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WEEK THREE

PARABLES OF PRAYER



Three Parables about Prayer
that are unique to Luke’s Gospel

Luke 11 . 5 - 8

Luke 18 . 1 - 8

Luke 18 . 9 - 14

The Friend asked for help at night

The Widow and the Judge

The Pharisee and the Tax Collector



What is a Parable?



A Parable is:
A story told with a meaning

A Parable is not:
An allegory

(where everything represents something else)

A Parable may:
Have a slightly different meaning in the Gospel

from how Jesus originally told it.



The Gospel Parables:

Are set in a different age.

Are set in a different culture.

Have been translated from other languages.

It’s important to remember all that
when reading, and praying, the parables.



Luke 11 .5 - 8

The Friend asked for help at night.

A parable in a domestic setting.



‘Suppose one of you has a friend,
and you go to him at midnight and say to him, 

“Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; 
for a friend of mine has arrived,
and I have nothing to set before him.”

And he answers from within, 

“Do not bother me; the door has already been 
locked, and my children are with me in bed;
I cannot get up and give you anything.”

I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him 
anything because he is his friend, at least because of his 
persistence he will get up and give him whatever he 
needs’. Luke 11 .5 - 8



Cultural Setting
Palestinian Village

Bread, enough for the day, baked before sunrise.
Three small loaves equals an ordinary meal.

People rise, and sleep, with the sun,

People would know who had bread to spare.
Customary to replace what was borrowed.

Entertaining a guest is an important duty.

One room house - Family sleep together on mat.
To get up and draw the bolt would wake all.



How Luke uses the Parable
To encourage persistent prayer.

“...at least because of his insistence he will get
up and give him whatever he needs”

is followed by:

“Ask, and it will be given to you;
Search, and you will find;
Knock, and the door will be opened”

Luke 11 .8b

Luke 11 .9



How Jesus used the Parable
To show God’s readiness to respond: 

Can you imagine that, if one of you had a friend
who came to you at midnight and said to you,

“My friend, lend me three loaves,
because a friend of mine has come to me on
a journey, and I have nothing to set before him”,

that you would call out,
“Don’t disturb me....?”

To ignore the request would be unthinkable!

An alternative translation:



How Jesus used the Parable
To show God’s readiness to respond: 

Verse seven is crucial:
“Do not bother me; the door has already been locked, and 
my children are with me in bed;
I cannot get up and give you anything.”

It doesn’t describe the refusal of a request

It describes the impossibility of such a refusal

To refuse would be against basic rules of hospitality



When read like this
the point of the parable is:

If a friend, even when woken up, will respond
without hesitation to help a neighbour,

how much more will God be willing to help!



“Rediscovering the Parables”

Joachim Jeremias



The message of the
“Parable of the Friend asked for help at night”
is reflected in another parable found only in

Luke’s Gospel.



Luke 18 .1 - 8

The Widow and the Judge

A parable in a legal setting.



First look at the Parable alone



‘In a certain city there was a judge who neither
feared God nor had respect for people.
In that city there was a widow who kept coming
to him and saying,

“Grant me justice against my opponent.”
For a while he refused; but later he said to himself, 

“Though I have no fear of God and no respect
for anyone, yet because this widow keeps
bothering me, I will grant her justice,
so that she may not wear me out
by continually coming.” ’ 

Luke 18 .2 - 5



Cultural Setting

No concern for God or what people say about him
The Judge

The Widow
No age specified.  Girls married at 13 or 14.

The Circumstances

Probably rich and certainly influential. 

Widows (and orphans) represent the helpless.

One judge, rather than a tribunal, would judge
financial matters: debt, pledge, inheritance.



How Luke uses the Parable

We don’t have to read between the lines:

‘Then Jesus told them a parable about their
need to pray always and not to lose heart’.

Luke is giving guidance about how to pray

Be persistent and humble in prayer.

and portrays the woman as the central figure. 

Luke 18 .1 



How Jesus used the Parable

Jesus focusses on the judge
as the central figure. 

Jesus uses the character of the
unjust judge to compare and contrast

with the character of God.



Jesus explains why he told the story 
And the Lord said,
‘Listen to what the unjust judge says.   

And will not God grant justice to his
chosen ones who cry to him day and night?

Will he delay long in helping them?

I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them.
And yet, when the Son of Man comes,
will he find faith on earth?’ Luke 18 .6 - 8



“If this inconsiderate man, who had been 
refusing to here the widow’s case,
finally gives heed to her distress,
even after long delay,
merely to rid himself of her pestering,

How much more will God!

Joachim Jeremias, “Rediscovering the Parables”

God listens to the cry of the poor
with unwearied patience;
they are his elect,
he has compassion for their need”.



their concern should be elsewhere...

when the Son of Man comes,
will he find faith on earth?’ Luke 18 .8

Have no fear, God is attentive to your needs,

Having reassured the disciples,
Jesus then challenges them:

in the midst of all the hardships, injuries,
rejection and temptations that he has told

them they will face



Luke 18 .9 - 14

The Pharisee and the Tax Collector

A parable in a religious setting.



First look at the Parable alone



‘Two men went up to the temple to pray,
one a Pharisee and the other a tax-collector.
The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus,

“God, I thank you that I am not like other people: 
thieves, rogues, adulterers,
or even like this tax-collector. I fast twice a week;
I give a tenth of all my income.”

But the tax-collector, standing far off,
would not even look up to heaven,
but was beating his breast and saying, 

“God, be merciful to me, a sinner!”

I tell you, this man went down to his
home justified rather than the other Luke 18 .10 - 14a



Cultural Setting
The Life of the Temple

“went up into the temple to pray”
The Jerusalem Temple is on high ground

“to pray”
The hour of prayer was 3 pm

Spoken prayer.



Cultural Setting
The Pharisee

and an especially devout Pharisee

He fasts twice a week - only one a year was required

He gives tithes on everything he buys,
although many items had been tithed by the seller.

Acts of voluntary self-denial

He may be a little self-righteous
(Praying “alone” means prominently.  Also “Not like this tax collector”)

but he’s a good holy man.



Cultural Setting
The Tax Collector

The modern equivalent would be a loan shark.
Despised, feared and shunned by the respectable.

Standing far off - he kept to the shadows

Would not look to heaven - Sense of unworthiness
Beating his breast - sign of deepest contrition

Overwhelmed by his distance from God

Realisation that repentance will mean destitution.

Unable to follow the custom of prayer.



How Luke uses the Parable

He also told this parable to some who trusted in 
themselves that they were righteous and regarded 
others with contempt: Luke 18 .9

The context of it’s telling precedes the parable:

for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all 
who humble themselves will be exalted

That fits with the meaning,
but the ending is possibly added by Luke: 

Luke 18 .14b

Which is thoroughly Luke!



How Jesus used the Parable
This parable would shock not only those 

“who trusted in themselves that they were righteous
and regarded others with contempt”

but virtually anyone else.

The Tax Collector goes home justified
which means; blessed with God’s pleasure.

The Pharisee isn’t shown to be in God’s pleasure.
Yet what wrong has he done?

Even though he hasn’t yet paid back his plunder.



Psalm 51 .1

The Tax Collector prays: “Have mercy on me, a sinner”

Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your steadfast love;
according to your abundant mercy
blot out my transgressions

Psalm 51 .17 The sacrifice acceptable to God
is a broken spirit;  a broken and 
contrite heart he will not despise

The Tax Collector comes to God broken and contrite



The primary meaning of this parable
is to illustrate God’s character.

God’s character is as revealed in Psalm 51

God is the God of the despairing
and broken-hearted

It does so by quoting,
in word and described action,
familiar words of the psalms.



“Blessed by God’s pleasure”

Despite our unworthiness we become
justified with God

through our faith in God’s steadfast love
which is already poured out for us.


