Sermon for the Season of Prayer, Week 2

The Text: Luke 18:1-8 
It is always handy when the speaker or preacher tells you the main point straight up. 

Sadly, this doesn’t always happen. Sometimes we are left wondering if there has been a main point. Here, Luke tells us the main point straight up: that we should always pray and not lose heart (verse 1). 
And, because he was a faithful recorder of Jesus’ life and teaching, I’m guessing he got this main point from Jesus himself. Jesus wanted everyone to understand that they should always pray and not lose heart.

Note well: this is not ‘losing your heart’, but ‘losing heart’. 
Losing your heart is the passion of young love. Head over heels. Crazy sure of how this will last forever. 
But losing heart is the opposite. It’s apathy born of disillusionment. It’s the loss of hope, and the loss of love. It’s faith without assurance. And…it’s not uncommon. The Old Testament prophets experienced it. So did Jesus’ disciples. So will we. 
It lives in the realm of despair, helplessness, even cynicism. 
It thrives on disillusionment, and feeds on fear. 
It feels abandoned. 
It’s a lonely place. A defeated place. 

And if we’re honest, many of us have probably lost heart at some time. 
Or even now: perhaps we have lost heart about the state of the world, or the church, or our families, or ourselves. Life has defeated us. We have ‘lost heart’ and our Christian life is barely going through the motions. It’s all gritted teeth and sheer willpower…but no joy.
It’s not to be ashamed of. It’s real. The only shame is that we too often try to cover it up, rather than reveal it. 
We lose heart because we have lost heart. It’s the spiritual equivalent of a black hole, that constantly draws us away from fellowship and encouragement, down into the dark musings of our own despair.
Jesus recognises that it is real. 
That’s why he told the parable and gave us the main point up front. He knew it would be real for Peter and James and John. For his mother, Mary. For Mary of Magdala. And for us. 
No one sails through life without encountering the despair, confusion, and loneliness of losing heart. Sometimes it is so deep it becomes deadly. 
So, is Jesus just saying “Keep going! Don’t give up! Try harder! If you try hard enough, you’ll eventually break through”?

If that’s the way we’ve heard this parable, we’re only going be driven deeper into despair. 
When you’ve lost heart, you don’t need more commands to try harder. You need gospel encouragement. You need a word of peace to come from outside of yourself.

And that is precisely what this parable provides.

But before we come to this parable, we need a word about the parables in general. And it is this: they are powerful because of the difference from, not similarity to, our normal ways of relating. 

Take the parable of the labourers in the vineyard. No one can run a business like that. And that’s the point. The absurd economics of giving a full day’s wage for only a fraction of day’s work is meant to show us how different God’s ways are from ours.

Or the parable of the prodigal son. No one in Jesus’ day would have done what the Father of the parable did. The force lies in the difference. God is not like a father, his way of being Father is radically different from our ways of parenting. 

Jesus’ parables are powerful at the point of difference from, not similarity to, our relational and social norms. 
Here we need to take a step back into Jesus’ world. 
Dismiss from your minds the picture of one of our well set up, secured, protocol-driven courtrooms. Dismiss the idea of a judicial system that is meant to be above reproach. Remove any images from your mind about juries and advocates for the defence. Dismiss the idea of ‘innocent until proven guilty’. 

Instead…imagine this: 

A chaotic scene probably near the gates of the town, possibly under a shady tree, with a crowd and rabble of onlookers trying to make their protestations known to the presiding judge. 
Those who can push their way to the front might get heard. He (and it was always a “he”) who could pay the biggest bribe to the judge’s agent would get attention.

The judge is all that a judge should not have been. Corrupt. Uncaring. Greedy. Godless.
The widow in the picture is powerless.

Compared to others who could gain access to the judge she is utterly worthless. Without a protector the so called ‘legal’ proceedings are inaccessible to her. 

Yet. Despite it all. Even in view of her lack of social clout, she persists. Her constant pleading to the judge eventually wears him down. The judge confesses from his own lips that he's not interested in giving the woman justice. He’s only interest is getting rid of her pesky, annoying, nagging presence. 

And that presence is important. It’s not so much disturbing his courtroom, as unsettling his conscience. 
She is the embodiment of what he should be taking an interest in. Her presence is like the law of God, convicting him of his godless greed. 
And this is the point of contrast. 

God is not like the unjust judge. Not on any measure, nor in any way. 

The judge in the parable is the utter antithesis of the character of God. 

Jesus makes the point plainly: God does not need to be badgered or bribed. 
He is not worn down by our constant harping on. We don’t have to wear him down. We don’t have to pester him into answering our prayers.

Rather, how much more willing is God to hear the prayers of us, his children, than the corrupt judge in the parable. 
If we see God as similar to the unjust judge, we will indeed despair and lose heart in prayer. 

But if we understand him to be the God and Father of Jesus whose character and nature is fully revealed in Jesus then we know that anything we bring to him in prayer will be heard attentively and tenderly. 
Sometimes we ask for something the Father cannot give. 
Jesus entered that experience in the garden. 
However beautifully and tenderly the Father might have heard the prayer that the cup might pass from him, it was the one thing he could not grant. The beloved Son was still beloved, even if the cup had to be drunk to the dregs. And Jesus’ understood that: ‘nevertheless, not my will, but yours be done’. Even the son of God had to learn obedience e through the suffering.

So, both the parable and Jesus’ own example encourage us to persist in prayer. Our prayers are heard. Our Father loves us and does not need to be cajoled into action. 

I often wonder if we really knew what was happening in response to our prayers, would we be able to comprehend it?

Week by week, or day by day, as we pray the Lord’s Prayer (for example) do we really know what we’re praying for? Do we really understand how disruptive that prayer is for the nations of the world? Do we really understand what it takes for God to bring his kingdom to the ends of the earth? Do we really perceive the suffering of God as he brings the new creation through the cross? Do we know what ‘your will be done’ really means? 

If we saw the answers to this prayer, we would be humbled into stunned silence. 

And so, truly, we should always pray, and we should not lose heart.
Amen.
