One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #9

“Jesus and the Insistent”

Matthew 15:21-28
“Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom!”  

I can see from the knowing smiles that you ladies who had small children can relate. Or for dads driving who constantly hear, “Are we there yet?” “Are we there yet?” “Are we there yet?” The incessant demands for attention can be draining.

Have you ever considered that when it comes to prayer? I’ve heard some say, “Bring your request to God once and leave it there…that is the expression of faith.” Yet there are times when Jesus teaches that we should be persistent in praying, such as in Luke 18:1, “Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and never give up.”
Is it right, when the Lord’s apparent answer to our prayer is no, for us to insist that it be yes? Is it right to persist…and to persist…and to persist…and even to return to the Lord the words of his own mouth as we plead our case?

This morning we consider this in the case of Jesus and the insistent.

Jesus Encounters a Desperate Foreigner

Turn to Matthew 15, where Jesus encounters a desperate foreigner. This has been a busy time for Jesus. In the previous chapter John the Baptist was beheaded, Jesus fed 5,000 with a small lunch, He walked on water, and debated with the Pharisees. So we read in verses 21-22, “Leaving that place, Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon. A Canaanite woman from that vicinity came to him, crying out, ‘Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me! My daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession.’”
Jesus went into the region of Tyre and Sidon, the area to the north of Galilee. These were Phoenician cities on the Mediterranean coast, but they controlled territory inland. Sidon was about twenty-five miles north of Tyre, and that city was much the same distance from Jesus’ Galilean haunts, so this represents a considerable journey on foot.

This surprises some folks. “Jesus never left Jewish country,” they claim. “He always remained among the Jews. He may have come to the borders of another country, but he would never have crossed over into heathen land.” Oh, but He did!

By this point, the disciples knew better than to moan and groan about Jesus’ next steps or to challenge the wisdom of His actions. So when Jesus said, “We’re going to Phoenicia,” the disciples simply followed. Still, I wonder if any of them murmured a little among themselves along the roughly 40-mile journey through mountainous territory, wondering, “Why here?” 

So what was Jesus doing there? Mark’s Gospel gives us a clue when it says that Jesus “entered a house” and “wanted no one to know of it” (Mark 7:24). For Jesus this was a time of deliberate withdrawal. There was no place in Palestine where he could be sure of privacy; wherever he went, the crowds would find him. So he went right north through Galilee until he came to the land of Tyre and Sidon. There, for a time, He would be safe from the malignant hostility of the Pharisees, and from the popularity of the people, for no Jew would be likely to follow him into Gentile territory.

It seems He wanted to get away for a spell from the frenzy of ministry in Galilee, to slip into a private residence and enjoy a retreat. Nothing wrong with that. Surely, He and His disciples had earned a breather before jumping back into the work. Yet it wasn’t meant to be. Even in this remote region, where few Jews dared to go, Jesus’ reputation preceded Him and He was found out. Mark continues, “He could not escape notice.”

Verse 22 states that a Canaanite woman from that vicinity came to Jesus. Mark identifies her as “a Greek.” I believe this means she was Canaanite in origin and Greek in culture—both of which excluded her from the Jews. Yet her words prove that the fame of Jesus had spread beyond the limits of Galilee and He was recognized as the Messiah.

Her request is simple: “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me! My daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession.” Even though she was not Jewish, she recognized who Jesus was. “Lord” may have been a polite address, similar to “Sir,” but “Son of David” meant nothing less than an acknowledgement that He was the Messiah.
Simple enough, right? Jesus has dealt with demons before, and He even did miracles with Gentiles. We might expect Jesus to drive out the demons and move on.

Not this time.

Jesus Elicits a Determined Faith

What follows is puzzling for some and downright disturbing for others, as Jesus elicits a determined faith. The way Jesus responds to this woman—not once or twice, but three times!—seems very out of character for our Lord. 

Verse 23 begins, “Jesus did not answer a word.” Jesus initially said nothing to her, which is very unusual; He usually responded to any appeal for help, and indeed sometimes He took the initiative and helped before a request was made to Him.
 What else could it mean but that He was unsympathetic and had no time for her petition?

This is not the unique experience of this woman. It still happens today. When you pray, do you ever detect the silence of God? Do you find yourself invariably interpreting that silence to mean denial of what you want? Do you get discouraged and then quit praying?
 The heavens seem to be as impenetrable as brass, and God seems to be unheeding and unconcerned. The temptation is to conclude that he really has no interest in us and our problems, though we know full well better.
 

Such silences are intended to intensify, not to diminish or destroy, our dependence on Him. Silence, after all, says nothing: it no more says no than it says yes. If it is true that Jesus did not say yes, it is also true that he did not say no.
 

Then the disciples took Jesus’ apparent lack of interest in helping the woman to the next level, saying, “Send her away, for she keeps crying out after us.” They were irritated! This woman was intruding on their quiet rest and relaxation. And they had probably read Jesus’ silence as annoyance as well. We’ll soon see that Jesus’ choice to be unresponsive to the woman was not from a lack of concern but from a desire to draw out the woman’s striking words of faith and to point out the hasty prejudice of the disciples.

Notice the disciples said, “She keeps crying our after us.” I’m pretty sure she wasn’t crying out for “us.” The disciples were pretty impressed with themselves, assuming that as they were key members of Jesus’ entourage, people who wanted Jesus also wanted them. No, not really.
 It would be like the NBA playoff game in which Michael Jordan scored 69 points while teammate Stacey King scored one. After the game King was quoted as saying, “I’ll never forget this game where Michael Jordan and I combined to score 70 points!” No, disciples, the woman wasn’t crying out after you.

Jesus did not acquiesce to them and send her away, however. So the woman refused to take His silence as meaning no but decided that, on the contrary, it indicated that the door, far from being closed, was still open. Accordingly, she persevered with her request.

Jesus finally breaks His silence in verse 24, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” How disheartening! This seemed to leave no place of acceptance for her, since she was not Jewish. It felt like the cold shoulder of rejection. If silence was ambivalent, not so this utterance, which sounded like exclusion.
 

Matthew records two occasions, which are not paralleled in the other Gospels, in which Jesus appears to be guilty of nationalism or ethnic prejudice. Here, referring to His own ministry, Jesus said, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” Secondly, referring to the ministry of his disciples, he said to them in Matthew 10:5-6, “Do not go among the Gentiles… Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel.”

But this was only a matter of sequence, not of segregation. Soon after giving that instruction to His disciples He told them in verse 18 that they would be “witnesses…to the Gentiles.” His last words before returning to heaven was the commission to “make disciples of all nations,” though Acts 1:8 records that this effort would begin “in Jerusalem and all Judea” before eventually spreading to “the ends of the earth.” Jesus was not guilty in any way of ethnic pride or prejudice. On the contrary, Jesus made it clear in Matthew 8:11 that the people of God would be an international nation: “I say to you that many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.” 

Apparently this woman perceived that Jesus was not shutting her out.
 Verse 25 says that she came and knelt before Jesus, pleading, “Lord, help me!” 

Then Jesus speaks again, and this seems even more puzzling than His first words. Verse 26 records, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” You might be thinking, “How rude!” But I think we’re missing the point.

It could be that Jesus answered not as He felt but in terms of the popular Jewish prejudices of the day.
 Or it could be that we here encounter the limitations of words on a page. The problem with a letter (for us older folks) or a text (for younger ones) is that you cannot see body language, facial expressions, or hear the tone of voice. Messaging apps now have emojis—little pictures that depict emotions—but even then the intent of one’s words can be lost. 

Chuck Swindoll observes, “Knowing Jesus—and knowing where He was leading this conversation and how it would unfold—we can imagine a twinkle in His eye and a softening tone.”
 William Barclay adds, 

The tone and the look with which a thing is said make all the difference. A thing which seems hard can be said with a disarming smile. We can call a friend “an old villain”, or “a rascal”, with a smile and a tone which take all the sting out of it and fill it with affection. We can be quite sure that the smile on Jesus’ face and the compassion in his eyes robbed the words of all insult and bitterness.

Keep in mind that our Lord responded to this woman as He did, not to destroy her faith, but to develop it. Her own replies showed that she was growing in faith and unwilling to let Him go without getting an answer.
 Everything He said was true, but His statement was intended to provoke the woman to demonstrate her persistence, not to crush her spirit.
 He was not playing games with the woman, nor was He trying to make the situation more difficult. He was drawing out of her a growing response of faith.

It is important to note that Jesus used the diminutive word for dogs (kunaria), which were not the street dogs, but the little household pets, very different from the wild dogs that roamed the streets and ate from the garbage dumps.
 Thus, while still playing off the common Jewish prejudice, using the diminutive form softens the language.

Also, Mark’s account sheds light on what Jesus said. Mark 7:27 reads, “First let the children eat all they want,” he told her, “for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” The word “first” does not appear in Matthew. “First” leads on to the “second,” and that holds out hope for the non-Jews, represented in the Syrophoenician woman.
 Thus she interpreted in a positive manner this apparently derogatory assertion of Jesus
 and continued to persist in her plea: “Yes, Lord,” she said, “but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”
This neat answer shows that the woman was not presuming on her position. She knew that she did not belong to Israel and thus had no claim as belonging to the chosen people. But surely there would be crumbs!

I like to imagine the disciples gasping at her impudence but then turning to look at Jesus and seeing not a frown but a wide smile. He loved that response! In fact, it was exactly the one He was drawing out of her. In that moment, He not only gave the woman a perfect opportunity to demonstrate her faith but also exposed the flaws in the typical prejudices of the Jews, who regarded Gentiles as wild dogs.

Jesus Enacts a Divine Favor

In verse 28 Jesus enacts a divine favor: “Then Jesus answered, ‘Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.’ And her daughter was healed from that very hour.” Jesus is definitely pleased here—what else could He do but laugh? “You win,” His attitude implied, and then He told her, “The demon has left your daughter.”
 It is interesting that Jesus does not commend the woman’s persistence or her humility; it is her faith that is basic. She believed in Jesus, and in the end she obtained her petition.

Our faith connects us to the healing power of Christ. Jesus told those he healed that it was their faith that made the healing possible. Faith was the connection. Faith created the relationship. Faith opened the channel for Jesus to do his healing work. Faith made miracles possible.
 However, it is not the faith that heals; it is the God whom the faith touches. There is no other way of touching God except by faith. If we would receive His almighty touch, we must believe!

This woman believed, and immediately her daughter was healed. She didn’t need Jesus to follow her home or to give her some kind of sign that He had done it. She trusted Him at His word, believing not only that He was able to heal from such a distance by a mere exercise of His will but that He was also willing to do it. She trusted in His power and His character.

This woman’s faith was great because she persisted in asking and trusting when everything seemed against her. Certainly her race was against her: She was a Gentile. Her sex was against her, for most Jewish rabbis paid little attention to women. It seemed that the disciples were against her, and Christ’s words might have led her to believe that even He was against her. All of these obstacles only made her persist in asking.

This brings us to the question raised at the beginning of the message: Is it right, when the Lord’s apparent answer to our prayer is no, for us to insist that it be yes? Is it right to persist…and to persist…and to persist…and even to return to the Lord the words of his own mouth as we plead our case?
 

I’ve always had difficulty with this concept, for it strikes me as disrespectful. Do I really expect to change Almighty God’s mind by bugging Him long enough? Do I really want to change His mind, if I believe He is all-knowing and all-wise? 

Yet Jesus told not one but two parables that teaches the exact opposite. In Luke 11:5-10, He tells of a friend coming at midnight begging bread. He concludes in verse 8, “I tell you, though he will not get up and give him the bread because he is his friend, yet because of the man’s persistence he will get up and give him as much as he needs.” Then, in Luke 18:1-8, He tells of an unjust judge who ignores the pleas of a widow, but because of the widow’s persistence he gives her justice. Jesus concludes in verse 7, “Will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off?”
This does not imply that God, like the unjust judge, is less than willing to grant what is right and will be persuaded to do so only after being worn down by our pleading. The argument is, rather, that he who is the altogether righteous Judge will not fail to dispense justice and that our pleas to him persist on the basis of this assurance.

Praying that prevails is the praying-through attitude, the spirit of Jacob not letting God go until prayer is answered. The word Jesus used for persistence carries the primary meaning of “shamelessness,” that is, a relentless determination in prayer that will not be put to shame by any apparent refusal on God’s part to grant the good thing we ask for. How He delights in that holy boldness refusing to take “No” for an answer!

The importance of persevering in prayer, trusting steadfastly in the goodness of our heavenly Father, is often a hard lesson to learn, as the poet William Cowper discovered; hence the lines from his hymn:

Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take;

The clouds ye so much dread 

Are big with mercy and shall break

In blessings on your head.

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,

But trust him for his grace; 

Behind a frowning providence

There hides a smiling face.

His purposes will ripen fast,

Unfolding every hour; 

The bud may have a bitter taste,

But sweet will be the flower.

Great faith is faith that takes God at His Word and will not let go until God meets the need. Great faith can lay hold of even the slightest encouragement and turn it into a fulfilled promise. “Lord, increase our faith.”
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