ALWAYS PRAY

Luke 18:1-43

KV 18:1

Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up.

In the previous passage, Jesus continued to reveal the reality of the kingdom of God. He even described what dwelling in the kingdom of God would be like for the disciples who still had to remain in the world as God’s people. The life of a disciple of Jesus is not freedom from hardship. It is actually a burden because we are called to become conscious of sin – not only in ourselves but also in our brothers. We are called to be unworthy servants constantly watchful for the coming of our master. But this life of burden, the life crucified with Christ Jesus, is a blessed life because we share the heart and mind of Christ, who took on all our burdens as he died on the cross. We are awakened to the advancing kingdom of God, which is bringing life to all nations. We are awakened to this blessed reality as we are crucified with Christ our Lord. 
In today’s passage, Jesus teaches about how prayer and the kingdom of God, which we should receive like little children, are related. The kingdom of God is a precious gift that should be received even if it means selling everything else we own to obtain it. May we listen to Jesus’ words today that we may be awakened to the gift of prayer and the advancing kingdom of God. 
I. Always Pray and Not Give Up For the Kingdom of God is Advancing (1-43)
After teaching his disciples about the reality of the kingdom of God, Jesus goes on to teach them in parables. He knew he would soon reach Jerusalem where he would be crucified, so he wanted to teach his disciples even if they did not understand everything he said. One important teaching Jesus wanted his disciples to remember was to always pray and not give up. That is why he told them the next parable. 2 He said: "In a certain town there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared about men. 3 And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, 'Grant me justice against my adversary.' 4 "For some time he refused. But finally he said to himself, 'Even though I don't fear God or care about men, 5 yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets justice, so that she won't eventually wear me out with her coming!'" The widow in the parable wanted justice, but the judge refused because he did not fear God or care about men. It was strange that this judge took such a job if he didn’t care about people or justice. It must have been all about the paycheck. But when the widow persistently bothered the judge, he finally declared he would get her justice only to stop her from wearing him out by her coming. Here, Jesus taught the disciples that they should pray just like the widow who didn’t become discouraged when her pleas weren’t answered the first time. She kept bothering the judge until she received justice. So too, should the disciples keep praying without giving up. 

This parable makes it appear as though God does not answer prayer unless we persistently bother him. But Jesus continues to say, "Listen to what the unjust judge says. 7 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? 8 I tell you, he will see that they get justice, and quickly. However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?" Here, Jesus describes prayer as the chosen ones of God calling out to him for justice day and night. Jesus asks, “Will God keep putting them off?” No, God will see that they get justice. God does hear prayer and he also answers prayer, not just sitting back and watching his creation try to fix things on its own. So if God’s chosen ones will get quick justice from God, what is this justice they will receive? Justice is vindication. We want to be vindicated before God, to be made right, to be justified, to be righteous. God will vindicate his children who are persecuted in the world, but this justice does not happen according to our schedules. We want it immediately, but God has his own time when he accomplishes all things – including sending his son Jesus to the cross that his chosen ones may receive justice. Jesus concludes, “However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?" God will bring his justice and vindication when the day of the Son of Man comes. But will Jesus, the Son of Man, find faith? What faith is he looking to find? It is the faith that God has the power to do what he promised he would do. It is the faith that expectantly waits for the return of the Son of Man. That is why Jesus says to always pray and not give up. If we have faith in the return of Jesus who will bring his justice on this earth, we can constantly pray, at all times, to God. Through prayer, we may establish a relationship with God here and now while we wait for his timing and his coming. Jesus knew that he would soon return to the Father after he was crucified and raised from the dead. So he taught his disciples the importance of prayer, so that they would remain united with God though they did not get their prayer requests answered right away. They would learn the mind and heart of God who does all things for the good of his chosen ones. 
After addressing his disciples, Jesus turned his attention to those who were confident in their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else. Jesus told this parable: 10 "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: 'God, I thank you that I am not like other men — robbers, evildoers, adulterers — or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.' 13 "But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, 'God, have mercy on me, a sinner.' Again, Jesus’ parable is related to prayer. This time, Jesus described two ways people came to God in prayer. The first man, a Pharisee came to God with thanksgiving. He was not wrong to thank God that he was called to be an Israelite and to know and live the Law. But he went on to thank God that he was not as bad as other people. He was confident that God was pleased with his fasting and tithing, though he was using these offerings to God to elevate himself above people like the tax collector. Jesus contrasted the prayer of the Pharisee to the prayer of the tax collector. When the tax collector came to God in prayer, he was so fearful of being in the presence of the Lord that he could not even look up to heaven. He accepted the fact that he was a sinner and came to God seeking mercy. Both men were unrighteous on their own, but Jesus concludes, 14 "I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted." The tax collector, the one who acknowledge he was a sinner before God and sought God’s mercy, was the one who was justified before God, not the Pharisee who appeared to keep the law. The humility the tax collector showed was acknowledging his sin before God and trusting that God alone would show mercy on him and heal him of his sin. The Pharisee was confident that he was already righteous and only came to God with full expectation that he would be rewarded somehow for being better than “sinners”. Prayer is meant for seeking God and his righteousness, not validating our own righteousness. 
After related Jesus’ parables concerning prayer, the gospel writer Luke records more teachings from Jesus about the kingdom of God. The first teaching came as Jesus continued to proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God on his way to Jerusalem. Luke writes, 15 People were also bringing babies to Jesus to have him touch them. When the disciples saw this, they rebuked them. 16 But Jesus called the children to him and said, "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. 17 I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it."  Bringing babies to Jesus reminds me of politicians who kiss babies to win over the crowd. But here, the people brought babies to Jesus because they wanted them to be blessed by such a great teacher. They wanted them to hear the word of God, not matter how small they were. But the disciples thought it was inappropriate. Surely Jesus did not have time to teach little children. But Jesus welcomed the little children, who according to society were useless until they were big enough to support the family. Jesus welcomed all people into the kingdom of God, including those not seen as important or useful to others. Jesus declared that anyone who receives the kingdom of God like a little child would enter it. So how does one enter the kingdom of God like a child? Little children trust their parents completely and accept whatever is given to them without wondering if they need to pay it back some day or if there was an ulterior motive in the generosity. So we are called to receive the kingdom like children, fully trusting in the grace and mercy of our heavenly Father. 

Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God must have trigger a question from one in the crowd. A certain ruler asked him, "Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 19 "Why do you call me good?" Jesus answered. "No one is good — except God alone. 20 You know the commandments: 'Do not commit adultery, do not murder, do not steal, do not give false testimony, honor your father and mother.'" 21 "All these I have kept since I was a boy," he said. 22 When Jesus heard this, he said to him, "You still lack one thing. Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me."  The ruler who came to Jesus with a question about inheriting eternal life could have been a ruler in the synagogue or a ruler in the nation of Israel. Either way, he was a religious man who kept the law since he was a boy. But even though he was not a lawbreaker, the ruler did not know how he would inherit eternal life. The keeping of the law was not his answer to eternal life. So Jesus told him he was still lacking something. He needed to sell his possessions and give them to the poor. Then he will have treasure in heaven and be able to follow Jesus who is the Way. Following Jesus is inheriting eternal life. 
But the ruler was not happy with Jesus’ words. 23 When he heard this, he became very sad, because he was a man of great wealth. 24 Jesus looked at him and said, "How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God! 25 Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God." The ruler must not have wanted to exchange his wealth for the gift of following Jesus, which was eternal life. That is why Jesus declared how difficult it was for the rich to enter the kingdom of God. They had so much comfort in the world, so much security, that they didn’t want to give up the blessings even if it meant missing out on following Jesus. 26 Those who heard this asked, "Who then can be saved?" 27 Jesus replied, "What is impossible with men is possible with God." The crowds somehow related entering the kingdom of God to being saved. They knew that only when they were free from death, the consequence of their sin, could they enter God’s holy kingdom. But now they were troubled. They thought entering the kingdom of God was simple. Yet a rich man chose to reject the invitation into the kingdom to hold on to his wealth. They crowds wondered, who can be saved if the blessed in this life do not want eternal life? They were focusing on their own abilities and their own weaknesses, and saw there was no way for them to gain entry into God’s kingdom. Jesus replied, “What is impossible with men is possible with God.” God made it possible even for those who can’t help themselves, to enter his kingdom. It is impossible for sinners to enter this most holy place, but God made it possible through sending Jesus Christ to die on the cross, bridging the chasm that separates us from our Father. 
28 Peter said to him, "We have left all we had to follow you!" 29 "I tell you the truth," Jesus said to them, "no one who has left home or wife or brothers or parents or children for the sake of the kingdom of God   30 will fail to receive many times as much in this age and, in the age to come, eternal life." Peter saw the rich ruler become sad when he was told he had to give up his wealth to follow Jesus. So he declared it is possible to leave everything because he had done it himself. God had made it possible for Simon, a fisherman, to be convicted of Jesus’ calling to make him Peter, a fisher of men. Jesus reassures those who have given up everything to follow them that God doesn’t demand them to remain in poverty and homelessness. God blesses those who gave up worldly things to follow Jesus. God abundantly gives life, which overflows to many through each person who follows Jesus. That is eternal life. 
After speaking to the crowds, 31 Jesus took the Twelve aside and told them, "We are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be fulfilled. 32 He will be handed over to the Gentiles. They will mock him, insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill him. 33 On the third day he will rise again." 34 The disciples did not understand any of this. Its meaning was hidden from them, and they did not know what he was talking about. Jesus shared with his apostles that his teachings about prayer and the kingdom of God were important for them to remember because he would soon be handed over to Gentiles, beaten, and crucified. But Jesus gave them the promise that he would rise again on the third day. The disciples didn’t understand what Jesus was talking about. But he knew the word of God he planted would work in them to be stewards of his ministry when he returned to the Father. He trusted in the kingdom of God that would be revealed through the lives of all his apostles. 
Finally, 35 As Jesus approached Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the roadside begging. 36 When he heard the crowd going by, he asked what was happening. 37 They told him, "Jesus of Nazareth is passing by." 38 He called out, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!" 39 Those who led the way rebuked him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, "Son of David, have mercy on me!" 40 Jesus stopped and ordered the man to be brought to him. When he came near, Jesus asked him, 41 "What do you want me to do for you?" "Lord, I want to see," he replied. 42 Jesus said to him, "Receive your sight; your faith has healed you." 43 Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus, praising God. When all the people saw it, they also praised God. Though this blind man couldn’t see what was in front of him, he could see the beauty of Jesus, the Son of David, who could heal him through his mercy. Though he was very set on going to Jerusalem, Jesus did not pass up this blind man. For that is why Jesus came, to give sight to the blind and declare the year of the Lord’s favor. The man was healed and thanked God for the favor he bestowed upon him. Even the crowds saw the great mercy of God in the healing of this man and praised God for his favor. 

May we be awakened to the precious gift of prayer, which unites us with the mind and heart of our Father. May we thank Jesus who opened the kingdom of God to all people, that we may receive it like little children and have eternal life. 
