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“[Jesus] told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart.” – v. 1
Lead In – Scripture speaks of praying without ceasing (1Th 5:17). What’s that like? Many a day, I am sad to admit, I am just glad to have remembered to pray at all! How about you? But as Jesus clearly indicates in our Gospel Reading, and as He visibly demonstrated in His own life, He expects His disciples to be continually in prayer. He is concerned that His followers do not lose heart in this. And the temptation to lose heart surely is a leading contributor to our inconsistency in praying. We ask ourselves, does God hear our prayers? And so, our Lord gives us a parable to help encourage us.
I. Get Use to Understanding That Prayer Is Not Easy
	Don’t be hoodwinked into thinking that prayer comes natural and easy. The Apostle Paul writes in Romans 8 that in our weakness we don’t know what to pray for as we ought. And Jesus is not wasting his breath on His disciples in our Gospel Reading. He knows that His disciples will need a lot of help in order to keep the faith and pray as they need to.
	Consider our First Reading this morning. The Patriarch Jacob is in a wrestling match that lasts the whole night until the break of day. Try going the length of a high school match of 6 minutes, or a college match of 7 minutes, and see how exhausting it is! It is a strange encounter. Did Jacob think he was wrestling his brother Esau? The brother that he had bilked out of his inheritance! The one who he dreaded to meet again! Well, by morning Jacob realizes that it was no ordinary man. Somehow, he recognizes that he has been wrestling with God, because with one touch placed on his hip socket by his opponent and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint. I’m thinking it was an angel that was representing the Lord.
	I am reminded of wrestling with my dad when I was a young boy. Dad would not overwhelm me at first. He would even make it seem like I was gaining the advantage. But then when we had wrestled long enough, dad would quickly turn the tables, tie me in knot, and pin me to the floor so there would be no doubt in my mind of who prevailed. In Jacob’s case, he does not let go and give up until he receives a blessing. And with his persistence Jacob receives a blessing from the Lord.
	God had always intended that Jacob receive a blessing. And yet He found value in making Jacob fight for it. And since a divine blessing is involved, the whole bizarre incident serves as an illustration of prayer. Encountering and petitioning God in prayer can seem like an exhausting wrestling match.
	In Jesus’s parable in the Gospel Reading we meet a persistent widow who has been treated unfairly by an adversary. And when she did not receive immediate redress from the judge, she did not stop coming to him day after day. She repeatedly pleaded with him that she might receive justice against her enemy. Her persistence in crying out for intervention and justice became a real pain in the derrière for the judge. With great long-suffering endurance, the widow persisted until she received justice from the judge. Strangely, just as with Jacob’s wrestling, the widow models what it can mean to pray.
	If any of you have ever taken a speech class or pursued a degree in Communication Arts, you will know that effective communication involves good listening. Good listening is a skill set, and it requires being attentive. It can be difficult. It is active listening! I mention this because prayer involves communication between ourselves and God. That means it involves both listening and speaking. There is an element of rolling up our sleeves in the endeavor. We need to know all this when we get down to the business of praying. Praying is hard work. And we will need assistance.
II. The Surprising & Unexpected World of Jesus’ Parables
	The parable that Jesus tells is short. And like many of His parables it is drawn from a surprising place. Jesus’ illustrations come from the battlefield, from commercial fishing, from farming and shepherding, from commerce, and from the finding of buried treasure, to mention a few. Who could have imagined that a widow and an unjust judge could serve to tell us something meaningful and inspiring about prayer! But trust our Lord Jesus to do just that.
	Oddly enough, in the parable we learn a good deal more about the miserable judge than we do about the persistent widow. So, what do we learn about the judge? He is detached from God. He is also condescending of others. We read that he neither “feared God nor respected man.” He is self-centered and not at all inclined to help others, even if they are in distress. Words like curmudgeonly, cantankerous, stingy, and cranky come to mind. This is the kind of person you would just as soon avoid. And it begs the question, why is this figure used as an illustration of the one receiving a petition. After all, it our Father in heaven, to whom we bring our petitions in prayer!
	I think the key is the drawing of a contrast. It is often when something is put in sharp relief that it stands out the most. Of course, our Heavenly Father is nothing like the unrighteous judge! He is not detached from His creation. “For God so loved the world,” we are told in John 3:16, perhaps the most familiar of all the passages in the Bible. God is love we read in 1 John 4:8. God is a lot of things. He is Light, Truth, Justice, and importantly merciful and compassionate. He is anything but the unjust judge of the parable. And that is the point!
	Jesus who claimed to be one with the Father will go on to show his disciples the depth of God’s mercy and compassion. He will do so by His death on the Cross and His third day resurrection from the tomb. We have come to understand that Jesus bore our sins on the Cross, willingly enduring the punishment that we deserved for them. This is the work of redemption that makes possible the gift of forgiveness and eternal life. And the gift is received by faith which is made possible by God’s grace. This is the God to whom we pray and offer our petitions. Again, He is not the unrighteous judge of the parable!
III. With All the Help We Can Get
	There are three things I wish to leave with you this morning to encourage you in constantly praying and not losing heart in the effort. The first is a consideration of the very prayer that Jesus taught us to pray. We know it as the Lord’s Prayer. This prayer is not only taught, but it is enjoined upon us. We are to pray this prayer. It is a command. It is to be prayed verbatim, word for word, and as a model prayer. In Luke’s version, chapter 11, verses 1-3 we read, “Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished, one of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.’ And he said to them, ‘When you pray, say: ‘Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come...’” So, saying the words is fine. Say the words with your lips and be sure to employ your heart as well! In Matthew’s account the wording used suggests the prayer as a model prayer. Matthew 6:9 reads, “Pray then like this: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.’” This prayer taught by Jesus is of great encouragement! Why? Consider Luther’s explanation in the Small Catechism. “This means that I should be certain that these petitions are pleasing to our Father in heaven, and are heard by Him; for He Himself has commanded us to pray in this way and has promised to hear us.”
	My second thing to leave with you is the confidence we can have in knowing that God speaks to us. Prayer is not a monologue. It involves a two-way conversation. And the reliable place where God speaks to us is in the Bible, which is aptly named the Word of God. How is it the Word of God? We learned how in our Second Reading, where the Apostle Paul writes in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is breathed out by God, and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” Your Bible is your best Prayer Book! Let God speak first. Listen carefully. Then pause and speak to God. Based on what He said, you might be confessing your sin, praising Him for new insight, prompted to make a request, praising Him, or giving Him thanks.
	The third and last thing I wish to impart to you is the knowledge that in prayer we don’t go it alone! Know that Christ is before the Father interceding for us in prayer as we read in Hebrews 7:25. And as we confess in the “communion of the saints” as believers we can help each other fight the good fight of the faith (1 Tim 6:12). We are to bear one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:2). We can encourage the fainthearted, and help the weak (1 Thes 5:14). And above all we are promised in Romans 8:28, “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words.” Yes, this may involve tears, which a good friend of mine, now of blessed memory, called ‘liquid prayers”.
And Now a Final Word – Jesus ends His parable with a question to His hearers. “When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” It is a haunting question! And if the onus or burden is on us, we are sunk. But if I am understanding the parable properly, the question largely hinges on our picture of God. Is He an uncaring, stingy, judge who wishes not to be bothered? If He is, we’re doomed. If, on the other hand, He is the opposite of all that, there is plenty of encouragement. Look to the cross. What does that tell you! “For God so loved the world!” He is more willing to give than we are to receive. He gives better than we could ever imagine! See God for who He has disclosed Himself to be. Our Lord and Savior! I think that will give us plenty of encouragement so that we don’t lose heart. Amen.
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