
Eastwood Baptist (1/10/’17) WHY KEEP PRAYING? (Luke 18:1-8)

Introduction This morning I want to speak to you about prayer. But 
first a couple of questions. Who thinks prayer is important? Who thinks 
they pray as regularly as they should? Most of us think we don’t.

 Jesus Knows about Our Problem (Luke 18:1) Luke’s introductory 
comment tells us that Jesus definitely wanted his disciples to keep on 
praying. And Jesus’ emphatic words suggest a need for emphasis. Luke is 
telling us that Jesus knew that his disciples would sometimes find it 
difficult to keep on praying without giving up. Why might they have found 
it difficult? And why do we find it difficult? I think that an important part of 
the answer is to be found in Luke’s placement of this passage – it comes 
immediately after a passage about waiting for “the day the Son of Man is 
revealed” (17:30), that is, the Second Coming of Jesus. In that earlier 
passage Jesus tells his audience that the Kingdom of God is already 
among them (17:21), because he is among them. God is powerfully 
present and powerfully at work through the person of Jesus. But God’s 
work won’t be complete until Jesus returns in glory as King, and his 
disciples might find it difficult to wait for this. And difficult to be ready for 
Jesus’ return. This is still true for us as Jesus’ disciples. We can rejoice 
in what God has already done through his Son. We can rejoice in our 
salvation. We can rejoice in Christian fellowship. We can rejoice in the 
work of the Holy Spirit both in our individual lives and in the life of our 
church. But God’s work is not finished yet, so we live in an imperfect 
world, which often makes it hard to rejoice. However much we pray, we 
can see things all around us which are opposed to God’s kingly rule. 
Worse still, we continue to discover resistance to God’s rule in our own 
hearts. So what is Jesus’ answer to this? As is often the case, his answer 
comes in the form of a story.

Jesus’ Story (Luke 18:2-5) Here are two contrasting figures. On the one 
hand there is a powerful man, a judge, who is exactly what he shouldn’t 
be. A good person, and especially a good judge, was expected to fear God
and to care about people. But this judge does neither. On the other hand 
there is a woman who has very little power, a widow. She is exactly the 
sort of person whom a judge was supposed to protect. And she 
persistently asks the judge for exactly what he was meant to provide – she
asks for justice. What would you say to such a woman? I think that we 
might well tell her that she is wasting her time, that it is no use appealing 
to a judge who neither fears God nor cares about other people. And I 
imagine that this is probably what Jesus’ disciples were thinking at this 
point in his story. But Jesus has a surprise for them! Jesus again says that 
this judge was a bad man, someone who neither feared God nor cared 
about people. Indeed, the judge even admits this to himself. But he does 
grant this woman justice, because of her persistence. The word translated 
“wear out” means literally to punch under the eye, so that we get the 



unexpected picture of the widow battering the judge around the head. The
NIV translators may well be right in interpreting this to mean wearing the 
judge down by sheer persistence, by continually bothering him. She can 
be seen as like a boxer who can’t punch hard but who beats more 
powerful opponents by his consistent, remorseless punching. But I am 
attracted to the alternative interpretation, that it is the bruising of the face
which is in mind, and hence the blackening of the judge’s reputation. 
Whichever interpretation is correct, certainly it is this woman’s 
persistence which wins the day. The judge has no desire to grant her 
justice, but she persuades him by her stubborn refusal to give up. And 
now Jesus has a second surprise for his hearers. A surprising comparison. 
Indeed, you might well say, a shocking comparison.

Jesus’ Comparison (Luke 18:6-8a) The transition from the unjust judge 
to God in v.7 is abrupt and unexplained. This increases the impact of 
Jesus’ words – I can imagine the shocked looks on the faces of the people 
who are listening to his story. But it also leaves us with some unanswered 
questions, and I’ll come back to this. However, the main idea is clear. If 
even the unjust judge eventually responded positively to a persistent 
widow who meant nothing to him, surely we cannot doubt that God, who 
is just and faithful, will respond to the prayers of his people, people who 
bear the name of his beloved Son, and are themselves loved by God. But 
the NIV translation in v.8 – “he will see that they get justice, and quickly” –
is only one possible understanding of a statement which is ambiguous 
even in the original Greek. It could also say that God might delay, but will 
not ultimately withhold justice from his people. This would make good 
sense in relation to the Second Coming. Or it could say that God will 
patiently hear those who cry out continually to him. This understanding 
fits well with the experience of many Christians. Whatever we decide 
about this tricky issue of interpretation, we are certainly meant to see that
God is not like the judge in Jesus’ story. God does not need to be beaten 
about the head, to be worn out or embarrassed, before he will hear our 
prayers. Rather, God delights to hear our prayers, and will surely respond 
positively when we cry out for justice. But Jesus had one more surprise for 
his hearers. Just when their thoughts were focused on God, and probably 
on the difficulty of accepting Jesus’ words of assurance at face value, 
Jesus demanded a change of focus.

Jesus’ Challenge (Luke 18:8b) This is the final twist in the passage – 
Jesus turns his attention onto us. The question, Jesus says, is not whether 
God will prove faithful, but whether we will prove faithful.

Conclusion But where does this leave us? Certainly Jesus exhorts us to 
keep praying. Certainly he encourages us to keep crying out to God for 
justice. And I am sure that Jesus intends us to keep crying out to God for 
other things as well, to keep crying out to God as our Father in heaven.

But why do we need to keep crying out to God? God is not like the 



unjust judge. God is not reluctant to grant justice, or reluctant to answer 
any of our prayers. I don’t want to claim too much for my attempt to 
answer this question. We need to note that neither Jesus nor Luke answers
it directly. But I do think that this passage does suggest an answer to the 
question of why we need to keep on praying. I think that the beginning 
and the end of the passage, Luke’s introductory comment and Jesus’ final 
challenge, are suggestive. They suggest to me that Jesus’ story is more 
about the widow than the judge, more about us than about God.

God does not need us to keep praying. We are the ones who need to
keep praying, rather than to have an immediate answer to every request. 
To keep on praying actually helps us to continue faithful to the end, 
whether this end is the end of our individual lives or Christ’s return at the 
end of human history. And such persistent praying strengthens our 
relationship with the God to whom we pray. So let us keep on praying!


