The Parable of the Persistent Widow

Luke 18 v. 1-8

Why does Jesus tell this particular parable? (v.1)  To show his disciples that they “should always pray and not give up.”
So, we know that Jesus is teaching His disciples about prayer, and prayer is what we are going to be thinking about tonight in our session together. 

So, if prayer is what we are going to be thinking about tonight it would be good to sort out what we mean by prayer:

Q - What is prayer? 
Q - Do you find praying easy?  Why do you find praying hard? 
So, let’s look at this parable.  There are 3 points I want us to take from the parable:

1)
Praying is hard


Jesus, we know, tells this parable to show His disciples that they should always pray and not give up.  Now, it’s funny that we never see any record in the Bible of Jesus telling His disciples that they should always eat 3 meals a day and not give up, or they should always have a good time with their friends and not give up.  Of course, the disciples, and we, don’t need to be encouraged to eat, or to go out with our friends, because it’s dead easy and we all enjoy those kind of things.  


But we do need to be encouraged to persist - to carry on - at the hard things in life, like doing the cross country at school, or revising for exams.  It’s hard work.  And Jesus knows that praying is hard work for the disciples - that’s why He has to tell them this story; to encourage them and show them that they should always pray and not give up.


So,  when you think about praying, don’t worry if you find it a real struggle to get praying and to persist in praying day after day for the same thing.  It doesn’t mean that you have failed as a Christian if you find praying hard.  We all do.  So, what does Jesus teach His disciples to try and encourage them in their praying?  Does He give them a routine that they should stick to, does He give them a particular set of religious words to use, does He tell them to get in to a certain position when they pray, or to wear particular clothes?  What does He teach them about?  He teaches them about the character of God.

2)
God is Good

When I was working as a solicitor I did some work on divorce cases and I heard of one case where the couple were divorcing and they had agreed which of them was going to have all of the items of property they had shared when they were married, except for one thing which they just could not agree about.  When the case came to court the barristers for each side said to the Judge, “Sir, the parties have agreed on all items of property except for one thing and that is what we seek your guidance on”.  When the Judge found out what the item was, he ordered that the parties had to decide between themselves which one of them kept the item, or the item would be split in half and he ordered the parties to return to the court in two weeks’ time and tell him what they had decided. Sure enough, in two weeks’ time, the couple returned to court and the barrister for the wife informed the judge that the parties had agreed that the wife should keep the item.  Now, this judge was particularly wise, and had dealt with the case fairly and compassionately.  The item he had been asked to decide about was the couple’s dog.  He knew that when they were faced with the possibility of the dog being split in half - i.e. put down - that would make them see sense and they would finally come to an agreement about which one of them should have the dog and justice would be done.  


The judge in the story that Jesus tells was, by contrast, a rubbish judge.  How is he described in the parable?  He neither fears God nor cares about men (v. 2 & 4) and he was unjust (v.6).  We get this poor widow who wants justice in a particular situation.  Widows in Jesus’ day had a pretty hard life.  There weren’t pensions in Jesus’ time, and the husband would have been the one who went out to work, so this lady, after her husband died, would have been left with no regular income and would have been very vulnerable and looked down on in society. She knows that she has no money, or position in society to get the situation sorted herself, and this dodgy judge is her only hope, so she comes to him….and she keeps coming and she keeps coming, until finally the judge grants her her request - not because he cares about justice, or about her, but because she is making his life a misery and he wants to get rid of her (v.5)!!!!


Jesus then contrasts the unjust judge with God - that is what he means in v. 7.  Jesus is saying, if an unjust judge grants a woman as poor and vulnerable as a widow justice, then will not God do so much more for those of us who are His chosen people?


The fact that Jesus encourages His disciples and us to “always pray” and not give up can seem to us a bit of a burden.  But, actually, it is the most amazing privilege.  In our society Muslims have 5 times of prayer a day. In Jesus’ day the Jews had a certain number of times a day that they prayed - 3 times a day.  But the fact that Jesus tells us to always pray, means that our prayers needn’t be restricted to a certain time of day, or a certain number of times a day. We can always talk to God v. 7 - day and night.  God is good - He is always there for us, dealing with our requests justly.  


To get an appointment with the Prime Minister probably takes years.  Say Justin wants to have a chat to Tony Blair about how the government is not putting enough funding into training up teenage DJs, or Rachel wants to talk to him about the poor standards of training in nursery care. They would probably get put off loads of times before they got an appointment. Then they’d have to go through a certain set of arrangements to get to Downing Street, they’d have to know what to wear and when to arrive (Justin might put on his fantastic red American outfit), they’d get placed in a certain room and have to wait to see Tony Blair and even then, when he finally arrived, they’d have a limited amount of time with him.  But if you are Leo Blair, the Prime Minister’s youngest son, all you have to do is run from your bedroom down the corridor and straight into your Dad’s study and you get to see him anytime you like. 


We are more privileged even than Leo Blair and his special access to the Prime Minister- we can have a chat with the Ruler of the Universe any time we like, and He won’t keep putting us off (v.7), He will listen to us and we can talk for as long as we like - we must not give up. 


God is not like the unjust Judge - distant and uncaring about our lives.  No, we know that if we trust in Him, He has chosen us (v.7).  It doesn’t get much more special than being chosen does it?  We all know that, from experiences at school when we are waiting for the team captains to choose who’s going to be on their teams.  And it doesn’t get more special than being chosen by God.  So, God, unlike the unjust judge, is good. But, how does He deal with our prayers?

3)
Prayer is answered
Jesus promises us that God will see that we get justice, and quickly (v.8).  Now this is a hard verse for us, isn’t it, because nearly all of us will have prayers which we feel have not been answered, let alone answered quickly!!!  But that is probably because they haven’t been answered in the way, or the time, that we want them to be.  2 Peter 3 v. 8 -9 teaches us about God’s timing - we can see from these verses that God’s sense of timing is very different to ours and God is not slow in keeping His promises and responding to us, as we often think He is, but He is patient with us. Praying is not about trying to change God and manipulate Him, it is actually all about changing us and teaching us to say that God’s will and timing is better.  

In the film Bruce Almighty, Bruce ignores the prayers of the world for a while, then to deal with them all he presses “YES” to all, and we know that the rest of the film is about sorting out the complete chaos that breaks loose in the world as a result!!   What is the 4th line of the Lord’s prayer? “Your will be done”.  God’s justice, God’s will, is perfect, whereas our idea of justice and what is right is often wrong. That’s why we ask for God’s will to be done in our lives, not our own will - God knows what’s best for us, we don’t!


If  a little child asks their Mum for 7 Mars bars, the Mum is bound to say “No”.  Why?  Because she cares for the child and knows that that child will be puking everywhere if she eats 7 Mars bars!!  But the child will think that the Mum doesn’t care for her, because she won’t give her 7 Mars bars.  

When our prayers seem to be unanswered, those are the times when we need to persist, and we need to trust that God’s timing is perfect and we can still rely on Him even when it seems, like the Mum who won’t give 7 Mars bars to her kid, that He doesn’t care and isn’t listening.  Jesus is telling us that God is far more reliable and faithful than our feelings, and although we may feel that prayers are not being answered, God will always be working to bring justice for Christians, to do what is right and to respond to His people’s prayers (v.7) in His perfect way. 


That is why Jesus ends with that amazing question to His disciples in v. 8.  “When the Son of Man comes, will He find faith on earth?”  That comes a bit out of the blue, you might think!! But, faith and prayer go together, and so it’s completely appropriate for Jesus to finish His teaching on prayer by talking about faith.  When we give up praying for something, it’s doesn’t say that we think prayer is rubbish, it says that we think God is rubbish.  Jesus is showing His disciples that their faith in God is shown in their prayer lives.  


The widow in the story knew that her only hope was that unjust judge and so she went to him constantly and did not give up.  Do we believe that our only hope is God and do we go to Him constantly in prayer and not give up?  When Jesus returns He wants to find Christians who are praying to Him all the time and trusting Him with everything - that is how He will see their faith.  


A Christian couple I know really longed for a child.  They tried for years to have a baby and no baby came.  They couldn’t understand why God didn’t want them to have a child, but they trusted His timing and His will and they kept putting their faith in Him and praying.  After 7 years the wife became pregnant and that baby is now about 1 year old.  Even though those 7 years were the hardest of their lives, that couple now say that they wouldn’t have had it any other way - they know that their relationship with God has been strengthened and deepened in the most amazing way & that God’s timing and His will are perfect- they kept putting their faith in Him showing that faith through praying to Him when their feelings and the medical people around them and their non-Christian friends told them to stop trusting & stop praying.  

So, the key to having a transformed prayer life is not actually making our prayer-lives bigger, but making our picture of God bigger.

When we realise that God is a God who we can have complete faith in, who will NEVER:

·
let us down

·
or put us off 

·
or act unjustly 

·
or respond slowly to our prayers

But who will ALWAYS: 

·
be there for us

·
listen to us 

·
bring justice

·
answer us in His perfect time 

then we will not trust in our feelings and stop praying, but we will trust in our God and keep praying.
I want to finish with a true story.

Roger Simms, hitchhiking his way home, would never forget the date--May 7. His heavy suitcase made Roger tired. He was anxious to take off his army uniform once and for all. Flashing the hitchhiking sign to the oncoming car, he lost hope when he saw it was a black, sleek, new Cadillac. To his surprise the car stopped. The passenger door opened. He ran toward the car, tossed his suitcase in the back, and thanked the handsome, well-dressed man as he slid into the front seat. "Going home for good?" "Sure am," Roger responded. "Well, you’re in luck if you’re going to Chicago." "Not quite that far. Do you live in Chicago?" "I have a business there. My name is Hanover." After talking about many things, Roger, a Christian, felt a compulsion to witness to this fifty-ish, apparently successful businessman about Christ. But he kept putting it off, till he realized he was just thirty minutes from his home. It was now or never. So, Roger cleared his throat, "Mr. Hanover, I would like to talk to you about something very important." He then proceeded to explain the way of salvation, ultimately asking Mr. Hanover if he would like to receive Christ as his Saviour. To Roger’s astonishment the Cadillac pulled over to the side of the road. Roger thought he was going to be ejected from the car. But the businessman bowed his head and received Christ, then thanked Roger. "This is the greatest thing that has ever happened to me."

Five years went by, Roger married, had a two-year-old boy, and a business of his own. Packing his suitcase for a business trip to Chicago, he found the small, white business card Hanover had given him five years before. In Chicago he looked up Hanover Enterprises. A receptionist told him it was impossible to see Mr. Hanover, but he could see Mrs. Hanover. A little confused as to what was going on, he was ushered into a lovely office and found himself facing a woman in her fifties. 

She extended her hand. "You knew my husband?" Roger told how her husband had given him a ride when hitchhiking home after the war. "Can you tell me when that was?" "It was May 7, five years ago, the day I was discharged from the army." "Anything special about that day?" Roger hesitated. Should he mention giving his witness? Since he had come so far, he might as well take the plunge. "Mrs. Hanover, I explained the gospel. He pulled over to the side of the road and wept against the steering wheel. He gave his life to Christ that day." Explosive sobs shook her body. Getting a grip on herself, she sobbed, "I had prayed for my husband’s salvation for years. I believed God would save him." "And," said Roger, "Where is your husband, Mrs. Hanover?" "He’s dead," she wept, struggling with words. "He was in a car crash after he let you out of the car. He never got home. You see--I thought God had not kept His promise." Sobbing uncontrollably, she added, "I stopped living for God five years ago because I thought He had not kept His word!" [J. Kirk Johnston, Why Christians Sin, Discovery House, 1992, pp. 39-41. www.christianglobe.com/illustrations/prayer])

