The Parable of the Persistent Widow

Luke 18:1-8

Pray Always and Do Not Lose Heart: Luke’s Persistent Widow

Setting the Scene

Luke records that Jesus told this parable “to show them that they should always pray and not
give up.” The story is spare and sharp. In a certain town lives a judge who “neither feared God
nor cared what people thought.” In the same town lives a widow who keeps coming to him with
one plea: “Grant me justice against my adversary.” For a time he refuses. Then he yields, not
from conscience, but from weariness: “because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that
she gets justice, so that she won’t eventually come and attack me.”

Jesus then turns the story toward God: if even an unjust judge will act, “will not God bring about
justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night?”” He answers his own question:
God will see that they get justice, and quickly. The parable ends with a question that looks past
the courtroom to the horizon of history: “However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find
faith on the earth?”

The widow is socially exposed. In the world of Scripture, the widow stands among those most
easily ignored: without a husband to represent her, she has little leverage in a court that runs on
influence and bribes. Her only instrument is return. She comes again. That is the scene Jesus asks
his hearers to inhabit.



Context

The parable does not float free of Luke’s narrative. It follows Jesus’ teaching on the coming of
the Son of Man (Luke 17:22—37). There he has described a world that goes on eating, drinking,
marrying, and buying until the day arrives suddenly, as in the days of Noah and Lot. Delay,
ordinary life, and the danger of spiritual sleep form the immediate background. The disciples will
live in the interval. The question is how they will live it.

Luke also pairs this parable with the one that follows: the Pharisee and the tax collector (18:9—
14). Together they form a diptych on prayer. The first concerns perseverance when God seems
silent; the second concerns humility when we stand before God. One warns against losing heart;
the other against trusting in ourselves.

The argument is a classic “how much more.” Jesus does not present the judge as a portrait of
God. He presents him as a contrast. If persistence can extract justice from a man who fears
neither God nor neighbor, how much more may the elect cry to a God who is just, who hears,
and who has bound himself to his people. Calvin and later commentators stress the same point:
the comparison is unequal on purpose. God is not worn down; he is willing. The delay is not
indifference.

The request itself is not generic. The widow asks for justice—vindication against an adversary.
Jesus applies that language to “his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night.” The parable
sits at the meeting of petition, endurance, and eschatological hope.

Observations

Luke states the purpose first. Unlike many parables that end with an explanation, this one
begins with one. Prayer and courage are not afterthoughts; they are the reason the story exists.
“Not give up” (or “not lose heart”) belongs to the vocabulary of remaining under pressure. The
life of prayer is framed as stamina, not as a technique for getting results.

The judge is defined by two absences. He does not fear God and he does not regard people. In
biblical ethics those two relations—toward God and toward neighbor—are the pillars of just rule.
Their absence makes him a walking negation of what a judge is for. He finally acts for a third
reason: self-protection. The widow’s persistence threatens his ease. Justice arrives as a byproduct
of his desire to be left alone.

The widow has no secondary power. She cannot bribe, threaten status, or appeal to a patron.
Persistence is not one strategy among manyj; it is the only strategy left. Her repeated coming is
both legal petition and moral pressure. Some translations catch the judge’s fear that she will
“wear him out” or even “give him a black eye”—language that is half comic and half fierce. The
powerless person becomes, by constancy, impossible to ignore.

God is not the judge. Jesus says, “Listen to what the unjust judge says,” then immediately
contrasts him with God. God will not keep putting his people off in the way this man does. The
elect cry “day and night,” an echo of the widow’s unrelenting approach and of the church’s long



prayer in history. “Quickly” (en tachei) can mean soon in time or suddenly when the moment
comes. Either way, Jesus binds God’s character to sure vindication, not to the timetable we
prefer.

Faith is the last word. The parable that began with “always pray” ends with “will he find faith?”
Persistence in prayer is not separated from faith; it is one of faith’s forms. The Son of Man’s
coming will disclose whether the church has kept crying out or has settled into the sleep of Luke
17.

Prayer here is not a blank check. The parallel with Luke 11 (the friend at midnight) and with
the petitions of the Lord’s Prayer suggests that the cry in view is aligned with God’s kingdom
and justice, not with every private wish. The widow wants what the law already owed her. The
church is taught to ask for what God has already promised: justice, the kingdom, the Spirit, daily
bread, the coming of the Son of Man.

Questions

The parable leaves several questions open, and a theological reading should keep them open
rather than flatten them.

If God is not like the unjust judge, why does Jesus use him at all? The answer the text itself
supplies is contrast and “how much more.” Yet the device still startles. It forces the hearer to feel
the gap between corrupt power and divine faithfulness.

What kind of delay does verse 7 describe? Is God “putting them off,” or is the question expecting
a no—‘he will not keep putting them off’? Interpreters divide. The tension matches lived prayer:
answers often feel late even when Jesus says God will act.

What does “quickly” mean when generations have cried out and injustice remains? The parable
does not dissolve that problem. It relocates it. Vindication is certain; the schedule belongs to
God; the church’s work in the meantime is to keep asking.

Is the widow only a model of prayer, or also a picture of how the powerless should seek justice
on earth? Luke’s Gospel consistently attends to the poor, widows, and those without patrons. The
story can support both a spirituality of petition and an ethic of unrelenting appeal against unjust
structures—without turning God into a reluctant official.

When the Son of Man comes, what will “faith” look like? Jesus does not define it in a clause. In
context it looks like people who have not stopped crying out. Faith is not mere correctness of
belief; it is endurance that still addresses God when the court of the world is closed.

Does persistence change God? The best reading of the parable says no. Persistence changes the
petitioner and reveals trust. God is already the one who hears. The widow wears down a bad
judge; the church does not wear down a good Father. What looks like delay is, in other New
Testament language, patience that desires repentance and a fullness of time we do not see.



Conclusion

The parable does not end where we expect. It begins as instruction in prayer and closes as a
search of the earth. Between those two poles Luke places a widow who has no leverage and a
judge who has no virtue, then tells the church to keep knocking anyway.

That is a harder word than “God answers prayer.” Jesus does not promise that the interval will
feel short, or that injustice will yield because we have found the right intensity. He promises that
God is not the man in the story. The judge acts to protect his peace. God acts because the cry of
the elect is not a nuisance to him. The widow wears a bad official down. The church does not
wear the Father down. What looks like delay is not the same thing as refusal. “Quickly,” in this
text, is not a stopwatch. It is the claim that when God vindicates, he does not dawdle in the way
the unjust do, and that his justice, when it arrives, will not be partial or late in the only sense that
finally matters.

So the widow is not a technique. She is a figure of faith under delay. She returns because the
case is real and because no other court will hear her. Prayer, in that light, is not spiritual
decoration. It is the form endurance takes when the world has already decided the matter and
God has not yet spoken in public. To stop praying is not merely to grow quiet. It is to accept the
present arrangement as final. That is what “losing heart” means here: not sadness, but the
collapse of expectation.

The last question therefore belongs where Jesus puts it. “When the Son of Man comes, will he
find faith on the earth?” He does not ask whether he will find success, influence, or even correct
doctrine in the abstract. He asks whether he will find people still addressing God as if God hears,
still asking for justice as if justice is God’s business, still living in the gap without baptizing the
gap as the kingdom. Faith, in this parable, is not a mood that survives good days. It is the refusal
to treat silence as absence.

That is why the story is consolation without being soft. God will bring justice for those who cry
out day and night. The open wound of the text is not God’s character. It is ours. The Son of Man
will come. The unresolved question is whether he will find a church that has kept coming.



