Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Setting the Parable in Luke’s Gospel The parable of the unjust judge, or persistent widow, is unique
to Luke’s Gospel (18:1-8). Unlike some parables that are embedded within narrative incidents or
controversies, this story is framed explicitly by Luke as a didactic illustration. The evangelist introduces
it with a rare editorial explanation: “Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they
should always pray and not give up” (18:1). This prefatory note establishes the parable’s interpretive
trajectory from the outset. Luke is not content to let readers puzzle over its meaning; he directs them
toward prayer and perseverance as the key themes.

This placement is not accidental. In the broader structure of Luke’'s Gospel, this parable appears in the
long travel narrative (Luke 9:51-19:27), where Jesus is depicted as journeying toward Jerusalem while
teaching his disciples about the demands of the kingdom of God. Within this narrative, Luke has
gathered a series of parables and sayings that highlight prayer, justice, wealth, faith, and the coming
kingdom. The parable of the unjust judge thus fits into Luke’s carefully constructed catechesis on how
disciples are to live faithfully in a time marked by both opposition and delay.

Immediately before this parable, Luke records teaching about the coming of the Son of Man
(17:20-37). That passage emphasizes the suddenness of the eschatological crisis and the need for
readiness. Against that backdrop, the parable functions as a pastoral word: since the Son of Man may
seem delayed, disciples must remain steadfast in prayer and faith, rather than grow weary. Immediately
after, Luke includes the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector (18:9—14), which again centers on
prayer—this time contrasting arrogant, self-righteous prayer with humble, dependent prayer. The
juxtaposition of these two parables underscores Luke’s dual emphasis: prayer must be both persistent
and humble.

1.2 The Narrative World of the Parable The parable itself is strikingly simple. A widow petitions a judge
repeatedly to grant her justice against an adversary. The judge is characterized as one who “neither
feared God nor respected people” (18:2), a negative portrayal of someone devoid of both piety and
social conscience. For some time, the judge refuses. But eventually, worn down by the widow’s
persistence, he relents: “because this widow keeps bothering me, | will see that she gets justice, so that
she won't eventually wear me out with her coming!” (18:5).

The characters are deliberately drawn in stark contrast. On the one hand, the judge embodies corrupt,
cynical authority: self-serving, unmoved by divine or human obligation. On the other hand, the widow
represents social vulnerability and weakness: widows in the ancient world were often economically
precarious and lacked male advocates in court. Her repeated petitions show a tenacity that belies her
powerlessness. The tension of the story lies in this unequal contest: will the powerless widow outlast
the indifferent judge?

The resolution turns on persistence. Though the judge has no intrinsic regard for justice, he grants it to
avoid being worn out by the widow’s continual demands. The narrative thus pivots on irony: justice is
obtained not through righteousness or compassion, but through sheer persistence in the face of
indifference. Yet Jesus uses this irony not to suggest God'’s reluctance, but to argue from the lesser to
the greater: if even an unjust judge can be moved, how much more will God respond swiftly to his
chosen ones who cry to him day and night?



1.3 Themes Announced in the Introduction Luke’s prefatory explanation makes two points explicit:
prayer should be constant, and perseverance should characterize discipleship. These themes resonate
with wider Lukan emphases. Prayer is a distinctive hallmark of Luke’s Gospel: Jesus is portrayed as
praying more often than in the other Synoptics, and Luke alone includes certain parables and
instructions on prayer (e.g., the friend at midnight in 11:5-13). Perseverance, likewise, is a key note in
the travel narrative: disciples must endure suffering, rejection, and delay with steadfast faith (cf. Luke
21:19: “By your endurance you will gain your lives”).

The widow thus becomes an archetype of discipleship. Her powerlessness reflects the marginal
condition of Jesus’ followers, who often lacked social and political standing. Yet her persistence models
the tenacity of faith required to endure in prayer and await God’s justice. The parable affirms that such
faith is not in vain, for God is unlike the unjust judge: he is righteous, attentive, and swift to act for his
chosen ones.

1.4 The Eschatological Frame Jesus concludes the parable with a challenging eschatological question:
“When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?” (18:8). This rhetorical turn broadens the
application beyond personal prayer to cosmic expectation. The parable is not simply about persistence
in daily petitions; it is about persevering faith in the face of eschatological delay. Luke’'s community,
likely experiencing the tension between the promise of Christ’s return and the apparent slowness of its
fulfillment, would have felt the sharpness of this question. The widow’s persistence thus symbolizes not
only prayer but eschatological endurance: holding fast to faith until the Son of Man arrives with justice.

1.5 Interpretive Challenges Although Luke provides an interpretive framework, the parable still raises
several exegetical questions: - How should we understand the judge’s motivation? The Greek phrase
literally means “to give a black eye” or “strike under the eye.” Some translations render it metaphorically
as “wear me out,” while others preserve the physical imagery. Is the judge concerned about personal
harm or about social nuisance? - What is the scope of “justice” in this context? Is it merely legal
vindication, or does it point to eschatological deliverance for God’s people? - How sharp is the contrast
between the unjust judge and God? Does the parable work solely as a “how much more” argument (qgal
wahomer), or does it also critique corrupt human systems of justice? - What does Jesus’ final question
imply about the fragility of faith? Is he pessimistic about finding faith, or is this a rhetorical prod to
vigilance?

These interpretive issues set the stage for deeper study in subsequent chapters. They ensure that,
despite Luke’s guiding editorial hand, the parable retains a degree of tension and open-endedness
characteristic of Jesus’ teaching.

1.6 Purpose of This Study This extended study will pursue the parable of the unjust judge along several
interwoven lines: 1. Literary Analysis: examining the structure, characterization, and rhetorical
techniques of the narrative. 2. Historical-Social Background: exploring the roles of judges and widows
in the first-century Mediterranean context. 3. Exegetical Detail: engaging the Greek text, its key terms,
and its interpretive possibilities. 4. Theological Themes: considering persistence, justice, divine
character, and eschatology. 5. Reception History: tracing how the parable has been understood and
applied across the centuries. 6. Contemporary Application: reflecting on what it means to persist in
prayer and faith in contexts of delay and injustice today.

By following this trajectory, the study aims to provide both rigorous exegesis and theological depth,
situating the parable within Luke’s Gospel, the wider biblical canon, and the life of the church.



1.7 Conclusion The parable of the unjust judge is deceptively simple: a powerless widow outlasts a
corrupt judge. Yet its implications are profound. Through this brief narrative, Jesus sets before his
disciples the challenge of unrelenting faith and prayer, assuring them of God’s justice while probing the
endurance of their belief. For Luke’s readers—ancient and modern alike—the parable speaks to the
tension between the certainty of God's justice and the lived experience of waiting. It summons disciples
not only to pray continually but to embody a faith that persists, confident that the righteous Judge will
not delay forever.





