptake, and conditions under which the act counts as the kind of act performed
(Austin 1962; Searle 1969). If I ask a colleague to send a document by Friday, the document’s arrival
can grant the request, a message can refuse it, and a request for more time can defer it. Silence, an
unrelated gift, or my later discovery that delay benefited me is not automatically the colleague’s answer.
Some convention or communication would be needed to make it so.

Religious language often compresses three claims that should remain separate:

1. Acknowledgment: the petition is heard or known by the deity specified by the tradition.

2. Response: that deity reacts to the petition, perhaps by granting, refusing, delaying, or communi-
cating something else.

3. Granting or efficacy: the requested good occurs, at least partly because it was requested.

The distinction matters because testimony usually receives its force from the third claim. “My prayer
for recovery was answered” ordinarily suggests more than omniscient awareness or a hidden refusal. It
suggests that the recovery stands in a responsive relation to the petition. Yet when recovery does not
occur, defenders can move toward acknowledgment, refusal, inward consolation, or unknown reasons
without marking the change in claim.

Scott Davison’s analysis makes the central relation explicit. On his contrastive account, a petition is
answered only when the petition figures in a true explanation of why the requested outcome occurred
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rather than not (Davison 2017). Brian Embry helpfully summarizes the contrast: merely saying “no” can
be a response, whereas answering in the efficacy-relevant sense requires providing the object requested
(Embry 2018). This is not a demand that every response be favorable. It is a demand that granting,
recognizable refusal, and non-response not borrow one another’s names whenever convenient.

The thesis is therefore token-level and epistemic. It concerns the warrant for saying that this petition
was answered by this outcome. It does not entail that no petitions are ever answered, that a Christian
theology of prayer is incoherent, that prayer is practically irrational, or that theism is false. Those
stronger conclusions would require additional premises. The present claim is narrower: when a rule
admits every possible outcome as an answer, the outcome cannot do the identifying work that the token
testimony asks it to do.

2 Three Conditions for a Warranted Token Claim

A metaphysical theory of answered prayer may need conditions about goodness, freedom, providence,
and divine reasons. A public token claim needs something more modest but unavoidable: evidence
that connects one observed result to the petition rather than merely placing the result after it. Three
conditions expose that burden.

2.1 Content-linkage

The response must remain linked to what was requested. If the petition asks for remission and remission
occurs, the content fit is direct. If remission does not occur but the petitioner feels courage, the courage
may be valuable and prayer may have helped produce it. It is not therefore the granting of a remission
request. Calling it an answer changes the requested object unless inward courage was included among
the admissible outcomes beforehand.

Content-linkage need not demand exact wording. Requests are often imprecise, and agents can satisfy
them in reasonable nearby ways. A request for safe travel may be met by a canceled trip that avoids a
known hazard. The key is that the family of acceptable responses must be intelligibly connected to
the petition and not expanded without limit after the fact. If the requested state, its negation, any
substitute, and no discernible change all count equally, content no longer constrains classification.

2.2 Contrastive difference

An answer claim must distinguish the answer world from a relevant non-answer world. The difference
need not be visible in a dramatic miracle. It might consist in an ordinary event brought about for the
reason that the petition was made. But the petition must enter the explanation somehow. The sun
rising after a prayer for sunrise does not, by timing alone, show that the prayer was answered. The
event was already expected.

This condition blocks a common slide from sequence to response. “I prayed, then the event occurred”
reports two facts. “The event occurred because the petition was answered” adds a causal or reason-giving
relation. Coincidence, treatment, spontaneous recovery, another person’s action, and background rates
remain live alternatives. A content match makes answerhood a candidate; it does not identify the
explanation.

2.3 Prospective identifiability

The criteria must be usable without knowing which result needs protection. A petitioner need not
assign an exact probability or deadline to every request. Still, the community should be able to state
in advance what would count as granting, what would count as a recognizable refusal or delay, and
what would remain non-granting or unknown. When standards appear only after disappointment, they
cannot discriminate interpretation from rescue.
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This is an epistemic condition, not a restriction on divine freedom. A deity could act for hidden

reasons that no observer can recover. The consequence would be humility about the token claim:

i

“perhaps this was an answer,” not “this outcome confirms that the petition was answered.” Hidden

action remains metaphysically possible while failing to become publicly identified.

The Every-Outcome Argument

P1. A classification rule can make an observed outcome evidence for a token-answer claim
only if it gives the outcome some prospective feature that discriminates that claim from
relevant non-answer alternatives.

P2. An every-outcome rule supplies no such feature: after observation, it classifies granting,
refusal, delay, silence, opposite results, inward consolation, and unknown benefit as
answers.

P3. A rule that supplies no discriminatory feature cannot make the observed outcome
evidence for the token-answer claim.

P4. Therefore an every-outcome rule cannot, by itself, make the observed result evidence
that the petition was answered.

The inference is deductively valid if the premises are granted. Its force is evidential rather than
metaphysical. It does not prove that the token was not answered, nor does it exclude an independently
specified model that predicts some outcomes rather than others. It shows why the occurrence plus an
every-outcome rule cannot be the public reason for believing that this petition was answered.

3 How Answer-Inflation Changes the Subject

Answer-inflation does not begin with one obviously absurd definition. It grows through individually
plausible expansions: yes, no, wait, a better gift, protection from an unseen danger, character formation,
hidden timing, an afterlife benefit, or a change in desire. A rich theology may contain all of these
possibilities. The semantic problem arises when the full menu is applied retrospectively to preserve a
single confident label.

The resulting language performs what might be called a strong-claim/weak-defense exchange. Before
the event, “the Christian deity answers prayer” evokes responsive efficacy. After non-granting, the
defended content may shrink to “the petition was known,” ¢
or “the petitioner found meaning.” The strong phrase remains in public use even though the defense no

some unknown response may have occurred,”

longer supplies its ordinary implication.

Table 1 keeps the categories separate. None of its middle-column descriptions prevents a religious
interpretation. The point is that interpretation should not erase the difference between what happened
and what is claimed about why it happened.

No-as-answer deserves special care. In ordinary conversation, an explicit “no” answers a request
because it communicates refusal. The answer is identifiable. But bare non-occurrence is not itself an
explicit refusal. A human friend who never arrives, never messages, and provides no convention does
not answer simply because we can imagine a reason for the silence. The same logical point applies to
prayer testimony. A divine refusal is possible; the event’s failure to occur does not by itself identify
that refusal.

Noam Oren independently reaches the semantic core of this distinction: treating a negative outcome
as an answered petition fundamentally changes what “answered prayer” means in an efficacy discussion
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Observed pattern

Disciplined description

Inflated label

What is still needed

Requested state occurs

Requested state fails; a
refusal is clearly
communicated

Requested state fails;
no communication is
identifiable

Opposite result later
yields a benefit

No result appears
within an open-ended
horizon

Candidate granting;
ordinary causes remain
relevant.

Recognizable response,
but not granting.

Non-granting or unknown.

Benefit, consolation, or
retrospective meaning.

Unresolved or non-granted
within the period.

“Yes.ﬂ

“An answered prayer.

“NO b2

“A better answer.”

“Wait.”

)

Evidence that the petition
figured in why it occurred.

A stated convention plus
evidence of the refusal.

Evidence that silence was
an intentional response.

A prior content-link or
independent reason to
attribute the substitute.
A bounded basis for
distinguishing delay from
indefinite non-response.

Table 1: Response categories and the extra evidence needed to move from sequence or meaning to a
warranted token-answer claim.

(Oren 2025). The important conclusion is not lexical legislation. Speakers may use answer broadly if
they announce the broad sense. The problem is moving between senses while allowing the broader label
to inherit the evidential force of granting.

4 Biblical Conditions: Qualification or Failsafe?

Christian scripture does not present one unqualified formula detached from every context. Matthew
7:7-11 uses expansive ask-and-receive language; Mark 11:24 and Matthew 21:22 connect prayer with
belief; John 14:13-14 and 15:7 situate requests within allegiance and abiding; James 4:3 identifies
disordered motives; and 1 John 5:14 invokes alignment with the divine will. A careful argument must
not quote the expansive lines while pretending the qualifications do not exist.

Conditions are not inherently ad hoc. “I will meet you if the road is open” differs honestly from an
unconditional promise. The relevant test is whether a condition constrains interpretation before the
outcome or merely relocates failure after it. A legitimate condition is sufficiently clear that observers
can ask whether it was satisfied independently of the desired result. A semantic failsafe is inferred from
the result itself: the request failed, therefore belief was insufficient; the motive was impure; the request
was misaligned; abiding was defective; the timing remains future.

That difference matters because common conditions concern inward states and broad theological
relations. Belief has degrees; motives are mixed; moral conformity is incomplete; will-alignment may be
unknown; and a delay may have no terminal point. These features do not make the conditions false.
They make post-outcome use especially vulnerable to circularity. If success shows that the conditions
were satisfied and failure shows that one was not, the conditions cannot independently test the promise.

The same issue applies to synthesis across passages. A tradition may legitimately read multiple
texts together. Yet a composite promise assembled from many expandable conditions can become less
accountable than any passage considered locally. For every disappointment, another hidden variable is
available. The result is not simply a nuanced conditional. It is a system in which no finite record can
lower confidence because the state of the conditions is inferred from the record it is meant to explain.

This paper therefore does not claim that biblical petitionary language guarantees every request. It
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asks a prior question of those who use answered-prayer testimony: which conditions governed this
petition, how were they assessed, and what result would have counted against the claim? If those
questions have no prospective answer, the testimony may express gratitude or commitment, but it does
not acquire public evidential force merely by using biblical vocabulary.

5 The Public-Evidence Consequence

The semantic argument precedes statistics. Before counting answers, one needs a rule that separates
answers from non-answers. If the rule changes after each result, a response rate cannot be interpreted.
This is why prospective specification matters even outside formal research. The general lesson of
preregistration is that predictions and outcomes chosen before observation carry different evidential
weight from stories fitted afterward; hindsight makes that distinction difficult to preserve without a
record (Nosek et al. 2018). Prayer is not a laboratory treatment, but the bias problem is structurally
similar.

Controlled intercession studies illustrate the limitation without deciding every theology. The STEP
trial found no beneficial effect of intercessory prayer in the two groups uncertain whether prayer was
offered; participants certain that prayer was offered experienced more complications, a result the
authors did not treat as a simple theological verdict (Benson et al. 2006). A meta-analysis of fourteen
distant-intercession studies found an overall effect estimate that did not differ from zero and concluded
that the evidence did not support demonstrable effects (Masters et al. 2006). These findings bear on
claims that predict a detectable average health advantage under the tested conditions. They do not
test every private petition, every possible good, or a deity who deliberately avoids the study’s contrast.

That limitation is often pressed as an objection. Randal Rauser argues that clinical prayer tests can
rest on flawed assumptions about how a free divine agent would act and therefore that null results
need not count against prayer’s value (Rauser 2019). The caution is fair. A responsive agent is not
a drug, and a theology need not predict uniform compliance. But the concession cuts both ways. If
hidden reasons make favorable and unfavorable aggregate results equally expected, favorable ordinary
outcomes cannot later be recruited as public confirmation of the same test-evading model. Insulation
from negative evidence also limits positive evidence.

Cross-tradition portability sharpens the point without requiring a census of miracle reports. Rival
traditions can all describe desired outcomes as granting and undesired outcomes as wisdom, timing,
purification, or mystery. A classification method that travels unchanged across incompatible God-
concepts does not by itself identify one of them. An insider may possess other reasons. The portable
outcome rule supplies little comparative work.

The rational position can therefore differ at three levels. A person may regard petitionary practice
as worthwhile; may have broader theological reasons to think some petitions are answered; and may
still lack adequate reason to identify one event as the answer to one petition. Confusing these levels
turns practical permission or general doctrine into token evidence.

6 Strong Replies and What They Preserve

6.1 Prayer is relational, not transactional

Petition can express dependence, vulnerability, hope, solidarity, and relationship. Eleonore Stump’s
influential defense connects petitionary prayer to goods available in a relationship where requested
help avoids unwanted intrusion (Stump 1979). Martin Pickup likewise develops a serious response to
the problem of why a perfectly good deity would make some goods depend on asking (Pickup 2018).
Nothing in the semantic argument denies these possibilities.

The reply instead separates relational value from token identification. A practice may help form



When Every Outcome Is an Answer Phil Stilwell

a relationship even when participants do not know which events resulted from requests. If a church
wishes to testify that prayer sustained a family, deepened solidarity, or made vulnerability speakable,
those are intelligible claims. The problem returns only when those goods are presented as evidence that
a requested external event was divinely brought about because of the petition.

6.2 Independent doctrine can support the general claim

Embry offers the strongest direct limitation on the skeptical argument. A believer might have independent
reason to think that some goods are made contingent on prayer even while lacking reason to identify which
particular petitions were answered (Embry 2018). The distinction is sound. Token-level uncertainty
does not, by logic alone, defeat every defense of petitionary practice or every general doctrine of divine
responsiveness.

This concession strengthens the paper’s exact conclusion. If confidence rests on revelation, a
broader theology, religious experience, or another argument, then those reasons should be named. The
subsequent outcome is not doing the evidential work. An every-outcome interpretation cannot convert
that background commitment into fresh confirmation of a particular token. At most, the event is
interpreted within an independently held framework.

6.3 Finite agents cannot know the best outcome

A petitioner may request something harmful, conflict with another person’s good, or misunderstand
the wider consequences. A perfectly informed deity could have decisive reason to refuse. This explains
why compliance should not be universal. It does not identify which non-occurrence is a refusal, which
is ordinary event-flow, or which later benefit was intended as a substitute. Unknown reasons justify
caution; they do not supply the missing relation.

6.4 Prospective criteria are presumptuous

The answer ledger proposed below does not tell a deity how to act. It tells human speakers how
to classify their own evidence. Nor must every devotional act be exposed to a decisive test. The
requirement is conditional: if a token outcome is offered as public evidence, the speaker should state
what connection supports that classification and what alternatives remain. Where no such distinction
is available, “I do not know” is the intellectually appropriate result.

6.5 Requests are often open-textured

Yes. A request for help, wisdom, safety, or healing may admit a range of appropriate realizations.
Prospective criteria can therefore specify a family rather than one exact event. Openness becomes
inflation only when the family is expanded to include the requested state, its negation, unrelated
outcomes, silence, and any later narrative that preserves the label. Flexibility is compatible with
boundaries; answer-inflation removes them.

7 A Prospective Answer Ledger

The constructive remedy is not to conduct a clinical trial for every petition. It is to keep event,
interpretation, and evidence from collapsing into one another. Table 2 supplies a small ledger that can
be used before testimony is offered.

The ledger also improves pastoral speech. A community can say, “We requested remission; treatment
was followed by remission; we are grateful and regard a responsive interpretation as possible, while
recognizing that the outcome does not isolate the petition’s causal role.” It can also say, “The request
was not granted, but the practice brought courage.” Both statements preserve what is known and what
is valued. Neither needs the inflationary claim that everything was an answer.
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Ledger item Question fixed before interpretation Why it matters
Petition content What state or family of states is requested? Prevents a later benefit from
silently replacing the object.

Time horizon When would granting, delay, or Stops “wait” from becoming
non-granting be assessed? indefinite immunity.

Recognizable response What would count as granting, refusal, or a  Separates response from bare
communicated delay? sequence or silence.

Background comparison How often or why would this outcome occur  Prevents expected events from
without the petition? receiving automatic causal credit.

Conditions Which belief, motive, practice, or Prevents failed outcomes from
will-alignment conditions apply, and how defining hidden defects.
are they assessed independently?

Revision rule What would lower confidence that this Makes the claim answerable to
token was answered? evidence rather than one-way.

Meaning statement What consolation, gratitude, or communal  Preserves devotional value without

value remains even if granting is unknown?  overclaiming intervention.

Table 2: A prospective answer ledger. It disciplines human testimony; it does not prescribe divine
action or require exact numerical thresholds.

Such restraint is not hostility to religious practice. It is a refusal to gain rhetorical certainty by
blurring categories. Communities that can acknowledge non-granting can lament honestly, compare
claims fairly, and avoid making disappointed petitioners search endlessly for hidden defects. They can
also make genuine answer claims more meaningful by reserving them for cases with an identifiable
relation rather than applying the label automatically.

8 Conclusion

When every outcome is an answer, no outcome identifies an answer. The public phrase retains the
sound of personal responsiveness, but its defended content may shrink to awareness, possible hidden
action, consolation, or later meaning. Those may be valuable claims. They are not interchangeable
with the claim that a requested good occurred because it was requested.

A warranted token-answer claim therefore needs three things: content-linkage, a contrast with
relevant non-response, and prospective identifiability. The requested event’s occurrence can make
answerhood a candidate, but timing alone does not establish the responsive relation. Non-occurrence
can be a refusal only when something identifies it as such. A later benefit can be spiritually significant
without becoming the granting of a different request.

The strongest defenses remain open. Prayer may have relational and formative value; a general
doctrine of divine responsiveness may rest on reasons independent of individual outcomes; hidden
answers are possible; and controlled studies address only models that predict a detectable contrast
under their conditions. The bounded conclusion is that these possibilities cannot turn an every-outcome
rule into token evidence.

The practical implication is simple. State what was requested, what would count as granting or
recognizable refusal, what alternatives remain, and what would lower confidence. Where the relation
cannot be identified, distinguish gratitude from causal credit and meaning from confirmation. “I do not
know whether this was an answer” preserves more intellectual and semantic integrity than a reassurance
that could have been attached to anything.
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A Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

P1. A classification rule can make a particular outcome evidence for the claim that a particular petition
was answered only if the rule supplies some prospective feature that links the outcome to the
petition and discriminates that explanation from relevant non-answer alternatives.

P2. An every-outcome interpretation supplies no such feature: without prospective criteria, it counts
granting, refusal, delay, silence, opposite outcomes, consolation, or unknown benefit as an answer
after observation.

P3. A rule that supplies no petition-linked, discriminatory feature cannot make the observed outcome
evidence for the token-answer claim.

P4. Conclusion. Therefore an every-outcome interpretation cannot, by itself, make the observed
result public evidence for a token answered-prayer claim, although prayer’s relational value, hidden
answers, independently supported general theology, and independently specified predictive models
remain open.

Validity. The conclusion follows deductively from P1-P3: P2 denies the evidential condition stated in
P1 for the rule under examination, and P3 states the consequence of that denial.

Premise support. P1 is an epistemic bridge supported by ordinary causal comparison and contrastive
accounts of answered prayer. It concerns evidence supplied by a classification rule, not every possible
source of warrant. P2 defines the inflationary rule targeted by the paper; it does not describe every
Christian account. P3 applies P1’s necessary condition to P2. The reconstruction is therefore valid but
conditional. It does not deductively disprove petitionary prayer, Christianity, or theism, and it does
not exclude evidence supplied by an independent model with genuine prospective constraints.
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