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Session Six:  On Prayer:  The parable of the persistent widow, and the parable of the pharisee 
and the tax collector at prayer from the Gospel of Luke  
 
Prayer 
 
Read the text: Luke 18:1-14 
 
The parables in the larger context of Luke’s overall message and style  

 These two parables are found only in Luke, and they come with their own interpretive 
keys in their opening verses. 

 Three things to note about Luke overall that apply here and therefore can help us better 
understand the meaning of these parables, knowing they match some key themes and 
are included accordingly: 

 
The marginalized 

 Luke’s Gospel takes pains to emphasize the figures of widows and tax collectors as part 
of his overall desire to stress the mercy of the Lord, and his care and attention to what 
are otherwise marginalized, unpopular figures in society.  

 In this way Jesus is seen by Luke very much in the role of the prophets of old who 
preached radical justice for those on the margins.  

 These parables of the Lord find a logical home in Luke’s overall areas of emphasis.  
 
The theme of reversals of status, roles, or fortunes: 

 Luke sees the Lord in his prophetic role as one who brings about the great reversal of 
the status quo.  

 The lowly are raised up and the mighty, self-assured are cast down.  

 It his way of emphasizing how the Lord shatters the false-idolatry of human self-
satisfaction, and how God is the true agent of being lifted up- we cannot save ourselves.  

 
Prayer as a mark of discipleship 

 Luke also takes pains more than the other Gospel writers to mention the prayer of 
Jesus.  

 Parables that are specifically about the nature and importance of how to pray align well 
with the instances of the Lord who is often at prayer.  

 For Luke especially, any follower of the Lord (who himself prays) must be a regular pray-
er.  

 
 
The Location of the Parables Within the Gospel of Luke  

 In this portion of Luke’s Gospel we still find Jesus making his way to Jerusalem, offering 
instruction as he travels.  

 With these two parables he addresses the essential topic of prayer.  

 One parable is addressed to his disciples, and the other to the Pharisees.   
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 Luke himself offers opening remarks about how to interpret the point or meaning or 
purpose of these parables:  18:1:  “He told them a parable with the point that it is 
necessary to pray without giving up.”   

 And 18:9:  “Then he told this parable to certain people who trusted in themselves as 
being righteous and scorned others.”  

 
The persistent widow parable:  

 An especially skillful juxtaposition of the widow who, though socially vulnerable, has a 
mighty spirit, alongside the judge who does not want to get a bad reputation, or hit in 
the eye by the woman.  His motives are entirely self-interested.  

 Therefore, she got she wanted not at all because of the Judge’s generosity, but purely 
because she was relentless.  

 This is the unexpected twist in the story: that the judge gave in.  The character sketches 
of the two main figures serve to highlight her persistence in asking.  

 
What the parable reveals about the Kingdom and about God and about us: 

 The Lord introduces us to a familiar, earthly example of a stock figure of the dishonest 
judge so that he can be compared and contrasted with God.   

 Unlike the earthly judge, God’s love and compassion are boundless, and our knowledge 
of this makes it possible for us to keep praying even when we do not feel or sense 
anything in our prayer.  

 If we, like the widow, persist in making requests and demands all the time from earthly 
entities that we know are unreliable, like the judge, then knowing how reliable God is 
should lead us to persevere in prayer.  

 The widow, as a most vulnerable person, persisted in asking even though she had no 
idea when the judge would finally grant her request.  This is because he has been 
described as a man without any moral compass, meaning she could have been waiting a 
long, long time, and yet she constantly asked anyway.   

 God’s moral compass by contrast is perfect and there are some times when he answers 
us quickly and other times he takes awhile.   

 This parable is one way that Jesus tries to prepare his followers and the Church for a 
potentially long wait for him to come back again in glory.   

 What will inspire us not to give up in our prayer?  Knowing that even imperfect, earthly 
entities do deliver if we nag them, meaning that a perfectly loving God is for sure going 
to deliver if we are persistent with him.  

 
“She will come and give me a black eye.”   

 This phrase offers a concise insight into the character of this widow.  She is not someone 
to be deterred.  She is going to fight for what is hers.  She is tenacious.  She means 
business.  

 This is how we are to be about prayer and about discipleship.  The Kingdom is given to 
those who persevere.  
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“Will the son of man find faith?”  

 God is looking for a faith that is deep and that perseveres in the face of challenges and 
delays.  

 Saint Cyril of Alexandria about this passage:  the Lord knows that the love of many is 
“going to grow cold.”  It is the Lord’s way of asking us, his followers, will our love grow 
cold as well as time passes and we do not always get the answers we want?  Those who 
persevere in love persevere in prayer. 

 

 By nature we are in the habit of placing faith in earthly persons and things because it is 
how we function.  Having faith in God for us is both easier and harder than the faith we 
place in merely earthly entities.   

 Easier because we ought to know that God’s love for us is far better and more reliable 
than even the best of earthly things.   Harder because God relates to us in a realm and in 
a way that is so non-sensory.   

 At base it reveals our tendency towards impatience and discouragement in the face of 
resistance or delays.  

 But it also shows that our fallen nature is capable of great perseverance in grace.  
 
The pharisee and the tax collector parable:  
 
Who is a pharisee?   

 A sub group of the Jewish community, many of whom were leading teachers of the faith 
and scholars of the law.  Unlike the Sadducees (a much smaller group), the Pharisees 
believed in a type of resurrection after death.  

 In Luke’s Gospel the exchanges with the pharisees are especially sharp and withering.   

 However, in general the everyday Jews who supported the temple held the Pharisees in 
high esteem.  

 
Who is a tax collector?  

 In Luke’s Gospel they are mentioned often in part because they represent the social 
group that people loved to dislike.  They are a classic “enemy.”  

 Typically the term refers to men who were responsible for collecting tariffs and tolls on 
goods, or along royal roadways.  They were known to be generally dishonest, keeping 
portions of the monies for themselves, rather than passing it all along to their Roman 
employers.   

 
 
The twist in the parable: 

 Knowing the above, in general it would have been shocking to think that a tax collector 
would be more righteous, or a better prayer, than a Pharisee.   

 It is a stark reminder that public roles or professions, especially professional roles of the 
temple clergy, do not automatically translate to sincere hearts.   
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 The Pharisee does not really pray.  The Lord makes it clear that he is really talking to 
himself and that God is viewed not as a mighty power, but instead as a mere bystander 
to an internal conversation with one’s self.  

 Worse, the Pharisee assesses himself entirely by comparisons to others, judging them in 
the process.  

 The tax collector by contrast approaches God fully aware of his need for mercy and 
grace.   

 He has no illusions about his own greatness, nor does he presume upon God’s kindness. 
He knows that the pardon he is seeking is a total gift he does not deserve.  

 
What does this story show about God and about us?  

 That God is the perfect reader of hearts, and to be in his kingdom demands that we 
know our place.  

 We often think that we are great readers of hearts but in reality, we are terrible at it.   
 
 
Both parables together offer common lessons:  

 Not only is persistence in prayer a key mark of the disciple, but so also is a humble 
disposition in one’s prayer.   

 We are to pray with tenacity and we are to pray with humility.  

 God will cast down everyone who lifts himself up.  
 
End of Session Six   


