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The Power of Prayer

Luke 18:1-14

Key Verse: 18:1

“Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up.”

Jesus knew that he didn’t have much time left before all that was written about him would be fulfilled. He foresaw what it would be like for his disciples who would be waiting for him to return. They would suffer a lot and be rejected by everyone who suppressed the truth. What would they do? How could they survive spiritually? Prayer would be the key. Through prayer they could depend on God and overcome the world. To help them, Jesus teaches about prayer through two parables. May God help us to learn what Jesus wanted to teach them. 

Look at verse 1. “Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up.” As Jesus neared Jerusalem, he was becoming more and more concerned about his disciples. They had many weaknesses, but one of their biggest problems was their lack of prayer. In our world of sin and misery, the disciples would often be burdened by sin, temptation and persecutions. And while enduring many years of frustrations as they wait for Jesus to come again, there was the danger of becoming discouraged and tired. But God’s people are to hold on to hope in Jesus and pray. Up to this point, Jesus hadn’t really pushed his disciples to pray, he did however, lead them by his example. As we have studied the book of Luke, we’ve seen Jesus’ prayer life. We saw how Jesus prayed at his baptism and received the Holy Spirit. (Lk 3:21) And we’ve seen how he often withdrew to lonely places and prayed. (5:16) Prayer was Jesus’ power source and the way for him to discern and follow God’s will. Sometimes Jesus spent the whole night in prayer. (6:12) Jesus prayed as he helped his disciples accept his death and resurrection. (9:18,29) And after a while it began to have an effect upon his disciples and they wanted to learn how to pray for themselves. So Jesus taught them the Lord’s Prayer. (11:1) Even so, still we haven’t seen any record of his disciples actually praying yet. Once someone asked the theologian Paul Tillich, “Do you pray?” and he responded, “No, I meditate.” If someone asked Jesus’ disciples about prayer, they might have said, “Jesus prays. We eat.” Prayer is unnatural for sinful men. (Gal 5:17) But as the time grew nearer for Jesus to leave, it became more urgent for his disciples to pray. So Jesus taught them this point; they should always pray and not give up. 

Look at verses 2-3. “He said: ‘In a certain town there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared about men. And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, “Grant me justice against my adversary.” What a striking contrast between these two people. The judge was a symbol of power. Through one decree, a person could be set free or sent to prison. Judges were supposed to uphold the law and distribute justice. They were supposed to rule according to God’s law, the Ten Commandments, which can be summarized in two parts: love God, and love our neighbors. But this judge neither feared God nor cared about men. He was lawless and selfish. He was an unjust judge and yet he had the power to rule. It seems he could exercise his authority without restraint.

On the other hand, we find a widow. Back in those days, widows were a symbol of powerlessness. She didn’t have any influence in that male-dominant society. She may also have been physically weak. When moving something heavy, she had to ask help. When taking care of legal matters, she had to ask help. Not only that, she had to struggle with her sorrow and loneliness because the only person she could turn to for help was this heartless judge. She seems hopeless, but verse 3 says that she kept coming to the judge with the plea, “Grant me justice against my adversary.”

We don’t know what happened but it seems that she was treated unfairly. And she wanted justice. She kept coming to the judge pleading, “Grant me justice....” And the situation got so bad that she had to go to the judge again and again to plead for justice. Maybe first she stopped by his office. He told her he would be with her in a few minutes but let her sit there all day long and left without saying goodbye. He expected her to give up but the next morning, she was there waiting for him, saying, “Good morning your honor. Grant me justice!” For some time the judge refused. He tried to avoid her but somehow she always found a way to see him. It became so irritating that he began to feel as if she was following him wherever he went; even seeing her in his dreams, and all she ever said was, “Grant me justice,” over and over. Her relentless pleading bothered him until he finally decided to give her what she wanted, justice. “...he said to himself, ‘Even though I don’t fear God or care about men, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets justice, so that she won’t eventually wear me out with her coming!’” (4b,5)

Verse 6 says, “And the Lord said, ‘Listen to what the unjust judge says.’” Jesus’ focus in the parable is not really on the persistent widow. It’s on the judge, and through the judge Jesus wants to teach us about God. This judge was answerable to no one. He looked so powerful and unapproachable that he couldn’t be moved by anything. But there was a way. He was selfish and wanted to enjoy life. And when the widow hit upon this, the judge finally surrendered and granted her need. In the same way, we have to know the heart, and character of God in order to pray effectively. Being persistent isn’t the only thing we need, because we can be persistently annoying and wrong. Isaiah 1:11-13 give a good example of this. God tells his people to stop bringing meaningless sacrifices and he could not bear their evil assemblies. So we need to know God personally so that can we know what moves God’s heart and pray accordingly. 
So what moves God’s heart? We find two things. Take a look at verses 7-8a. “And will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell you, he will see that they get justice, and quickly.” God is so different than the unjust judge. First of all, God loves justice. Isaiah 61:8a says, “For I, the Lord, love justice; I hate robbery and iniquity.” Jeremiah 9:24 says, “...but let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, for in these I delight.” Our God is a God who loves justice. And he adheres to it no matter what because without justice – there is chaos and fear. That’s why God agonizes so much when people sin. God loves people, but he has to punish those who sin. If he doesn’t then he isn’t just, he’s like a corrupt judge who gives breaks to his friends. Therefore, in order to fulfill the law and be just, he came up with a solution where he could fulfill the law and yet not destroy people. His solution was to sacrifice one who did not sin to pay the price for all sin; this was Jesus on the cross. Romans 3:25-26 tells us, “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished–he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” Our God is a God who brings about justice, even if it cost the life of his one and only Son. 

Not only does God love justice, but he loves his people too. They are called his chosen ones. They have accepted the blood of Jesus and confessed Jesus as their Lord and Savior. When they cry out to God, God hears them. God is like a Father who hears his children’s cry. They cry in the middle of the night, in the morning, in the afternoon. Each time they cry, he hears them. An example of this is when the Israelites were in Egypt as slaves, they suffered being beaten and abused ruthlessly. So they cried out to God and he heard them. Exodus 2:23-25 says, “The Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out, and their cry for help because of their slavery went up to God. God heard their groaning and he remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob. So God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them.”

Since God loves justice and he loves his chosen people, he is not reluctant to bring about justice for them. It is what God wants to do; it is what pleases God. God works to bring about justice in our fallen world. God will bring about perfect and eternal justice at the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. Those who know God’s character should be more earnest in prayer than the persistent widow. The question is not whether God will answer prayer, but whether we have the faith to pray. Look at verse 8b. “However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?” Prayer and faith are closely related. Prayer is not a mere exercise of willpower, like that of a widow pleading for justice. Prayer is the extension of our faith in God. When we believe in God we pray. We must believe in God Almighty who created the heavens and the earth with the word of his mouth. We must believe in God Almighty who rules the world he has made with justice and righteousness. We must believe in God Almighty who works for the good of his children in all things. We must believe in Jesus Christ who died and rose again to forgive our sins and give us eternal life in the kingdom of God. Do YOU believe that Jesus Christ came to die for your sins and set you apart for God? With this faith, we can overcome injustice in the world and pray to God. With faith like this, we can pray continually and never give up. In 1853, a baby boy was born to a Lutheran pastor in Holland. At the age of 16 the boy went to work for a firm of art dealers in The Hague. A few years later he took the opportunity to travel to England. There he fell in love with his landlady’s daughter, but she rejected him. In his grief he turned to Christ. He began helping a Methodist minister in small towns. The conviction grew that he should become a full-time evangelist, and in his mid-twenties he returned to Holland. He soon found great success in preaching to the poor, dressing like a peasant and living in their company. He washed their clothes, cared for their sick, consoled their dying and he led them to Christ. However, the church leaders of the day would have nothing to do with him and forced him to give up his ministry. He was so discouraged and disappointed that he eventually gave up even following Christ. He went back to the world of art and tried his hand at painting. His name was Vincent van Gogh. Imagine if he had overcome discouragement, van Gogh might have been able to express his commitment to Christ through his art and even beyond. Think about all of us here, what if those who were praying for us had given up, where would we be?  

After Jesus’ ascension the early Christians looked so weak and helpless compared to the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman Empire. It was not easy for them to stay in Jerusalem as Jesus had told them to do. They stayed in the upper room with the doors locked for fear of the Jews (Jn 20:19). Moment by moment they had to overcome the desire to give up and go back to their ordinary lives. What could they do? Acts 1:14 says, “They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.” Through prayer they received the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit gave them the power and wisdom to proclaim the gospel to all kinds of people in Jerusalem. They were threatened by the unjust religious leaders. But God enabled them to live before God, not men. The believers prayed together again. They did not pray for their safety and security. They prayed for God’s power to preach the gospel boldly and to reveal Jesus’ grace and love. After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly. Then the gospel spread throughout Jerusalem. The gospel spread to Judea and Samaria. The gospel spread throughout the Roman Empire and came to the whole world. Jesus’ people may look small, but when they pray, God works mightily through them. We must always pray and not give up.

When we pray persistently for God’s justice to come on earth, there is a danger for us to be self-righteous. So Jesus gave us a second parable to teach the right attitude of prayer. Look at verse 9. “To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable.” These were people who thought they were already experts in prayer and faith and just about everything. But their confidence was in their own righteousness, not in God. It is not easy to bear with arrogant people. But Jesus really wanted to help them. Look at verses 10-12. “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men–robbers, evildoers, adulterers–or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’” This man does not seem to be praying, but having a moment of self-appreciation. The problem with the Pharisee is that he had faith in himself. He wasn’t trusting in God, but trusting in himself. So he didn’t have to pray. This mindset still exists to this day. Here are some examples of quotes. "Read a work on the literary characterization of genius today, and this awoke in me the conviction that I am a remarkable man both as regards capacity and eagerness to work. I have not yet met a single man who was morally as good as I. I do not remember an instance in my life when I was not attracted to what is good and was not ready

to sacrifice anything to it."  - Leo Tolstoy (literary genius) "I believe in me. I’m God. God is your need to believe in some super being. I am the super being. I am your God, admit it." - Al Goldstein (magazine editor – a reprobate)  "I believe in me more than anything in this world." - Wilma Rudolph ( 1st American woman to win 3 gold medals at a single Olympics) “Christianity will go. It will vanish and shrink. I needn't argue with that; I'm right and I will be proved right. We're more popular than Jesus now; I don't know which will go first - rock 'n' roll or Christianity.” - John Lennon (The Beatles) This is the mindset of those who have faith in themselves rather than God and thus they become self-righteous. And what makes him self-righteous? He compares himself to others. When he sees that he is better than others he puts his faith in himself. He fasted twice a week and gave a tenth of all he had; spices, everything. And I believe that he went to great lengths to do it. Do you know why? Because they were only required to fast once a year, on the Day of Atonement, but he went above and beyond the law’s requirement by doing it weekly – two times! And his display of righteousness was the envy of all. This Pharisee is truly religious, but he’s not righteous. 

How about the other guy? Take a look at verse 13. “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’” This man was a sinner, and he knew it. He is unworthy to approach God; he reveals his knowledge of his unworthiness in his very position, posture and stance. He stands at a distance, won’t look up at God and beat himself. This man does not claim to judge other men based on merely keeping the external law; this man claims nothing for himself- -and seeks the mercy of God as his only hope. He knew that he had nothing to offer to God and could only ask for God’s mercy. Just as the judge contrasted the widow, so the Pharisee contrasted the tax collector. Look at verse 14. “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” Both men went up to the temple to “seek God”, but only one of them really finds God. One seeks God’s righteousness and the other depends upon their own righteousness. God hears the prayer of the humble and repentant sinner. The tax collector was forgiven and recognized as a child of God. The Pharisee was not. The point: everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.

So what does this all mean to us? God requires perfect righteousness in order to enter heaven (Mt. 5:48). That perfect righteousness is not found in us or even in the best works that we do, even if they are for God. The perfect righteousness that God requires of all mankind, he provides and gives to all who believe in Christ Jesus. In Christ Jesus, his perfect righteousness is given to us by faith. Paul teaches in Romans 1:17, “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith.” And our faith is demonstrated by our prayer, but not just any prayer. Humble persistent prayer for what God desires. Now that’s a powerful prayer. That kind of prayer can move a mountain!  Because God will move it for us. How active is your prayer life? Do you bring everything to God? In this world we will have trouble do you want to face it alone? Do you depend upon your own righteousness or God’s? May God grant us real faith through the power of prayer. 

