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“The Obstinate Widow” 
16 October 2022: 19th Sunday after Pentecost  

Salado UMC—Salado, Texas 76571 
Preaching Text: Luke 18:1-8 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
“Prayer has saved my life. Without it I should have been a lunatic long ago.  

I had my share of the bitterest public and private experiences.  
They threw me in temporary despair.  

If I was able to get rid of that despair, it was because of prayer”—M. Gandhi 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

 
The parable of the Unjust Judge is unique to Luke’s Gospel. As in most parables, the 

language is highly condensed and the meaning open. The two characters in this parable are a 

widow and a judge. About the widow we learn only that she sought “justice against [her] 

opponent” (v. 3) and was persistent in seeking it. Yet, Luke describes the judge as “unjust” [or 

unfair] (v. 6). This characterization is due either to his delay in responding to the widow’s appeal 

(v. 4a) or the charge that he “neither feared God nor had respect for people” (vv. 2 and 4b). 

Concern for widows (and orphans) is common in Jewish and Christian Scriptures. This is because 

they needed protection in an economic system that did not provide support outside extended 

family structures. The widow’s persistence seems more to the point here, however, since the 

parable emphasizes it three times in verses 3 and 5. Indeed, the NRSV’s alternate translation of 

verse 5b (‘so that she may not finally come and slap me in the face,” which is quite literal) shows 

that this widow could stand her own ground. Jesus tells the parable of “The Persistent Widow,” 

which concerns prayer in the context of “the end times.” We see this clearly from Luke 17:22 as 

Jesus speaks: 

The days are coming when you will long to see one of the days of the Son of Man, and you 
will not see it. They will say to you, “Look there!” or “Look here!” Do not go; do not set off in 
pursuit. For as the lightning flashes and lights up the sky from one side to the other, so will 
the Son of Man be in his day (Luke 17:22-24). 

 
 Of course, some people interpret Jesus’ words in “the parable of the Widow and the Unjust 

Judge” as an allegory. In my judgment, this is an error. An allegory suggests that each part of a 

story/parable has a corresponding detail in reality. Thus, in an allegorical interpretation, the 

widow represents disciples who pester the judge, while the unjust judge represents God. But in 

this allegorical interpretation, God becomes unjust and theologically the interpretation promptly 



2 
 

breaks down. In fact, the widow does not stand for anyone and neither does the judge. Rather 

Jesus’ parable is about the necessity of faithful, persistent prayer. Now hear the day’s lesson: 

Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart. 2 He 
said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor had respect for people. 
3 In that city there was a widow who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Grant me justice 
against my opponent.’ 4 For a while he refused; but later he said to himself, ‘Though I have 
no fear of God and no respect for anyone, 5 yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I 
will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually coming.’”  
 
6 And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says. 7 And will not God grant justice to 
his chosen ones who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long in helping them? 8 I tell 
you, he will quickly grant justice to them. And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find 
faith on earth” (Luke 18:1-8—NRSV)? 

 
Just when we think we have Jesus figured out as a teacher, a healer, and an individual of 

prayer, he tells a story like this. Who knew Jesus was a comedian too? It is not hard to imagine 

his listeners throwing their heads back and slapping their knees as they laugh at this ridiculous 

tale. A woman pounds and pounds on the door of a rotten politician/judge who could not care 

less about her plight, until finally he sticks his head out the window and shouts, “All right, 

already! Knock it off! I will give you whatever you want if you will just shut up!” They laugh 

because they know this woman. She always gets a raw deal, because she has nothing—no 

husband, no inheritance, no social standing. They know this judge too, the one who is only out 

for himself. He is not a public servant. So, they howl at the idea of one of their own, this 

powerless woman, annoying the slimy and revolting official everyone loves to hate until, finally, 

he does something good despite himself. Jesus tells his disciples this story, “about their need to 

pray always and not to lose heart.” Why does Jesus think this is necessary? Perhaps, because 

Jesus knows how difficult sustained prayer is.  

Remember, Jesus is the one who . . . “in his anguish he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat 

became like great drops of blood falling down on the ground” (Luke 22:44). Jesus knows about 

prayer as do many of us. 

 Prayer is hard work. Plainly, many people see prayer as a quick fix to solve daily problems. 

“O Lord, let me find a parking place near the door,” we might pray. Or perhaps we mumble, “O 
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God, protect my investment from the ravages of the stock market,” as we pour over the 

morning’s Wall Street Journal. 

Yet, we know that prayer is much more than this. Luke’s parable clarifies this for the 

disciples. The disciples do not pray for things as much as they pray as a means to endure 

persecution. Remember that Jesus has just told them: “The days are coming when you will long 

to see one of the days of the Son of Man, and you will not see it.” Thus, when Jesus tells this 

parable, Jesus does not suggest that we use some technique or another for perpetual prayer. 

Rather, Jesus teaches that constancy and persistence in prayer is a key to a life given over to 

God. For Jesus, and for his disciples, prayer includes the whole life of believers. Paul also has this 

in mind when he writes to Thessaloniki: “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all 

circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18). 

 Jesus knows about our human proclivity for giving up. When he was in the Garden of 

Gethsemane surrender was one of his own temptations: “Going a little farther, he threw himself 

on the ground and prayed, ‘My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I 

want but what you want’ ” (Matthew 26:39). Jesus knows that we are apt to yield to the forces 

about us when things are tough.   

 When we are ready to quit—when we are ready to give up—when we are ready to 

surrender—earnest prayer to God Almighty takes the focus off of us and our circumstance and 

places it squarely on God—where it belongs. In the real world, we recognize that persistence is 

the key to an effective life. Whether we are learning to play the piano, taking on school as an 

adult, trying to overcome an addiction, or digging out of a financial quagmire—persistence is the 

key. As they say in AA: “one day at a time!” 

 There is a young man I know from Liberia, West Africa. Some of my former congregations 

helped me put him through college and seminary here in the United States. His name is Amos 

Sendolo. Like many Africans, he has, by and large, a literal grasp of life. One day a religion 

professor at Southwestern University in Georgetown, Farley Snell, told him he would meet him 

in his office right after lunch—the professor did this because he wanted to put Amos off and 

never intended to meet with him. In fact, on this particular occasion the professor went home 

for lunch—and for the rest of the day. But Amos sat in the hall outside this professor’s office 
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starting at about 1:00 pm that afternoon. About 9:00, a custodian locking the building, saw Amos 

and told him that he was locking the building. He also said the professor would not be back that 

night. Amos said, “But the professor said he would be here right after lunch.” The next morning 

at 7:00 am, Amos was right back in the same place, sitting right outside the professor’s door, 

waiting for the professor to arrive. Friends—that is persistence. 

 The point of Jesus’ parable is not that persistent prayer guarantees the petitioner anything 

that s/he desires. Rather, the parable unmistakably teaches that believer’s prayers are to offset 

cowardly resignation in the face of life’s hazards. 

 So, the next time you are frustrated by your prayer life—or the next time you feel like 

throwing in the towel on your prayer life—remember the persistent widow. She will not take 

“no” for an answer. Amen. 

David Mosser, SUMC, Salado, Texas 76571 


