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As you recall, we are in the “bread” section of Mark. Preceding our text this morning, we have seen how Jesus displayed the power of the Kingdom of Heaven. Jesus demonstrated that he was stronger than nature, evil, military power, and even death. Then, in this “bread” section, we see how that power plays out in terms of grace and provision to the children of the Kingdom of Heaven. This section is has two miraculous bread feedings as bookends – the feeding of the 5,000 in chapter 6 and the feeding of the 4,000 in chapter 8. Our text comes in between those two miraculous feedings – so we know that we are still talking about how Jesus is the bread of life.

Last week’s discussion between the scribes and Pharisees and Jesus regarding ritual cleaning before meals serves as a preface for this next section, showing how the blessing of God extends beyond the Jews and to the Gentiles. That sets the stage for our text: Jesus’ casting out a demon from the little daughter of a Gentile woman in Tyre. It is followed by another healing of a Gentile man from Sidon. The two locations Mark mentions – Tyre and Sidon – often come together as representative references to Gentile land a peoples.

Enough context: here’s the Scripture. Mark 7:24-30.

Let’s walk through it again slowly so we can get a handle on what is going on here.

Jesus, presumably with the disciples, heads out of Jewish territory into Gentile territory. Mark makes this abundantly clear by a three-fold reminder: he identifies the location of the story in the region of Tyre; he identifies the origin of the woman, a Gentile of Syro-phonecian origin; and he states her problem, that her daughter had an unclean spirit. If this were a movie, the lighting would be dim, there would be sounds of creeping and the music would be ominous. Mark is setting the stage for something.

Then, we get the encounter. The woman’s situation is the first thing we learn. Her little daughter has an unclean spirit. The tone here is that she is desperate: the demon is attacking and destroying her little girl. Medicines do not address the problem, nor is Dr. Phil around to help assess the problem to get her right. Although we do not know the specific manifestation of the demonic possession, it is not difficult to understand the desperation of this mother for her little girl. 

She hears about Jesus and comes and bows at his feet. I want to stop here for a moment. Picture the scene in your mind. What depth of need would it take you to drop everything and go to see someone, fall at their feet, and beg for help? 

We are almost embarrassed by this depth of desperation. It is difficult to watch – the wailing and crying and from-the-depths kind of pleading, “Please…Please…Please…help me!” 

The only other person who does this is Jairus, the leader of the synagogue – the one whose daughter Jesus brought back to life. It is a complete submission and a complete trust she places in Jesus. She begs him to cast the demon out of her daughter.


Here’s where we get Jesus’ statement that is so difficult to understand: “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 

Huh. 

How many of you expect this kind of response from Jesus? 

OK, not many of us. Pretty clearly, there is something going on here that may be getting lost in translation. Here are some things to consider:

· First, it seems from her response that she is not offended by what Jesus says. That being the case, we need to figure out why.

· Second, she responds using the same illustration, but tweaking it in such a way as to demonstrate the very faith and understanding that the disciples are lacking.

· Third, Jesus’ delight with her response and his closing comment are pretty remarkable – without issuing a command or without a specific encounter with the unclean spirit, Jesus declares that the demon has left her daughter.

So how can she not be offended by what Jesus says? 

Jesus has entered Tyre with the disciples to get away from the crowds. He wants some quiet time. Though Mark does not tell us, it would seem like he wanted time to teach the disciples. 

He wanted to be feeding them – read here, the children – the bread of life.

When she comes and begs him to heal her daughter, she does not have the little girl with her. Thus, at the first look, it would seem that she is asking him to leave the disciples to go to her daughter. This would have required him to take time away from the primary purpose of his getting away from the crowds; that is, to be teaching the disciples. So, Jesus talks about letting the children being fed first – the disciples being taught so that they may experience the fullness of grace and hope. That Jesus says “first” indicates that there will be a second and broader feeding. However, his rejection indicates that the later feeding will not be immediate.

In Jesus’ comment about not taking the food and throwing it to the dogs, the term he uses for dogs is a term that refers to little dogs that would be family pets. I always had the picture that Jesus was talking about taking food from the table and throwing it out into the yard for wild dogs; this is not the case. 

Even so, the message is clear: the children of Israel first; then, the Gentiles. 

There really is no way to read this other than Jesus’ referring to the Gentiles as little dogs. However, it seems as if Jesus was using the illustration to make the point that he was feeding the children of Israel; that is, he was focused on the needs of the disciples and that he was not going to simple cast about at the needs of the world. The illustration was more about focusing on the needs of the disciples rather than casting aspersion on the Gentiles. It also appears from the woman’s response that she took it that way too; and, as a result, felt that an opening existed for her to reply back.

Her response back – that Jesus’ goodness is more than sufficient for the children such that there is enough left for others – so delights Jesus that he responds that the demon has left her daughter.  In short, her response indicates that she understood what Jesus was saying, that she believed he could help her without even leaving the disciples, and that doing so would actually help teach the disciples about his goodness. 

This woman is remarkable because she has the depth of faith that the disciples are missing.  She has absolute faith in Jesus. She has sought him out, she has engaged him, and she has taken his first rejection and countered with a maturity of faith that brings Jesus joy. 

He sends her home affirming that her response was correct. For those of you who are interested in such things: this is a strange deliverance because Jesus does not issue a command or encounter the demon at all; he simply declares that the demon has left the girl. 

The hero of this story is the woman. Jesus is the savior and deliverer, but this episode is all about the woman’s faith and how she understands more than the disciples  about who Jesus is and what the Kingdom of God means.

II. So why do we care?

So, why do we care about this story and how does knowing this help us live our day-to-day lives? Does Mark’s report of the encounter between Jesus and the Syro-phonecian woman have any relevance to us? In other words, what is the gospel message to us today?

The first thing it tells me is that, in Scripture, women often understand the substance of faith before men do. I am not going to take up the entire Pauline tension regarding the role of women in the church; however, I do think it is worth noting here that Jesus not only engages in theological discourse with a woman, he does so at a higher level than he was able with his disciples, AND, her response is so good that he is delighted. 

This is not an isolated incident. In John 4, the woman at the well, Jesus’ conversation with a woman makes her the first evangelist. As a result of her encounter, that woman goes into her town proclaiming that she has met the messiah. There are others as well: think of Mary and Martha. Consider that the news of the resurrection was given first to the women. 

The second thing it tells me is that faith requires persistence; it is an intentional choice when things appear differently. I found this story that might help us to understand:

In college I was asked to prepare a lesson to teach my speech class. We were to be graded on our creativity and ability to drive home a point in a memorable way. The title of my talk was, "The Law of the Pendulum." I spent 20 minutes carefully teaching the physical principle that governs a swinging pendulum. The law of the pendulum is: A pendulum can never return to a point higher than the point from which it was released. Because of friction and gravity, when the pendulum returns, it will fall short of its original release point. Each time it swings it makes less and less of an arc, until finally it is at rest. This point of rest is called the state of equilibrium, where all forces acting on the pendulum are equal.

I attached a 3-foot string to a child's toy top and secured it to the top of the blackboard with a thumbtack. I pulled the top to one side and made a mark on the blackboard where I let it go. Each time it swung back I made a new mark. It took less than a minute for the top to complete its swinging and come to rest. When I finished the demonstration, the markings on the blackboard proved my thesis. I then asked how many people in the room BELIEVED the law of the pendulum was true. All of my classmates raised their hands, so did the teacher. He started to walk to the front of the room thinking the class was over. In reality it had just begun. Hanging from the steel ceiling beams in the middle of the room was a large, crude but functional pendulum (250 pounds of metal weights tied to four strands of 500-pound test parachute cord.).

I invited the instructor to climb up on a table and sit in a chair with the back of his head against a cement wall. Then I brought the 250 pounds of metal up to his nose. Holding the huge pendulum just a fraction of an inch from his face, I once again explained the law of the pendulum he had applauded only moments before, "If the law of the pendulum is true, then when I release this mass of metal, it will swing across the room and return short of the release point. Your nose will be in no danger." After that final restatement of this law, I looked him in the eye and asked, "Sir, do you believe this law is true?" There was a long pause. Huge beads of sweat formed on his upper lip and then weakly he nodded and whispered, "Yes." I released the pendulum. It made a swishing sound as it arced across the room. At the far end of its swing, it paused momentarily and started back. I never saw a man move so fast in my life. He literally dived from the table. Deftly stepping around the still-swinging pendulum, I asked the class, "Does he believe in the law of the pendulum?"

The students unanimously answered, "NO!"

 The woman – having been rejected and perhaps even insulted – persists in her belief that Jesus’ was able and willing to grant her request.

What do you believe? What is it in your life that you cannot control? Is it your health, your finances, your relationships, or your reputation? 

Whatever it is, ask yourself this: how are you dealing with it now? Are you living in denial, hoping and praying that it will sort itself out or go away? Am you stressing out about it and losing sleep at night trying to figure out a plan? Are you angry with God because life is tough? However you are dealing with it, if you are not laying it before Jesus, then you must be relying on yourself to make it better.

When I say, “Lay it before Jesus,” it is not a cop-out or a dodge. I mean it literally. If you are not in prayer about whatever it is that scares you or causes you trouble, you are carrying a weight you were not created, designed, or intended to carry. 


Belief and prayer seem impractical. They seem like a waste of time that could be used getting something done. There is no guarantee of tangible results at the end of prayer. If prayer is a luxury that you will try when you have time or nothing else will work, you are missing the boat. 

The reality is that there is nothing more practical than prayer. It is a confession of belief. It strips away the illusion that we are in control. It reminds us that we are not our own and that we belong to a God who is good. Hardships and difficulties drive us to our knees. Day by day we need to seek out Jesus and persist in putting our needs before him. 

And here’s the good news from this story: he is not overwhelmed by our need; he is able.

Friends, this is true for this congregation as well. We need to be a praying congregation, praying through the hard times and the good times, praying for God’s guidance and provision. We need to seek out Jesus first.

· We must recognize the desperation of our situation – that without Christ, we can do nothing. 

· We must endure the trials of our situation – that God does not always give us what we want immediately. 

· We must act and trust the joy of our situation – that even the crumbs of the goodness of Christ are sufficient for our needs. 

· We must recognize the hope of our situation – that Christ has declared that we are his, that we can believe the good news of the gospel: that in Christ the time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is near. 

In all of this, we are faced with the question Mark has been raising from the beginning, “Who is this?” Do we recognize the holy One of God? Do we trust in him for our life, our salvation, our hope? When the pendulum of desperation is swinging at us, whom do we believe?

Next week, the tables get turned as Jesus asks the question, “Who do you say I am?”

Jesus, you are the Christ.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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