
Luke 18:1-8 Sermon for 11am

When times are tough, it can be really hard to pray.  When we feel like the world isn’t as it should 
be, it can be hard not to lose heart in a God who has the power to fix it but doesn’t seem to.  When 
we struggle as Christians, it can be hard to pray to the God who is supposed to love us.

The story in our gospel reading this morning is about prayer in light of difficulties facing followers of 
Jesus.  It is not simply a story about God requiring a secret and arbitrary number of requests until he 
finally, like a worn-down parent, gives in and gets me that Ferrari I’ve always wanted after all.  It’s 
not a story demonstrating how God can ignore us unless we’ve gone through due process and 
shown how much we really want it or are willing to work for it.  It’s not even a story which is just 
telling us about being persistent in prayer, though that is indeed part of it.  It is a difficult story and 
one we should look at carefully.

This story comes just after Jesus has been teaching about the coming of God’s Kingdom.  It’s a hard 
moment in his life where he and his followers face plenty of opposition and Jesus is even predicting 
his own end, leaving his friends to face hardships without him.  For them, it is essential that Jesus 
teach them something about praying and not losing heart even when it feels like Jesus has failed 
them, and when it feels like all hope is fading.  Jesus knows that his friends will be looking for the 
day when God will make all things right, just as we are; but Jesus wants them to be able to live 
without fear and despair through all their persecution, in the light of God’s kingdom, anticipating the 
day when it will all be made good.

In this context, Jesus tells the story of the unjust judge and the widow.  The whole story has the 
theme of justice running through it.  The Jews, of which Jesus was one, were used to crying out to 
God for justice.  The Psalms are full of prayers for God to vindicate his people.  Many of the 
prophets, like Obadiah for example, are full of God’s justice being proclaimed on various nations.  It 
is right, in their eyes, as well as in ours, that the widow longs for justice and begs for justice.  She is 
an image of helplessness in this story, and therefore she is the one who the followers of Jesus would 
identify with.  A widow had no source of support and no voice.  Her existence was precarious and so, 
traditionally, the Jews made special allowance for the widows among them.  They were told in 
Exodus to take care of widows, and in the Psalms, God himself is the defender of widows.

There are other Jewish writings that also link widows and God together, and in particular there is 
one which links God, as a good impartial judge, defending the widow and giving her justice.  In this 
passage in Ben Sirach, ‘the prayer of the humble pierces the clouds… it will not desist until the Most 
High responds and does justice for the righteous.” Whereas, for the unmerciful, there’s lots of nasty 
punishments in store that I won’t go into.  Jesus deliberately takes this image of God as an impartial 
judge looking out for the helpless and fighting their cause and deliberately twists it for effect in the 
telling of this parable to create the contrasting story – a judge who cares nothing for God or people, 
proud of his reputation as hard and unbending.  

This judge is nothing like the Jewish version of God.  For the Jews, God looked out for the helpless.  
He was the one who the Israelites called El Shaddai - God Almighty – the God who can do anything - 
especially at times when they were most threatened.  When they were most helpless, they cried to 
God to save them, and God would never overlook them in their dire straits.  The judge in our story is 
certainly not to be equated with God!  Instead it is the contrast that means that the message of the 
story is what’s known as an argument from lesser to greater.  If even a helpless widow can wear 
down and eventually extract a result from an ungodly and uncaring official, the how much more can 



the followers of Jesus be confident in God’s granting justice to his chosen ones who cry out to him 
day and night!

So rather than having a lesson in how we should pray more, this is a lesson in not losing heart in our 
prayer.  God is sure to hear.  Our prayers do “pierce the clouds” even if it feels like they don’t.  Like 
the Israelites, we pray to God Almighty in our distress as followers of Jesus.  God promises justice, 
and he promises it quickly.  

And yet, it feels like, even if we take this on board, there’s an issue of the delay.  Verse 8 says that 
God will grant justice quickly.  Verse 7 even asks rhetorically if God will delay long in helping.  And 
yet so often we feel like God’s justice never comes. 

There’s a couple of things to say on this.  One is that delay is the heart of the issue here.  The 
disciples were going to experience hardship and delay whilst waiting for God’s Kingdom.  Even at the 
end of the Bible, in Revelation, there is a picture of martyrs crying out to God, asking how long it will 
be until he judges and avenges their innocent blood.  The answer isn’t given, but instead the martyrs 
are told to rest and given white robes until the set time for judgment has come.  

We, like these others, want justice now, for those times when our faith has seen us looked over for 
promotion, slandered, or ridiculed in a pub.  For those times when we’ve lost out because we didn’t 
go somewhere else because we felt we should come to church on a Sunday morning.  For those 
times when we feel like our kids lose out on friendships because of our determination to bring them 
up in a church family.  We want to see that any sacrifice we make for God is repaid in full, and yet we 
often find ourselves doubting our prayers and losing heart in the face of life’s difficulties.

For the martyrs in revelation, the ones who could have a real beef with God over justice, there is a 
delay.  It isn’t justified or explained, but they are told to rest in God until justice comes.  Back in our 
story, God will not delay long, in verse 7, unlike the nasty judge who kept refusing until he was so 
sick of the hassle that he gave in.  God’s delay isn’t bureaucratic red tape, or laziness on God’s part, 
or even a test of our prayerfulness.  God’s delay isn’t trying to put us off just for the sake of it like the 
bad judge.  But God’s quickly granting justice from verse 8 is better seen as - there will be no delay in 
justice coming, even if it takes time and faith to wait for it.  God will bring justice and when he does 
it will be direct and decisive.  There will be no legal quibbling or appeal or paperwork loss.

But like the martyrs, this delay leads Jesus to wonder aloud, whether at the day when God’s 
Kingdom comes in glory, “will he find faith on the earth?”  Will we, as followers of Jesus, have 
continued praying to God and not lost hope, just as the Jews did in the Psalms when they prayed to 
God Almighty?

The second thing about the delay is that Jesus himself understood and experienced this.  Earlier in 
Luke Jesus prays all night.  Do you think he’d have done that if he’d have just been able to reel off a 
shopping list of requests and know that was all sorted?  There’s obviously something else going on 
with prayer, about relationship, about the importance of spending time with God and of asking that 
we cannot do without.  We haven’t got time to delve into that today though.  But for Jesus, prayer 
was a key aspect of what he did, even if God’s Kingdom did not break out in all its final fullness in his 
lifetime.  And then there’s Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, praying that he wouldn’t have to 
bear the suffering that he was facing.  Importantly, he prayed, “Yet not my will but yours be done.”  

Jesus prayed and experienced the same delay as we do.  But he prayed to his Father, God, as one 
who expected an answer rather than as one who had to wear God down to gain a hearing.  When 
Jesus taught his disciples to pray, they were to say “Your will be done” – asking for whatever they 



needed but affirming that God’s will was their ultimate aim, even if that was different.  Again, a huge 
topic, but one to think through on our own perhaps.

So, in this parable, we have Jesus’s followers, including us, as the helpless widows crying out for 
justice, and then a contrast between the unjust judge, who could be worn out by nagging, and God 
who does not require nagging but instead promises justice for his people.  This story assures us that 
we can keep praying and never lose heart because God does hear, our prayers do pierce the skies.  
And it fuels us so that on the day when God’s Kingdom comes decisively, and justice is done for the 
martyrs and for us, Jesus will find us waiting in faith and expectation.

This has huge implications for how we live, how we pray, and for the narrative of our sense of justice 
and trust in God.  I hope that as you go home and re-read this story, you might be able to reaffirm 
your sense of trust where perhaps you have been struggling, and that you might, like Jesus 
followers, be able to face whatever comes in the knowledge that God is with you, listening to his 
children as they cry out to him.  Amen.


