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October 21, 2007 

Jeremiah 31:31-34; Luke 18:1-8 

Sermon: “Persistence Pays Off”       Reverend Bob Jack 

Text: “Then Jesus told them…to pray always and not to lose 

 heart.” 

 

This time of year, I‟m heavy into sports. Just ask Carol. (Red 

Sox). Here‟s my theory about why millions of us spend millions of 

hours and millions of dollars supporting our favorite sports teams 

and sports celebrities: It‟s because we live in a superficial culture, 

where most of us lack the discipline to endure the kind of training 

it takes to be a professional athlete. We want instant results and 

immediate gratification. 

But when we‟re watching that great three-point shot go 

through the hoops, or that perfectly executed double-play on the 

diamond, or that long pin-point pass for the touchdown, that‟s 

when we realize that what we‟re witnessing is the result of many 

years of preparation, countless hours of practice, and the unseen 

discipline, physical pain, intense focus, and persistence it took to 

get that athlete there in the first place.  
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Some of you have seen the movie A League of Their Own 

which is about the women who played professional baseball during 

the WW2, when most of the men were off fighting the war. 

There‟s a scene in the movie where the coach of the team, played 

by Tom Hanks, gets into an argument with one of the team 

members, played by Geena Davis.  

Geena Davis says, “I don‟t want to play baseball anymore. 

It‟s too hard.” 

“Of course it‟s hard,” the coach replies, “otherwise, 

everybody would do it. The „hard‟ is what makes it good.”  

The hard is what makes it good: “Then Jesus told [the 

disciples] a parable about their need to pray always and not to 

lose heart.”  

Prayer is a problem for many people, these days. Does God 

hear my prayers? Am I really speaking to God or am I only 

speaking to myself? If I pray to God for healing and I‟m healed, 

does that mean that God would not have healed me if I had not 

prayed? Prayer presents as many problems as it resolves. 
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The problem, says one theologian, is not only that we are 

uncertain about prayer, but we have the good sense to know that, 

when we pray, we are really putting our faith on the line. Is there a 

personal God, after all? A God who really listens to our prayers? 

Does God care for us, listen to our prayers, and respond to those 

prayers? These are frightening questions. Is it any wonder then that 

many people choose to not even try to pray, rather than risk it? 

Luke says that Jesus tells this parable of a widow who 

appeals to an unjust judge so that you and I might “pray always 

and not…lose heart.” What does this mean, to “pray always and 

not…lose heart”?  

Friends, if you think that prayer is only a modern problem – 

something we‟ve invented in recent times because we‟re weaker 

than the people in the Bible – well, think again. Why would Jesus 

have told this parable to his own disciples? Why would he have 

given them the Lord‟s Prayer as a model, if everybody back then 

believed in prayer? Luke devotes a large chunk of his writing to 

the topic of prayer, which seems to suggest that prayer is not 
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simply a modern problem – it‟s a problem for anyone who believes 

in God. Prayer raises threatening issues, frightening issues, for any 

Christians who take their faith seriously. 

Is there really a God? And if there is, does this God hear us 

and care for us and answer our prayers? 

And Luke reminds us that the problem behind all our 

problems with prayer is the very problem Jesus seems to be 

addressing here: We simply lose heart. We give up. We lack 

persistence. 

If you and I really believed in the power of prayer – to heal 

broken lives, to bring about world peace, to change the hearts of 

people in order to make them Christian – if we really believed in 

that kind of power, Jesus says, then we‟d be praying constantly, 

fervently, persistently. But we don‟t. We lose heart. We give up. 

We turn away. 

(Missionary woman in India – prays for 30 years) 

Jesus tells the story of a persistent woman. She‟s a widow, 

and that means that she is very vulnerable. In those days widow 
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had no one to look out for their best interests – none! They were 

entirely on their own, with nothing to protect them.  

She has a case against someone. Maybe someone‟s taken 

advantage of her in business; used her vulnerability in order to get 

something out of her. So she takes her case to a judge, and not a 

very honorable judge at that. Who knows – maybe he‟s over 

worked? We can all sympathize with that situation. Many judges 

these days, especially in Mecklenburg County, are over worked. 

Anyway, he basically tells this pleading woman, “Get lost!” 

So, what hope does this poor, unprotected, powerless widow 

have appearing before this judge‟s bench? Only one hope: that she 

can somehow pester him, and prevail upon him, and plead with 

him   to the point that he eventually gives in to her pleading. She 

won‟t give up and she won‟t give in. She‟s persistent. 

And what happens? Finally the judge says to himself, “Hmm! 

Even though I could care less about God and can‟t stand people, 

I‟ll give this woman what she wants just to shut her up. Just to be 

done with this case once and for all.” Jesus tells us this parable – 
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not to praise an unscrupulous judge; No! – but to teach you and me 

what it means to pray always and not to lose heart. 

You see, I think that Jesus wants us to know that, even 

though the world looks crooked and broken and unjust and corrupt, 

(even if you think there‟s not a ray of hope left or a drop of water 

to be found anywhere), if you keep working at it, keeping praying 

for it, if you persistently believe that God is working his purposes 

out even when it doesn‟t appear that way, then things will work 

out.  

Prayer really does work, Jesus says. Sometimes it works 

slowly. Sometimes the results are not immediately apparent. 

Sometimes it seems as if all our words rise only to ceiling level, 

and no more. Just keep at it. Never lose heart. Prayer works! 

One of the things I‟ve noticed over the years of teaching the 

Bible is that persistence is one of the most important ingredients in 

faithful Bible study. There are huge sections of the Bible that seem 

to have no immediate relevance to your life, that seem only like so 
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much ancient history. Patience! Keep at it. Eventually you‟ll strike 

gold. You‟ll find that word that you‟ve been waiting for. 

What if this parable isn‟t just a story about prayer? What if it 

also tells us something important about God? I think it does, 

because all of Jesus‟ parables tell us something about the character 

of the God we worship. In this parable, I think Jesus is saying that 

if this sleazy, corrupt judge will begrudgingly open his hand to 

someone seeking justice, how much more will God deliver justice 

to you and me, if we persist in prayer.    

When your child suffers from an injustice – maybe a bully 

picks on him at school, or her friends have ridiculed her for 

something she said or did (as only kids can do) – what do you do 

about it? You try to comfort your child. You wrap your arms 

around him, and you say, “There, there. It‟s all right.” 

And what do you mean by that? You don‟t mean that your 

child‟s pain is silly, because why else would you comfort him if 

his pain was not real? And you don‟t mean that everything‟s going 

to be all right in this moment, just because you‟re hugging him and 
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offering comfort. As an adult, you know enough about life to know 

that things don‟t always work out right.  

What you‟re doing is giving your child the assurance that 

finally, ultimately, in the larger scheme of things, life is structured 

so that things will be all right. The pain won‟t last forever. The 

bully will be dealt with. The scoffing friends will forget the source 

of their ridicule and move on to something else. Even the worst 

that life can throw at us can be absorbed within the larger picture. 

And when you say “There, there, everything will be all right,” 

you‟re really making a statement about the character of the world. 

This parable is a story about the character of God. God is 

trustworthy. You can depend on God. 

You remember all those times in the Bible where people hold 

God to account for his promises? Moses will say, “Lord, didn‟t 

you say? Didn‟t you promise? You wouldn‟t go back on your 

word, would you Lord, because then the scoffers would have a 

field day, saying, „What kind of God is this that leaves his people 

to die in the wilderness?‟” 
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These statements seem strange to us, today. But they are 

honest accounts of people of faith who pestered God in their 

prayers. And they are statements in defense of the character of 

God. They‟re saying, “Look, I believe that you are a righteous God 

whose will is for the good of your children.” 

How do we know? We have no proof. All we have is our 

relationship with God. This is the God who came to us in Jesus 

Christ, the one who loved us persistently all the way to the cross. 

This is why we pray and do not lose heart. Jesus is our model of 

persistence. 

Many of you know my dad. Not the most patient person on 

God‟s good earth. Like most of us, a Christian who has struggled 

with his temper and impatience over the years. A feisty Scotsman 

whose periodic outbursts have driven my sisters and me (not to 

mention my mother) to the brink of desperation on more than one 

occasion. 

 Dad worked for British Airways for much of his life, some 

32 years before retiring in 1988.  He was as loyal to British 
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Airways as any employee could be. I can still see him getting 

ready for work, spit-shining the tips of his shoes, dusting the 

collars of his double-breasted navy blue uniform, polishing the 

brass buttons until they gleamed like the sun. He was proud to 

represent a large, successful international company that built its 

reputation and made its fortune on customer service. 

That is why my father could put aside his natural hot-headed 

temperament whenever he put on that cool-blue uniform. Even 

when he had to deal with the cranks and the hot heads and the nut 

cases. And he had to deal with them all – Elvis impersonators who 

wanted free upgrades to first class; delusional people who claimed 

to be British royalty and demanded free tickets; frustrated fliers 

who vented their rage at my dad because he just happened to be 

there, and because they knew he had to take or else; people who 

tried to make my dad‟s job miserable by their persistent nagging 

demands. And in every situation, my dad would try to fit the 

company policy around the needs of the individual customer as 
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best he could, because he knew that the character of British 

Airways was at stake. 

And I think something similar is being said here in Jesus‟ 

parable. That perhaps Jesus is saying, “Look, if even an employee 

of a large international corporation like British Airways will 

ultimately be true to the good character of that company, how 

much more will your Father in heaven be true to you when you 

persist in your faith through prayer?” 

And that‟s why we do not lose heart. 

 

  


