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‘From Persistent Prayer to Effective Activism: a re-reading of Luke 
18: 1-8, the parable of the Judge and the Widow.’ 

Luke 18:1-8 English Standard Version (ESV) 

The Parable of the Persistent Widow 

1
 And he told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose 

heart. 
2 
He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor 

respected man. 
3 
And there was a widow in that city who kept coming to him and 

saying, ‘Give me justice against my adversary.’ 
4 

For a while he refused, but afterward 

he said to himself, ‘Though I neither fear God nor respect man, 
5 

yet because this 

widow keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that she will not beat me down 

by her continual coming.’” 
6 
And the Lord said, “Hear what the unrighteous judge 

says. 
7 
And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will 

he delay long over them? 
8 

I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily. 

Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” 

Produced by TOW Project – A contemporary reflection on the 

parable. 

http://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/luke/power-and-

leadership/persistence-the-parable-of-the-persistent-widow-luke-181-

8/ersistence: The Parable of the Persistent Widow (Luke 18:1-8) 

“In the parable of the persistent widow (Luke 18:1-8), a poor, powerless 

person (the widow) persists in nagging a corrupt, powerful person (the judge) 

to do justice for her. The parable assumes John the Baptist’s teaching that 

holding a position of power and leadership obligates you to work justly, 

especially on behalf of the poor and weak. But Jesus focuses the parable on a 

different point, that we are “to pray always and to not lose heart” (Luke 

18:1). He identifies the hearers — us — with the woman, and the prayed-to 

person — God — with the corrupt judge, a strange combination. Assuming 

that Jesus doesn’t mean that God is corrupt, the point must be that if 

persistence pays off with a corrupt human of limited power, how much more 

will it pay off with a just God of infinite power. 

 

The purpose of the parable is to encourage Christians to persevere in their 

faith against all odds. But it also has two applications for those who work in 
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positions of leadership. First, the juxtaposition of a corrupt judge with a just 

God implies that God’s will is at work even in a corrupt world. The judge’s job 

is to do justice, and by God, he will do justice by the time the widow is 

finished with him. Elsewhere, the Bible teaches that the civil authorities serve 

by God’s authorization, whether they acknowledge it or not (John 19:11; 

Romans 13:1; 1 Peter 2:13). So there is hope that even in the midst of 

systemic injustice, justice may be done. A Christian leader’s job is to work 

toward that hope at all times. We cannot right every wrong in the world in 

our lifetimes. But we must never give up hope, and never stop working for 

the greater good [1]. 

 

in the midst of the imperfect systems where our work occurs. Legislators, for 

example, seldom have a choice of voting for a good bill versus a bad bill. 

Usually the best they can do is to vote for bills that do more good than bad. 

But they must continually look for opportunities to bring bills to a vote that do 

even less harm and even more good. 

The second point is that only God can bring about justice in a corrupt world. 

That is why we must pray and not give up in our work. God can bring 

miraculous justice in a corrupt world, just as God can bring miraculous 

healing in a sick world. Suddenly, the Berlin wall opens, the apartheid regime 

crumbles, peace breaks out. In the parable of the persistent widow, God does 

not intervene. The widow’s persistence alone leads the judge to act justly. But 

Jesus indicates that God is the unseen actor. “Will not God grant justice for 

his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?” (Luke 18:7).” 

What I find remarkable in this reflection is the acceptance of the status quo, 

of the seriously corrupt nature of the world of business, of legislation and our 

role is to ameliorate it as best we may in hope of something better. But is this 

the message of the parable? Or is something else going on? 
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Luke remembers this story of Jesus in a time when the church was struggling 

and he sees it as a call to persistent prayer even when things seem against 

us. But I’d like to reflect on it in the context of Jesus time when a more 

radical message emerges to challenge those of us engaged in action for 

change. 

Widows were vulnerable in Jesus’ society. They were among the 

powerless ones like  the orphaned children and foreign workers that Jesus 

calls “the little ones”. Jesus story presumes the woman is without support or 

worse that her family have undermined her inheritance rights by bribing the 

local judge. A woman had to be represented in court by a man usually of her 

immediate family. But Jesus tells us she is alone, her prospects are not 

hopeful. The Hebrew scriptures have beautiful texts that state God will always 

hear the cry of the powerless widow (Ex. 22:21-24) and demand God’s people 

respect and care for widows .E.g. “The Lord executes justice for the orphan 

and the widow, and loves the strangers providing them with food and 

clothing.” Dt.10:18 Or more powerfully Dt. 27:19 “ cursed be he who 

prevents the justice due to the sojournor, the fatherless and the widow.” 

Doing justice for widows becomes shorthand among the prophets for 

faithfulness to the covenant of God with his liberated people cf .Mal.3:5; Is. 

1:17, 23; 10:2; Jer. 5:28 (LXX); 7:6; 22:3; Ez. 22:7; Ps., 93:6. This is fully 

developed in Sirach 35:14-18 which some commentators see as behind this 

text.  It will be repeated in th elater Rabbinic provision for widows in the 

Mishnah in M. Ketuboth (Marriage Deeds) 4:12; 11:1-6; 12:3-4  and in M. 

Gittin (Bills of Divorce) 5:3. But there are so many of these texts in 

Deuteronomy and the Prophets that it is clear that such compassionate 

practice was often abandoned.  

The injustice here is on two levels she is the victim of a man who has 

undermined the economic basis of her life and she can only defend herself 

against this man with the help of a judge (Schottroff 1995, p.101) but the 

judgement has been given in the favour of her “adversary” and the 

implication is that her rights have been ignored or undermined. The judge 
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we’re told refuses to see her several times. She is a type of the widows who 

are spoken of again and again in the Hebrew scriptures as crying out to 

heaven for justice since they cannot get it here because of the structural 

injustice of their society. So here, in the early Christian context,  there is an 

awareness of patriarchal society’s structural injustice on which God places a 

judgement. We’re told the Judge did not fear God vv. 2&4. Nor God’s 

demands for justice towards widows. 

There are echoes here of other rulers in the tradition of the prophets; cf Ez 

28:2 the King of Tyre who takes to himself the divine authority, and the 

condemnation and prophecy against the king of Babylon (Isa.14:13f.) whose 

arrogance can ignore and oppress the poor. Luke has already told us that God 

will push such rulers off their thrones in 1:52 Mary’s magnificat. The judge 

himself recognises this tradition in v 4. and its expressed in the description of 

him in v 2. He neither fears God nor has regard for human beings. But his 

widow resists again and again coming back to claim her damages. 

 

The problem for many commentators is that v 1 and vv 6-8 apply the 

parable to the relationship between believers and God. But the Judge 

is not an obvious symbol for God. Some apply it in the sense if an unjust 

judge will hear an importunate widow how much more will God.  Those who 

approach the text from a literary critical approach as in Jeremias 1963, p. 156 

see the first verse as Lukan, so see it as a redaction that misses the original 

point, or in the case of Jülicher1963 pp284, 286 that it doesn’t miss the point 

and vv 6-8 are typically Jewish. Louise Shottroff suggests the problem with 

these approaches is they forget the plight of the widow and her claim against 

the judge. Instead the focus shifts to believers (Lk 18:8) and the justice they 

will receive at the second coming: “Now will God not see justice done to his 

elect if they keep calling on him day and night, even though he still delays to 

help them? I promise you he will see justice done to them and done speedily. 

But when the son of man comes will he find faith on earth.”  Here prayer to 

God against injustice describes the life of disciples and their work and protest 
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against injustice. We get a hint of this in Romans 8:24 “the spirit too comes 

to help us in our weakness, for, when we do not know how to pray properly, 

then the spirit personally makes our petitions for us in groans that cannot be 

put into words, and he who can see all hearts knows what the spirit means 

because the prayers that the spirit makes  for god’s holy people are always in 

accordance with the mind of God”. 

The parable then focuses on the resistance of believers for whom 

the stubborn widow is an example. This is not a reference to the isolated 

prayer of modern individual believers to their God. Rather it is the prayer of 

the community in the conflict situations it finds itself and in the 

struggle for justice for the powerless in which it is always engaged 

throughout history till the end. A community that lives out of the hope in 

a god of justice and of a faith that does justice. 

Jesus story assumes the Widow’s claims are just, but that she has no means 

to bribe the judge to act affirmatively on her behalf. The presumption is the 

Judge has already been bribed to find against her. Jesus tells us the Judge is 

so corrupt that he “neither fears God nor respects human beings”. This is 

already clear as he deals with her case alone. All such cases, by right, 

demand a tribunal, so bribes have already perverted the Law. The Jewish 

Talmud will later call such officials “Robber Judges” “willing to pervert justice 

for a dish of meat” i.e. a good meal! This is a judge who has colluded with 

the methods of the Roman forces of occupation and their systematic 

alienation of the local masses from their means of support and survival, 

creating a culture of debt and dependency. 

But the Woman does not give up. She sees clearly what is happening, she 

knows what her rights are and she works out an effective strategy to bring 

about the justice which the system deprives her of. She does not appeal to 

the court, as the local justice system has been clearly undermined. She 

identifies the key figure who can change things and targets him – the unjust 

Judge. She goes public. She appears day after day at the town gate where 

the men of influence gather and cries out against him. One woman’s voice 
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raised repeatedly calling for justice. She speaks the truth and many there will 

recognise it as truth. She makes public the barely hidden corruption of the 

Law which should serve all. Notice her emphasis is on calling him to do 

justice. She is calling him to account in public. And it is this voice crying for 

justice, emerging day by day from the generalised collusion with corruption, 

which makes a difference and wears him down. He can only take a certain 

amount of shame beyond that his own authority will be undermined. 

In Jesus story the judge eventually says “ she will wear me out with her  

continual bruising" (literally punches to the face!). Unable to appeal to honour 

or compassion she has taken an untypical role of assertive action. She makes 

it not worth his while to continue, if he loses too much status his wealthy 

backers may no longer have use for him. 

In the end the victim calling for justice, saying it as it is, becomes the 

powerful voice calling the corrupt system to account. Her refusal to lie down, 

to collude and accept the system that oppresses opens up an alternative 

possibility. Jesus gives us a model of a thoughtful and creative woman whose 

unorthodox action, beyond the norms of gender and status, gains the just 

verdict that appeal to the compromised system could never have achieved. As 

a piece of sustained grass roots activism it has a lot to teach us. 

 

Note again what Jesus is doing in these parables. he is drawing on the 

experience of the people, provoking them to see their world clearly but  

from a renewed perspective, “the kingdom of God”, and inviting them to 

become subjects of their own history. He empowers the exploited and  

oppressed to re-claim their history, to see it anew, and to participate in  

creating it. There is a danger when we read these texts in church that we  

spiritualise them and tend to take away a personal message – what do they  
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mean for me? Then we miss their call to renew our collective vision of a 

creation under God where all are of equal worth and where the distribution of  

the goods of the earth, and the sharing of them, and solidarity in service, are  

at the centre of our collective concern rather than accumulation for profit and  

personal security. Above all these are texts to provoke collective reflection,  

discussion and debate, starting from the conflicted reality we find ourselves  

in. 
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