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Hey! We are going to jump right in. Turn in your Bible’s to Luke 18 and we are looking at the parables of Jesus. Jesus had this ability to say so much using so few words. It’s really remarkable, and these stories have truths that I think have the potential to change our lives. So this weekend, we are talking about the parable of the persistent widow.  Luke 18:1-8

Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up. He said: "In a certain town there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared about men. And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, 'Grant me justice against my adversary.' For some time he refused. But finally he said to himself, 'Even though I don't fear God or care about men, 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!' And the Lord said, "Listen to what the unjust judge says. 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. However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?

What a profound question, will he find faith on the earth?  This parable is called the parable of the persistent widow, but I’m just going to keep it real, I often refer to this as the parable of the annoying widow!  She just keeps on coming. Have you ever known someone who doesn’t know how to end a conversation?  Or they can’t pick up on the subtle social clues, like, “I don’t want to talk to you!”  This lady just keeps coming and coming, and it’s interesting because there is a fine line between persistent and annoying. On one level, this seems annoying, but on another level, you’ve got to admire her persistence.  

If you follow sports, you know that this week was a significant week because Brett Favre announced his un-retirement and I know lots of people are annoyed. If you don’t like Favre, he is like the annoying widow who won’t go away! I understand that and I’ll pray for you, because I was like a giddy little girl on Tuesday, when the news came out, I got nothing accomplished. I immediately went home and, here’s the deal, when he announced his retirement, I’ve been checking ESPN a dozen times a day just looking for a hint that maybe he would change his mind and come back, hoping that he would, and finally the news came out and so I went home and literally recorded everything on ESPN and NFL Network because I did not want to miss a second of what was happening. Here’s why – I’ve been a huge Favre fan since he came into the league.  I’m taking a huge risk here but I am a die-hard Vikings and Packers fan. I know. You are in shock. But if you’re going to leave this church, please do it for a better reason than that!   I was born in Minneapolis, I went to my first Vikings game when I was five years old, and this thing I remember from church as a kid is that we would stop and get football cards on the way to church and if I got a Vikings card, it was a good service, and if I got multiple Vikings card, it was like a revival!  That is my memory of church as a kid. Then we moved to Wisconsin and I became a cheese head and I still have my 4th grade art project, ‘the pack will be back’ and I know you’re thinking ‘how is it possible to love archrivals?’  Listen, a lot of people have two kids!!!  You love them both don’t you! You just hate it when they play against each other. That’s the curse I have.  So, Packer fans are dying because their hero is going to play for the archrival, but it was the best of all worlds for me, so I’m very excited about this.

Let me tell you what makes Brett Favre the greatest quarterback of all time, because I know you came just wondering about that. I don’t think it’s his rifle arm, I don’t think it’s his love for the game, I don’t think it’s the fact that he holds the NFL record for the most touchdown passes. Here is what makes Favre remarkable in my estimation, 269 consecutive starts as a quarterback. An NFL record, that is unbelievable. He is a competitor, and even if you don’t like him, you’ve got to admit that he is tenacious and he won’t go away.

Here’s my point. There is no way I was going to preach this weekend and not talk about Brett Favre! But there is a point, this women in this story is like Brett Favre! Or maybe I should say that Brett Favre is like the woman in this story, she will not quit. There is a tenacious persistence, which I want to suggest is the key to success in any endeavor but it is something that we don’t often apply to our spiritual lives or even in this instance, to our prayer life.  

So I want to take about this tenacious persistence. Let’s break it down. Verse 1:

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

In the 1990s, a psychologist by the name of Anders Ericsson and some colleagues did a study at Berlin’s Elite Academy of Music. They divided violinists into three categories – elite performers, good violinists and then those that would probably never play professionally but good enough to get into the academy. They did this study and they found that most of them started playing around the same age, around age 5 and they practiced about the same time. But around the age of 8, they started to see a differentiation in terms of how much time they put into playing the violin.  The researchers found that by the age of twenty, the elite performers had practiced a cumulative total, on average, of 10,000 hours. The good performers had practiced about 8,000 hours and the violinists who would never play professionally had practiced about 4,000 hours. What’s interesting is that they didn’t find anyone in the elite group that had practiced less, not one exception. Evidently, everybody had to pun in the time and the effort and in a sense, you could say that there are no naturals, or maybe you could say all of us are naturals. But the real question is – how much effort are you going to put into it?

Neurologist Daniel Levitin says, “The emerging picture from studies is that 10,000 hours of practice is required to achieve a level of mastery associated with being a world-class expert in anything.  In study after study, composers, basketball players, fiction writers, ice-skaters, concert pianists, chess players and master criminals, what you have is this number coming up again and again. No one has yet found a case in which true world class expertise was accomplished in less time. It seems that it takes the brain that long to assimilate all that it needs to know to achieve true mastery.”

I don’t know if that study is encouraging or discouraging. Let’s take a little poll.  How many of you is that encouraging to and how many is it discouraging? About split down the middle, and I understand that. Like, on one level, you’re saying there are no exceptions, I’ve gotta put some effort into this, it might take 10,000 hours.  Yes, that’s what I’m saying, but on another level, how encouraging, I’d like to find myself in the encouraging group. And, if possible, by the end of this sermon, I sure would love for everybody to be in that.  If you put in the effort, God will honor it and you are going to get to a place where you can achieve that kind of mastery. 

Let’s put it in spiritual context, that’s what I want to talk about. I think it is safe to say that we give up to soon, spiritually speaking. It says, always pray, do not give up.  Some of us, we barely pray for something one time. We barely make it to the end of that first prayer and we give up on it. Just do a quick survey of Scripture, and I’m not using these numbers because 7 is some magic number, but what if the Israelites had stopped marching around Jericho after the 6th trip? Or what if Elijah had stopped praying for rain after the 6th time down on his knees?  Or what if Naman had only dipped in the Jordan River 6 times?

I love counter-factual theory. It asks the ‘what if’ question. The walls wouldn’t have come tumbling down, rain wouldn’t have come and Naman would not have been healed of leprosy because they would have stopped one time too soon. I think there is something to this, what we need is a level of faith that has this tenacious persistence, I’m just going to keep on knocking until there is an answer to this thing. I think you see that in this persistent widow. And honestly, I think you see it throughout the gospel. Let me keep reading, verse 2:

He said: "In a certain town there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared about men. And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, 'Grant me justice against my adversary.' For some time he refused. But finally he said to himself, 'Even though I don't fear God or care about men, 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!' 

A little observation here, this woman goes outside of protocol, she doesn’t make an appointment, she doesn’t wait for the court date. She is desperate and desperate times call for desperate measures. I think that Jesus uses this women to set up an example, if you will, and you can see this throughout the gospels, that God honors a level of spiritual desperation that won’t take no for an answer. I think it is so critical that we get this point because, listen, we get so caught up on protocol. I remember it being so important what we were wearing to church and some of the petty things that God couldn’t care less about, but we get caught up on these protocol issues as if those are the important things. But if you look at the gospels, notice who it is that God rewards. I think about the four friends who bring their paralytic friends to Jesus. How do I say this? They are cutters! They cut line! It’s not nice or fair, they can’t get into the house because it is packed because everybody is trying to get to Jesus, so they somehow get up on the rooftop and lower their friend, and their friend is healed. That was a desperate act to do whatever it takes to get the friend to Jesus. And it is rewarded isn’t it?  Jesus didn’t say, ‘Why don’t you raise him back up and go outside and get in line.’  There is something about the way Jesus responded to the level of desperation. I think about a tax collector named Zacheus. I love this guy, he is a tax collector, I think he is looking the part, I think he is wearing the three-piece suit, and Jesus is coming to town and the crowd is thick, you can’t get through.  This is random but do you know that the word ‘crowd’ is repeated 101 times?  Everywhere Jesus went, He attracted a crowd, you couldn’t keep people away. So, the crowd forms and what does Zacheus do?  He was short and he couldn’t get a glimpse. I love this. Here is this grown man and he climbs a tree!  Anybody here over the age of 40 still climbing trees?  I don’t know, there is a part of me that still wants to be climbing trees with my grandkids, I like this. He is so desperate, he doesn’t care how foolish is he going to look, it might rip his clothes, but he was going to do whatever it takes to get a glimpse of Jesus. And who does Jesus invite to lunch?  It’s not the people at the front of the line, it’s someone who was desperate enough to climb a tree to get a glimpse of him.

Then I think about the prostitute who crashes the party at the Pharisee’s house. This is one of the most beautiful, funny, awkward moments in the entire gospels. She did not care what people thought. If there was ever a wrong place and a wrong time, ya know?  She was desperate to get to Jesus because I know He is the One who can help. Ok, you are going to have this song in your head now, but Desperado, I know it had reckless, careless connotations to it but I think God honors spiritual desperados, people who have a desperate part of their soul that will do anything to get to Him. I think that’s what you see in this persistent widow.  Don’t you think we need a little more tenacity in our relationship with God?  Always pray, never give up. That’s not protocol, that’s just a hunger deep within your soul. I’m not going to quit until I see an answer to this prayer.

Now, let me give a little bit of history. I love this story. I read it years ago and just happened to think about it this week. In the 1st Century B.C. there was a Jewish mystic named Honey the Circle Drawer, and there is an interesting legend that surrounds him, we think he is a real person because Josephus, the Jewish historian, mentions him. He is famous for his ability to pray for rain. Interesting. During a time of drought, the people of Israel asked Honey the Circle Drawer to pray for rain. At first there was no answer, so he did something interesting. I want you to picture this in your mind, I think this is a beautiful picture of this parable and what Jesus is communication. He drew a circle on the ground and then stood inside that circle, and he said, “Oh Lord of the universe, I swear before your great name that I will not move from here until You have shown mercy upon your children.”  According to tradition, it started to sprinkle!  At that point, I’m thinking awesome!  But Honey the Circle Drawer said, “Not for such rain have I prayed, but for rain that will fill the cisterns, pits and caverns.”  And it began to rain with violence.  Anybody Friday night Saturday morning awakened by some of the loudest thunder and lightening? It was absolutely remarkable. Summer and Josiah both ended up in our room, and if they hadn’t, I would have gone into their room.  Parker has the gift of sleep so he’s another story, so we are sitting in the middle of the bed, our eyes closed shut and it was like strobe lights, so loud and so strong. So imagine, it starts to rain.  But then Honey prayed, “Not for such rain have I prayed, but for the rain of goodwill, blessing and graciousness.”  And it started to rain in moderation. Well, Honey was almost excommunicated because some thought that the act of desperation dishonored God. Like, you don’t draw a circle and step inside it and demand something from God.  Well, some wise Rabbis came to his defense. There is no question that there is a fine line between demanding something from God for your own purposes and standing on the promise of God and believing that He is going to answer what He has put in your heart to pray for and believe for, and you need to discern that it is that thing that you are drawing the circle around. But can I suggest that we need some circle drawers?  We need some people who are going to draw circles and say, ‘I’m going to stand in this circle until God answers this prayer.’

I hadn’t really even thought about it in these terms, but isn’t this so much of our story as a church?  Drawing circles around things that we had no business drawing circles around. We drew a circle around Ebenezer Coffee House, we drew a circle around it and said, God we believe that You want us to have this, and in spite of 4 people offering more money than us, 2 of them real estate developers, who owns this place? We own it, because we drew a circle around it. My mind flashed back as I was thinking about this story and this parable. I remember a long time ago when I first stepped into this thing called National Community Church with about 20 or 25, and one of the things I hadn’t thought about for years but I thought about it recently and I thought about it again this week. I remember I took out a map of Capitol Hill, this is when we first moved onto the Hill and the church was getting up and running and I figured out the exact boundaries of Capitol Hill and I did a pray walk around the entire thing.  Now, knowing how long it is, I don’t know that I would have done it, and the truth is it wasn’t a circle, it was a square, so it doesn’t count. But it doesn’t matter whether it’s a circle or a square, I walked around it because I just want to believe that we can’t accomplish anything, but He can accomplish anything through us.

I started thinking about Union Station and I thought about how many times I’ve done prayer walks around that place, ‘God give us that place and let this be a place of revival, a place where people come and find a relationship with You.’  Then I think about our prayer walk from Union to Ballston, and I think about praying around Georgetown and praying around Kingstowne.  We need to keep drawing circles and stepping into them.

Wouldn’t this be an appropriate time to stop and say a huge Thank You to our prayer team! I don’t even know who said this but someone said: History is written by intercessors.  I like that.  Long before we step into the reality of what’s happening, prayer goes before us and sets the stage and draws the circle so that we can step into what God wants to do.

Are you motivated? I feel like this parable is all about, it is so simplistic, like, always pray, don’t give up, we’ll see you next weekend. But what do I really need to say here other than that says it all. But keep on keeping on, keep on keeping on. Some of you have maybe let go of something or you are not sure. 

This week, I met with a couple of NCCers that God has put a dream in their hearts for some ministries and some non-profits they want to start and I know how fragile that dream can be but you need to draw that circle around it and you need to stand in it, and here’s the thing, it’s probably going to take a lot longer than you anticipate.  Bill Gates said that we tend to over estimate what we can accomplish in two years but we underestimate what we can accomplish in ten.  True. Honestly, what keeps me encouraged as your pastor is the fact that I’m committed to you for life.  When I got into this thing, I asked God to give me the privilege to pastor in one church for life. I don’t know the future, but I pray for that privilege, I don’t assume anything, but if God would be gracious enough, I would love to do that, and it’s that thought that keeps me encouraged.  It’s that tenacious persistence.

It’s that way with anything. Anybody who is married, there are moments where you need to turn tenacious persistent. I’m not going to give up on this. I think we talk about wonderful, sentimental, spiritual truths, but this is one where you just need to keep on keeping on.  In fact, the little phrase, ‘she will wear me out’ that the judge says about the persistent widow, it is so interesting to me, it is actually a boxing term.  It means to strike under the eye or to give a black eye.  This is a moment in the message where I wish I had a Rocky clip to show you because that really fits with any message.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve watched Rocky, especially Rocky 4, but the last Rocky, Rocky 6, there is this moment I like it. I’m not even going to try doing a Rocky impersonation, that would be embarrassing, but he says, “It ain’t about how you hit, it’s about how hard you can get hit and keep moving forward.”  I like that. I wonder if spiritually speaking, there isn’t some truth to that. All of us get the wind knocked out of us, but we get back up and keep believing. We keep moving forward. 

Verse 6:

And the Lord said, "Listen to what the unjust judge says. 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. However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?

Let me quickly explain what’s happening here. I think that in some of Jesus’ parables, there is something called an exaggerated character reversal. Instead of trying to depict God for who He really is, Jesus, for contrast, just to throw a little intellectual curve ball, describes God in terms that are so antithetical to who God really is. You can’t really get much more antithetical than ‘I don’t fear God or care about men.’ That’s the exact opposite of who God is.  He loves and cares for us. I feel like I’ve learned in some ways more about the character of God as the father of three kids more than all of my seminary classes combined because there is something that puts it in relational context, and that’s all I can do in a situation like this.  All I know is that He loves us more than we love us; He cares about us more than we care about ourselves; He wants to answer that prayer more than we want it.  That’s who God is. I think sometimes it’s our false assumptions about God, listen, if God is for us, who can be against us?  If we got that one truth in our spirit and it became part of the fabric of who we are, how would that change our outlook on everything. God is your biggest fan. It is not about God serving our purposes, it is about us serving his purposes.  But it is incredible to me, yes, our faith in God is something, but God’s faith in us is absolutely remarkable.  And I want you to know that He loves it when we just keep knocking, seeking and asking. Because, why do you do that? Ultimately, you do it because the One that you are asking, you believe He has the authority to do it. If you don’t believe that, you give up. So really, our faith is a reflection of the faithfulness of God. So it is no credit to us. In a sense, our faith is based on God’s faithfulness in the past and it is his faithfulness that gives us faith for the future.  So it has nothing to do with us, it’s just that the longer you do this thing, the more circles you draw, it gives us faith. So this comes down to our tenacious persistence has everything to do with how we see God, and how much faith we have in Him.

Let me close with this.  Two weeks ago I was in Orlando, our family did a little Disney vacation. Magical.  I was there speaking at a conference as well and it was the General Council of the Assemblies of God. It was a gathering of about 10,000 pastors. Let me take you all the way back to when I was 19 years old. I was at my first General Council and I was a freshman at the University of Chicago, I was trying to figure out what God wanted me to do with my life. I remember the end of my freshman year, I was like, ‘God, what do you want me to do?’ and it began what I’ve called in retrospect my summer of seeking. I was a pre-law major but I wasn’t sure that was what God wanted me to do and I never really asked him, so I sought God that whole summer. At the end of the summer, I went to my first General Council and I don’t think anything could have prepared me for it. It was in the RCA Dome in Indianapolis, 10,000 pastors worshipping God. There was so much spiritual energy, it overwhelmed me, it impacted me, and God began to do something in my spirit. I was the next week we went on vacation, we went to Alexandria, Minnesota and it was in a cow pasture after doing a prayer walk where I felt called to ministry. I have a picture of that cow pasture hanging behind my desk, it is my burning bush. But really, it started at this General Council. I’ve been at every General Council from that time to this time. To me, it’s like a pilgrimage back. Let me put it this way. Have you ever gone and visited your childhood home and you walk in and the smells and sights flood your memory, or you go back to your old school and it’s an amazing moment? For me, General Council is like that. I was just a kid with a dream. I had a desperation to know Him, to serve Him, and nothing to show for my life, it was all up here and in here but believing that God wanted to do something. I was desperate. Over the years, General Council has been like a benchmark. I go back and I feel like more dreams have become reality and I see answered prayers and I’m grateful for what the Lord has done. But I also feel like it brings me back to a very primal place, like I hope I'm not past that place of being desperate to seek God and to know Him. So two weeks ago, in the evening service, after the message, there was an altar call. I don’t know what kind of church you grew up in, but I grew up in a church where there were altar calls. Those were defining moments for me growing up. And when they gave the altar call, for those of you who grew up in that context, you know that there is this moment where you feel a little awkward. I always wondered what kind of sin the person has in their life going to the altar and your imagination starts playing with you, like, wow, they must have done something bad because they are going to the altar.  And part of you wants to stay right where you are. At the end of that message, I started crying.  I go to the altar because, “God, I don’t think you’re done with me yet, there are more things You want to do in my life.”  I blogged about this because that’s how I capture what God is doing in my heart. 

So I went forward for these reasons, I want to be specific because I want this to make sense. I went forward because, 1- I need all the prayer I can get.  I got up out of my seat, the auditorium was full, probably about 1,000 pastors and elders available to pray. I don’t know why I did this but I looked for the person that I thought was the oldest, I looked for the grayest hair because I wanted someone praying for me that had talked to God for a long, long time, someone who had the cumulative spiritual weight to intercede for me. At some point, I want us to be those people and I knew that was a moment where I needed all the prayer I could get.

Second reason I went forward – because I’m so grateful for what God has done. Oh God, thank You. It’s amazing to me because what was just such a dream without any tangibility to it. I’m not done dreaming, I think God has so much more left to do in my life and in our lives, I’m so grateful so I went to the altar to give credit where credit is due. Unless the Lord builds the house, they who labor labor in vain.  

Third reason was because I want to keep humbling myself before the Lord. I want to keep putting myself in awkward places because it forces me to not care about what people think.  I don’t care what people think, I just know I need more of God. I need to be this persistent widow that just keeps coming back. And I know that if we stay humble, there is nothing God cannot do in us and through us.  

That night, my final thought as that I’m going to keep going to the altar until the day I die.  I think there is something at the heart of this parable, always pray, don’t give up, don’t give up.  Draw a circle, keep seeking God.

Let’s pray. As your heads are bowed, I want to identify a few things I think we need to pray about.  Our tenacious persistence is a reflection of God’s tenacious persistence. This persistent widow kept coming, and to me, the beautiful juxtaposition is Revelation 3:20: Behold I stand at the door and knock. God will knock until the day you die because He loves you too much to give up on you.  I wonder if there’s anybody at any one of our locations who needs to open that door this weekend.  I want to ask you to do something very simple, as a way of acknowledging that you are taking that step of faith, if you need to open that door, just slip up your hand.

Let me ask another question, some of you need to draw a circle on the ground. There’s something that you’ve given up on or stopped praying for, and maybe you don’t even want to think about it, you’ve tried to push it to the edges of your consciousness because it produces conviction in your life, but it’s time to draw that circle again. I’m just wondering, if that’s you, I have no idea what the Holy Spirit is doing in your heart, but if that’s you, you need to draw a circle. Just slip up your hand. I want to pray for us right now.

Father, You see the hands that have been lifted. You see those that today are opening the door and saying Jesus come into my life. We celebrated and rejoice over those decisions that are being made today. Thank You. God You see the hands that have acknowledged that they need to draw a circle, need to keep on keeping on, to believe God today, tomorrow, a year from now, but to keep on keeping on. Lord, thank You for what I believe is a dose of encouragement this weekend to identify that thing again and to draw the circle and stand in it. God, I believe that miracles will be the by-product of the hands that were raised this weekend. Lord, to that end, I pray not for selfish purposes but so that your kingdom will come and your will be done in our lives. In Jesus’ Name, Amen. 

