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Luke 18:1-8
Dare to Bother God!
The movie entitled “Amazing Grace” is the story of British Member of Parliament, William Wilberforce who, at the end of the 18th Century, almost single-handedly brought about the abolition of the slave trade in Britain.  Despite the fact that almost all of the other 300 members of parliament considered the slave trade to be good for the economy, Wilberforce repeatedly presented his bill to abolish it before the parliament over a 20 year period, gathering evidence and arguing his case. After many consecutive defeats, much frustration and disappointment and many times being broken almost to the point of giving up, his bill was finally passed, bringing justice to thousands of human beings who would be bought and sold as salves.

The hymn we know so well, ‘Amazing Grace,’ was written by the repentant, former slave-trader John Newton who suffered deep personal regret for his actions and encouraged Wilberforce to persist in his efforts to abolish the slave trade.  History holds William Wilberforce up as a fine example of faith and persistence in the pursuit of justice.

In today’s parable, Jesus holds a humble widow up as a fine example of faith and persistence against great odds in the pursuit of personal justice.  Luke tells us that Jesus gave his disciples this parable to encourage them to be persistent in prayer: to show them that they should always pray and not give up (v1).  He gave this woman’s example to us so that we may be so bold as to dare to bother God in prayer for what is right.

Like Wilberforce, the widow in this text had an adversary (v. 3); an enemy who was bent on acting unjustly.  As God’s people, we also have an adversary; an enemy who is hell-bent on acting unjustly toward us.  St. Peter warns: Be sober; be watchful, for your adversary the devil prowls around looking for someone to devour (1 Peter 5:8).

Our adversary may seek to ‘devour’ our new lives in Christ by nagging us with temptations that we find difficult to resist, with doubts about the goodness of God or self-doubt, or with guilt over sins which we have already confessed and for which we have received the Lord’s absolution.  Our adversary may use our physical illnesses and inabilities as in the case of St. Paul’s ‘thorn in the flesh,’ which he describes as ‘a messenger of Satan to torment me’ (2 Cor 12:7).  He may cause us to be troubled or tormented by worry over the circumstances of our lives, times of hardship, or by our concern for our loved ones.  Any one of these things and many others can threaten to ‘devour’ or ‘enslave’ us.

So what are we to do about our adversary, our enemy?

What did the woman in Jesus parable do about her adversary?  She complained directly to the judge outside the court; and she didn’t let up until she got justice. She ‘bothered him’ until he feared she would ‘wear him out’ by her frequent visits.  Jesus says we should do the same with our adversaries. We should always pray and not give up (v.1); we should cry out to him day and night for justice (v.7, 8).  We should dare to bother God about whatever is bothering us.

In his parable, Jesus outlines some reasons why we should dare to bother God.  The first is that we have a righteous judge.  Many of Jesus’ parables tell us what God is like; but this one tells us what God is not like.  God is not like the unjust judge who neither feared God nor cared about people.  Nor is he like you or me who may get tired of people who bother us. ‘The Righteous Judge’ does care about people and he loves it when we come to him in prayer.  

God will never consider us to be unworthy of justice or ‘beneath his dignity’, like the unjust judge did.  He will not ignore the pleas of those who need his help, as the unjust judge did; and when he does come to our aid he will not do so simply because we keep bothering him and would otherwise wear him out, as the unjust judge did.   

Jesus wants us to come to him and bother him because he cares about us.  Jesus’ point is this: if an unrighteous, godless, uncaring judge can give this lady justice just because she bothers him, then won’t a righteous, caring, Father God give what is right to those who pray to him?

Jesus puts it this way: And will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell you, he will see that they get justice, and quickly (v. 7, 8).  He will always see that we get what is right and we will never wear him out with our persistent prayers.

A second reason why we should dare to bother God is that we have his word of promise.  So much of our praying is simply holding God’s promises up to him and trusting that he will keep them for us.  We rarely need to ask for something that God has not already promised.

If our adversary is sin or guilt we have his promise: there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (Rom. 8:1). Not only do we have a righteous judge; we have a judge who has already declared us righteous – given us justice – through our faith in Jesus.  If our adversary is fear we have his promise: I will never leave you or forsake you (Hebrews 13:5). If our adversary is doubt, we have his promise that the Holy Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are truly God’s children (Romans 8:16). 

If our adversary is temptation we have the promise: God is faithful; he will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you can bear.  But when you are tempted he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it (1 Cor 10:13). If our adversary is physical illness, disability or hardship, we have God’s promise: My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness (2 Cor. 12:9).

Our righteous judge has a word of promise concerning every situation in our lives.  He wants to do what is right for us.  He simply asks us to bother him with our praying until we see his promise come true, and then to bother him with our thanks when it does.

We should dare to bother God with our prayers for a third reason – so that we may grow in our faith.  Jesus concludes his parable with what seems to be an unusual comment: However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth (v. 8b)? What has a comment about faith and the return of Jesus to earth got to do with his teaching on persistent prayer?  It tells us that persistent prayer has something to do with enduring faith.  

One of the reasons God often chooses not to show us the answer to our prayers immediately is that by learning to persist in prayer we also grow our faith.  Persistent prayer takes up Jesus’ challenge: “when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?”, and answers it with a definite “Yes”!  Yes, he will find faith in the hearts and minds of his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night (v. 7).  He will find faith because we cry out to him day and night. He will find faith because we look for his righteous promises in the Scriptures and because we faithfully and regularly hold them up to him in prayer.

When William Wilberforce’s bill to abolish the slave trade was finally passed in parliament the entire assembly, men from all political parties rose and applauded him for several minutes.  They recognized the faith, courage and persistence on the part of one who fought for justice against impossible odds and won.

Those who dare to bother God can also look forward to many such triumphs in our daily lives, and in the end a final triumph as we say with St. Paul: I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award me on that day – and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing (2 Timothy 4:7, 8).  

So be bold! Dare to bother God. Amen!
And may the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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