EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#11 The Persistent Widow: Will You P.U.S.H.?
November 21st, 2010 – Luke 18:1-8
Today we conclude the series:  Everyone Loves A Story based on the parables of Jesus. A young man went into a drugstore to buy 3 boxes of chocolate: small, medium, and large. The pharmacist asked him about the three boxes: Well, I’m going over to a new girlfriend’s house for supper. Then we’re going out. If she only lets me hold her hand, then I’ll give her the small box. If she lets me kiss her on the cheek, then I’ll give her the medium box. But if she lets me kiss her on the lips, I’ll give her the big box. That evening he sat down at dinner with his girlfriend’s family.    He asked if he could say the prayer before the meal. He prayed an earnest, intense prayer that lasted several minutes. When he finished his girlfriend said: You never told me you were such a spiritual person. He said: And you never told me your dad was a pharmacist! It’s a good thing to pray–whatever the circumstances! Sometimes we find ourselves in over our heads. Let’s read Jesus parable about prayer in Luke 18:1-8!  Let me make some observations!
OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THE STORY
We Don’t Have To Wonder About the Meaning: The interpretation is given in the very first verse:
… they should always pray and not give up. There’s a cartoon that shows a little fellow kneeling beside his bed for his bedtime prayer. With some disgust: Dear God, Uncle Jim still doesn’t have a job; Sis still doesn’t have a date for the social; Grandma is still feeling sick - and I’m tired of praying for this family and not getting results. Ever felt that way? Each one of us has probably felt like quitting. We quit praying because of discouragement, doubt, and we wonder if it does pay to pray.   We may never voice such thoughts, but the idea does at times come into our minds.   
Jesus Is Asking: Will You P.U.S.H.? Pray Until Something Happens! Jesus knew that his disciples would be tempted to quit praying. Jesus had just talked to his disciples about his return and the coming Kingdom of God. He told them that his coming, and the establishment of Kingdom of God with it, might be delayed and that during this time they would long for his return. Things would not be as good as they longed for them to be. We are living in-between the times, and as such, we face troubles, opposition, adversity, etc... Jesus knew that his disciples would be tempted to give up on prayer, so he spoke often on the subject of persevering in prayer.

Main Characters: It was not uncommon for a widow to be as young as her 30s.  It’s likely someone was trying to cheat her out of money or land her husband left her. Women had few legal rights. Remember the story of Ruth, she and Naomi returned to Bethlehem as widows. They had no legal right to claim the land that had belonged to their husbands. Fortunately Boaz married Ruth and he became her kinsman/redeemer. This widow not only had the hurdle of being a female, she faced a terrible judge. He didn’t have any fear of God. Probably a Gentile judge designated by the Roman authorities. Judgeships were sold and bought, and a judge could make a good living from the bribes that were common. Our widow had no money to bribe this wicked judge. Her only recourse was to come before him repeatedly crying: Grant me justice against my adversary! He dismissed her claim, but she kept coming back. He must have thought: Oh, no, not HER again! In verse 5, he admits she keeps bothering me. The word bothering literally means to poke in the eye. He was upset because she was constantly in his face. This constant begging and nagging finally paid off in her favor. Let’s apply this to our lives:
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES

When You’re Worried – Pray Positively!  The widow didn’t sit at home wringing her hands about her problem. Instead of worrying, she got up and approached the only person who could help her–the judge. Jesus said: we ought always to pray and not to give up. The word give up means to be filled with bad thoughts. Worry is filling our mind with bad thoughts of the worst that could happen. Worry is like water. It begins as a trickle of doubt that creeps into your mind. Before you know it, the flood of worry has carved a Grand Canyon of anxiety in your mind! William Ward said this about worry: Worry is faith in the negative, trust in the unpleasant, assurance of disaster, and defeat...Worry is a magnet that attracts negative circumstances...Worry is wasting today’s time to clutter up tomorrow’s opportunities with yesterday’s troubles. Worry is like rocking in a rocking chair–it gives you something to do, but you never go anywhere with it. Worry robs us of a positive attitude!
The Apostle Paul was stuck in a Roman dungeon facing the possibility of having his head chopped off. Instead of worrying about dying, he prayed and in addition to praying, he wrote some letters to encourage Christians to pray instead of worrying. Look at his word found in Philippians 4:6-7. Remember, these words were penned by a man sitting in a damp, dark, depressing dungeon: Don’t fret or worry. Instead of worrying, pray. Let petitions and praises shape your worry into prayers. Before you know it, a sense of God’s wholeness, everything coming together for good, will come and settle you down. (The Message) When you face a challenging circumstance you have two choices. You can lose heart and let worrisome thoughts control your mind; or you can pray positively about it.       
I came across an interesting story from a Christian man who owned a construction company. He was losing sleep worrying about some financial problems he faced in his company. One morning, after another night filled with worry, he opened his Bible and devotional guide. That morning he was reading from Matthew 6 where Jesus commanded his followers not to worry. Jesus said: Consider the sparrows, they don’t plant or harvest, or store in barns, but your heavenly Father takes care of them–and you are much more valuable to him than the sparrows!   His devotional guide spoke about how God cares for the birds so much when a single sparrow falls dead to the earth, God is aware and God cares. The verse at the end was I Peter 5:7 which says: Cast your cares upon him, for He cares for you. A few days earlier on the job site, they had been removing trees and the owner had noticed one of the trees had a bird nest with baby birds in it. He marked the tree and left word not to cut it down. But on this day, he realized the tree would have to come down because they couldn’t delay the project any longer.

The owner used a bucket truck to lift him up to the bird’s nest. When he looked in, the birds were gone–they had learned to fly. Since he was up there he removed the nest. Birds use all kinds of scraps to make a nest. As he examined the nest, he discovered the birds had used straw, twigs, and even little strips of paper to make the nest.   He removed one sliver of paper and what he read brought tears to his eyes. Written on the fragment were the words, God cares for you. He realized God was using that bird nest to reinforce his message. Today, the man’s business is doing well, and he is prays more and worries less–and he keeps that bird’s nest in his office!
When You Feel Like Quitting – Pray Persistently!  The poor widow kept on begging the judge to grant her justice. She didn’t just ask once and say: Let me know what you decide. She peppered his ears with persistent petitions. Have you ever asked God for something, and when He didn’t answer your prayer immediately, you quit praying? That’s a big mistake. Effective prayers in the Bible are those that were prayed persistently.
David said in Psalm 55:16-17: But I call to God, and the Lord saves me. Evening, morning, and noon I cry out in distress, and he hears my voice. David wasn’t one of those one-a-day vitamin prayers. He was an all-day pray-er! 
Hannah desperately wanted a child. For many years she prayed and prayed to have a child. After her prayer was unanswered for years she didn’t say: Well, it must not be God’s will for me to have a child. She kept on praying for years, and eventually God gave her a son–Samuel, the mighty prophet.  Jesus prayed persistently. On the night before the crucifixion, He was in the Garden of Gethsemane pouring out His heart to His Father. His prayer burden was so intense there were drops of blood, like sweat on His forehead. Father, take this cup from me–but not my will but yours be done!  Three times He cried out to His Father–and His Father gave Him the strength to face the cross.
Paul had some kind of painful affliction he called a thorn in the flesh. He begged the Lord to remove the pain. He asked not once, not twice, but three times before the Lord answered. And when God answered, it wasn’t the answer Paul was wanting. God didn’t take away the thorn; instead He gave him the grace to cope with the pain, so Paul began to give God glory in the midst of his pain. Persistence is an important factor in prayer when you want to quit.

Persistence is a valuable attitude for every area of our Christian life, not just prayer. God blesses those who persist. So whatever you may be facing right now, don’t give up! If you’re ever tempted to give up, just remember the composer Brahms. It took him seven long years to write his famous Lullaby–I guess because he kept falling asleep at the piano! One of the largest organizations in America is the Quitters Club. The reason you’ve never heard of the Quitters Club is because they never meet–the members quit coming. There are no dues–the members quit paying them. The Quitters Club is comprised of people who faced a tough job, a tough marriage, a tough sickness, or a tough failure–and they quit. When the going gets tough, the tough get going. But the going gets tough; the quitters get going...away. What we need in America and in the church are people who will exhibit good, old-fashioned “stick-to-itiveness.” That’s probably not even a word, but it needs to be!
God has always honored persistence. I have always appreciated Emmitt Smith. He set the NFL rushing record.      He wasn’t as flashy as Walter Payton, or Barry Sanders, and he never possessed true break-away speed. But his strength lies in his ability to persist–he just kept on running. He has run for 16,743 yards. That’s 9.5 miles! It has taken him 13 years to run only 9.5 miles. Emmitt’s average run over those 9.5 miles was 4.3 yards at a time.       That means he has been tackled and knocked down 3,983 times. And do you know what he did after every tackle? He got back up and ran the ball again. Sure, he was injured a few times, but he always returned. I’m impressed that someone would be knocked down almost 4,000 times and still they get up and run again.

Even the best of people get knocked down in life, but what sets them apart from the quitters is that they get right back up. Life is full of adversarial people who will tackle you. You will face difficult circumstances that trip your feet out from under you. The poor widow in Jesus’ parable had been knocked flat–but she refused to stay down.   She got up and persistently made her request to the judge. You have an adversary who opposes you on every hand. The devil doesn’t want you to pray and he’ll do everything he can to make you stop praying!
A huge Chicago company is one of the world’s largest magazine fulfillment firms. That means they handle subscription mailings by computer. Among other things, they send out renewal and expiration notices. One day the company’s computer malfunctioned. Soon after, a rancher in Powder Bluff, Colorado, got 9,734 separate mailings informing him that his subscription to National Geographic had expired. This got the rancher’s attention. So he dropped what he was doing and traveled 10 miles to the nearest post office, where he sent in money for a renewal—along with a note: I give up! Send me your magazine! When you feel like quitting remember persistence pays off!

When You Doubt – Pray Confidently! Jesus used the mean judge as the opposite of our loving Heavenly Father. 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. Parables not only contain comparisons but contrasts as well. We must expect God to answer our prayers. If you doubt that you’ll receive an answer, chances are you won’t. I John 5:14-15: This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us–whatever we ask–we know that we have what we asked of him. The difference is learning to pray confidently, without doubting!
I heard about a Sunday School teacher who had her children write letters to a missionary they had been praying for. The teacher explained the missionary was very busy and wouldn’t have time to send a reply to every child, so they should expect to hear back from him. One little boy wrote this letter: Dear Mr. Smith, I am praying for you. I am not expecting any answer. Many Christians pray, but they really don’t expect any answer. Are you like that?  If I walk into a room and flip the light switch, I expect the light to come on. If it doesn’t, I don’t curse Thomas Edison and say electricity is a lie.  I start looking for the problem. Maybe the light bulb is burned out, or a breaker has been thrown, or the power is out. If it seems your prayers aren’t answered, don’t quit praying–start looking for the reason. It may be the wrong request, unconfessed sin, or the timing may not be right. God always answers prayer. 
God may answer QUICKLY: In verse eight Jesus used the word quickly to describe how God answers prayer.    The word “quickly” is a relative term. If someone was injured, I would say: Call 911 quickly! But if a couple gets married only four months after they first met, I might say: They sure got married quickly!  Quickly means suddenly.
Your prayers may seem to be unanswered for months, and then BOOM! I heard about a lady who was rushing to the mall to buy something. It was pouring rain and she didn’t have an umbrella. As she drove into the parking lot she said: Please Lord let me find a good parking place near the front door. Just as she said those words she saw the back-up lights of a car as it backed out the best parking space in the entire lot. She said: Never mind, Lord, I’ve found one myself! God answered her prayer so quickly she didn’t even have time to understand it was God at work.

God may answer LATER: When your prayer is heard in heaven, God acts on the request immediately, but it may take awhile before you get His answer. An example of this can be found in Daniel 10. Daniel prayed and the angel Gabriel was dispatched to give Daniel his answer. Gabriel reported Daniel’s prayer had been heard and answered immediately, but the Prince of Persia (a demonic spirit) resisted Gabriel in delivering God’s answer. The archangel Michael had to fight against the Prince of Persia so Daniel could get his answer. During the delay, Daniel hadn’t stopped praying. So if it seems God hasn’t answered your prayer yet, don’t quit! The answer could be just around the corner. God’s delays are not God’s denials. Our sense of timing is flawed, but God’s timing is flawless. 
English pastor George Mueller wrote about prayer: The great point is never to give up until the answer comes.          I have been praying for 63 years and 8 months for one man’s salvation. He is not saved yet, but he will be. How can it be otherwise? I am praying. George died in 1897 and the man was still not saved. But as they lowered Muller’s casket into the ground, the man repented of his sins and trusted Jesus as his Savior. That’s later!

God may answer BETTER: Sometimes you receive what you ask for because God has something better in store. Ruth Bell Graham: If God answered every prayer of mine, I would have married the wrong man seven times!       But maybe you’ve been praying a long time, and you haven’t gotten anything better yet–in fact things seem to be getting worse–just wait. God always answers prayer in the way time that it will give Him the greatest glory.         God answers prayer along the route that brings Him the most glory. And on the way to better, it may pass by worse for awhile. So don’t stop praying–even if things seem to be worse right now. C.S. Lewis wrote: Prayer is request. The essence of a request, as distinct from a demand, is that it may or may not be granted. And if an infinitely wise Being listens to the requests of finite and foolish creatures, of course He will sometimes grant them and sometimes refuse them...If God had granted all the silly prayers I’ve made in my life, where should I be now? 

When you are consumed with worry: Pray positively! When you are considering quitting in some area God has placed you: Pray persistently! When you are filled with doubt: Pray confidently! Jim Valvano died in 1993 after a year-long battle with cancer. He was just 47 years old. His North Carolina State basketball team won the national championship in 1983. A few weeks before he died, he was honored on national television. He said this: Today, I fight a different battle. You see, I have trouble walking and I have trouble standing for a long period of time. Cancer has taken away a lot of my physical abilities. Cancer is attacking and destroying my body, but what cancer cannot touch is my mind, my heart, and my soul. I have faith in God and hope that things might get better for me. But even if they don’t, I promise you this: I will never, ever give up. I will never, ever quit. That was the theme of our championship season: Never, ever give up! That’s the message I leave with you. Never, ever give up! Every time you walk through a door that says PUSH–let God remind you to Pray Until Something Happens! AMEN!

