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One of the great joys I get in reading the through the Gospels is seeing the various ways that Jesus dealt with different individuals or groups of people in pointing them to Himself.  Jew or Gentile, rich of poor, male or female, learned or unlearned, we see Jesus dealing with individuals, addressing them just as they needed to see Him more clearly.


For instance, in John chapter 3 we read of Jesus’ conversation with the learned Jew, Nicodemus.  Jesus showed Nicodemus that salvation was more than simply keeping some code of conduct, more than just legalistic list of do’s and don’ts to be kept perfectly in hopes of being made right with God type of religion.  Jesus wanted Nicodemus to look outside of himself and realize that he must be born again by the Spirit of God, born from without, and that there was nothing within him that could please God. 


In the following chapter, John chapter 4, Jesus confronted the Samaritan woman at the well.  With this woman, Jesus took a completely different approach than He had previously taken with Nicodemus.  This woman was not as educated nor would she have the Jewish background that Nicodemus had.  But Jesus approached her in a way that went straight to her heart.  Jesus revealed her sinfulness and how this affected everything in her life.  He leads her to a saving faith in Him by directing her focus away from herself and her religion to the One alone who knew her heart and who alone could save deliver her from her sin and the consequent wrath of God.  


In our text this morning another woman approaches Jesus.  However, on this occasion Jesus responds in way that we have not seen to this point nor will we wee again.  His response is rather shocking, at least initially.  What we learn from her story is that true repentance and faith are marked by persistence and by humility.
I.  Her Repentance (vv. 25-26a)


This woman gives evidence of one who truly understood who Jesus was.  As we have seen with others who have had great faith in Christ in Mark’s gospel, her actions demonstrate one who had more than an intellectual understanding of the person and work of Christ.  We read in v. 25 that she heard of Him, she came to Him, and she worshiped Him.  What had she heard about Christ?  What is it that drove her to cast herself upon Him and Him alone as her only hope? 


1. Her awareness of self (v. 26, Mt. 15:22)


We have this evidenced in this woman’s life. She understood that any mercy that she received from Christ was all of Him and none of her.  Her first act of repentance was that she understood her unworthiness.  There was absolutely nothing in this woman that made her worthy to call upon Christ.  She was a “Gentile, of the Syrophoenician race” (v. 26). Specifically, Matthew says that she was a Canaanite (Mt. 15:22).  In the Old Testament it was the Canaanites who possessed the land that God had chosen to be the Promised Land for His chosen people, the nation of Israel.  God Himself commanded the Israelites to destroy any and every semblance of Canaanite existence upon entering the land.  Man, woman, child, beast, gold and silver, everything that had anything to do with the Canaanites was to be considered “under the ban” of God and was to be utterly destroyed.  The Israelites failed to do completely what God had commanded, allowing some to live and taking some of the items that were “under the ban.”  This led to great strife for them later on.  The Hebrew men intermarry with the Canaanite women.  The gods and idols of the Canaanites were mixed with the religion of the Yahweh.  This led to a self-centered, syncretistic religion rather than one that was focused and centered on the One true God, a monotheistic religion.  All of this because of their failure to totally obey what God had commanded concerning the Canaanites.


Now back to the woman.  The Canaanites were her people.  There was no other group of people on the face of the earth considered to be more pagan than the Canaanites.  They had absolutely no desire for the One true God.  They wanted nothing to do with the religion of the Israelites who were there enemy.  It was their God that commanded them to be destroyed and because of Him their existence as a people came within a whisker of total annihilation.  


And yet, according to Matthew this woman comes to Jesus and cries out, “Have mercy on me” (Mt. 15:22).  Her profession shows her awareness that, as a Canaanite, she was unworthy of even pleading His mercy, much less receiving it.  With these words, “Have mercy on me,” she is drawing a line in the sand, making a break from the idolatry of the Canaanites and casting herself, unworthy as she was, upon Christ, pleading His mercy.  

2.  Her awareness of Christ (Mt. 15:22)


The woman addresses Jesus with titles that show her understanding, limited though it was, of the person and work of Christ.  She comes to Him first as “Lord.”  This is a title of authority.  We live in a time when it is common, if not in teaching certainly in practice, to accept Jesus as Savior without trusting Him as Lord, the idea that you can have Jesus as Savior and receive all of the benefits of salvation and at some point later submit to Him as Lord when you “make Him Lord” of your life.  But may I remind you this morning that Jesus is Lord, we do not make Him Lord.  Every instance in Scripture of one coming to faith in Christ they call upon Him first as “Lord.”  We read nowhere where on “accepts Jesus as Savior.”  But everywhere we read that they believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.


Ernie Reisinger set forth this truth in his excellent work entitled Today’s Evangelism.  He wrote:

The Savior is the Lord, and the Lord is the Savior. There is not one place in the whole New Testament where Christ is offered as we hear Him offered today—“trust Christ as your personal Savior.” There is no such language used by the apostles; not even is there such an idea conveyed… Lordship is not a second step of consecration, or a second work of grace. Nor did sinners make Him Lord. He is Lord by God’s almighty decree, irrespective of anything sinners did, said, or believed… How in God’s name did we come to huckstering off Jesus as some kind of hell-insurance policy, when the Bible announced Him as Lord and exalted Him to a throne? The New Testament preachers preached His lordship, and sinners received Him as Lord. There is not one New Testament example of Christ being offered any other way.


This woman comes to Jesus acknowledging that He is “Lord.”  In doing so she gives evidence that she believed in His authority, something the wicked Pharisees would never do.  In calling Him “Lord” she is showing that she believes that Jesus is God of very God, the One and only God of the Israelites.  


She then calls Jesus “Son of David.”  This is the title often used in describing Jesus’ role as the Messiah, the One chosen to deliver the people from their sins.  While this woman would not have understood Jesus’ role as Messiah in totality, she nevertheless honored Him as the Messiah.  R. T. France comments, “The appeal to Jesus as Son of David is striking in the mouth of a Gentile.  Perhaps she had heard vaguely of Jewish Messianic speculation about Jesus and thought the title would please this Jewish visitor; but the developing dialogue suggests a more sophisticated awareness of the significance of Jesus’ role as the Jewish Messiah.”


So while this woman did not understand Jesus’ lordship and Messiahship in its fullness, she comes to Him with awe and wonder, acknowledging these truths about Him.  The object of her affections and the focus of her devotion were directed towards Christ.  We live in a time when many confuse remorse with repentance.  Though remorse and sorrow are a part of repentance, it is not the total of true, biblical repentance.  A person might feel sorry for their past, they might even have a strong sense of guilt for their actions and turn away for a time from the actions that bring the sorrow and guilt.  But this is not true repentance.  Unless a person makes a decisive 180-degree turn from sin and self to Christ, renouncing the things of the world, making a clear mark of demarcation, then one has not truly repented.  


True repentance involves an inward change of affections, convictions, and thinking away from one’s self and the things of the world and towards Christ Himself and all of the blessings and responsibilities that this entails.  Repentance is making a break with the old, the old sinful, selfish desires and longings of the heart and moving towards holiness in God.  It is a conscious knowledge that nothing else can satisfy other than Christ.  It is coming to the realization that all of your efforts are failures and that your only hope is in Jesus Christ.


That is what this woman does when she comes to Jesus.  She renounces her idolatry and submits to Jesus.  Her affections are focused on Him and Him alone as the One who can meet her need.  So what we see in this woman is a picture of true repentance.  Admitting your unworthiness, seeing yourself as God sees you, acknowledging that Christ is Lord and Savior, and turning from sin and self to Him.

II.  Her Persistence  (v. 26b, Mt. 15:23)


  This woman had demonstrated true repentance. But Jesus desired that she not only demonstrate her repentance but her faith in Him alone as well.  In the words that follow, we see the woman overcoming tremendous obstacles that were given to test her faith.  She had come to Jesus and cast herself before Him, crying out to Him for help with her hopeless situation with her demon-possessed daughter.  For some, this is all that they ever do.  They come to Jesus hoping that He will get them through some present strife in their life and once the strife is relieved, they go right back to their former ways.  They come to Jesus to be cured of their present condition but never truly come to Him in true, saving faith.  Jesus tests this woman to give evidence that her faith was real.  We see in her persistence that nothing was going to keep her from Christ.


1.  Jesus’ silence (v. 26, Mt. 15:23)


Having cried out to Jesus and fell at His feet, we read in Matthew 15:23 the rather stunning words, “But He did not answer her a word.”  Both Chrysostom and Augustine wrote, “The Word spoke not a word.”  Imagine how this woman’s heart must have sunk.  “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is cruelly demon-possessed.”  And Jesus says nothing.  He simply looks at her in complete silence.  We might expect that this woman would believe that perhaps she had taken her best shot and it was not good enough.  We might expect that she would leave Jesus at that moment and return to her home and cry out to one of the many pagan gods of her culture.  After all, she really had no reason to expect that Jesus, who was for the Jew, would have anything to do with her, a Canaanite.  She had heard how Jesus cast out demons in all of those who came to Him or were brought to Him.  But all of those were Jews.  Maybe Jesus was not for her people.  Or perhaps by His silence He was showing that He was no different than any other god.  Perhaps Jesus could do nothing to help her; perhaps He was powerless in her situation.  Any number of thoughts like these and others could have consumed her.  But her actions demonstrate otherwise.  She would not take Jesus’ silence as a “No.”  Mark says, “And she kept asking Him to cast the demon out of her daughter.”  She was persistent, demonstrating that she truly believed that Christ and Christ alone could satisfy her request.  Spurgeon said, “When there was nothing for her ear to hear, there was still something for her heart to believe.”  
 
2.  The disciples’ coldness (Mt. 15:23)


The disciples on this occasion were becoming more than a bit irritated by the woman’s persistence.  Again, Matthew says that the disciples said, “Send her away, because she keeps shouting at us.”  The woman was nothing more than a nuisance interrupting their time of rest and relaxation.  We can picture the woman coming to the door of the house and knocking and Peter answers the door.  “Lady, don’t you get it?  Jesus does not have time for you right now.”  And the door slams.  Then comes another rap on the door.  Peter leans over to John and says, “You get it this time.”  And John answers the door, “Jesus is too preoccupied with His ministry for His own people.  Go back to your own.”  And the scene plays out over and over again, “Send her away!”  


We must give the disciples a bit of credit here.  How else were they to interpret Jesus’ silence?  After all, they had come to Tyre and Mark tells us in v. 24 that Jesus “wanted no one to know of it.”  Now this woman shows up at the door and blows their cover.  But their response to the woman shows their insensitivity and even perhaps their prejudice.


3.  The woman’s non-covenant status


When Jesus does speak, it was not in favor of the woman.  In v. 27, Jesus says, “Let the children be satisfied first.”  Matthew wrote, “But He answered and said, ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (15:24).  “For it is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.”  What is Jesus saying here?  Jesus is plainly saying that the table had been set for the Jews, not for the Gentiles.  He talks about the children’s bread, the bread that belongs to the people of God, the bread that by right belongs to those who are the covenant people of God, the people of Israel.  And she is not a Jew.  She’s a Gentile.  Jesus is raising a barrier, placing an obstacle in her way of faith.  She was not entitled to the children’s bread.  The remarkable thing about this woman’s faith is that it persevered despite the fact that Jesus is making it difficult for her to come, and He’s underlining the fact that God had appeared and given promises to and made covenants with His people, and she is outside of that.  Derek Thomas notes,

It’s like as though here’s a woman who is coming to Jesus wanting to believe and trust in Jesus, and He had raised the issue of election and predestination.  It’s that kind of thing that’s before us here.  There’s an obstacle, there’s a barrier. There’s children’s bread, and she’s not entitled to it.


Jesus words show how sharp this contrast really is.  It’s not right, He says, to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.  This is a harsh statement.  He’s underlining how unworthy she really is.  She has no entitlement, because she’s outside of the covenant people of God and she’s a Gentile.  And Gentiles, as far as Jews were concerned, were dogs.  Unclean.  Unfit.  You don’t have any social contact with them, or you try and avoid that as much as possible.  Or if you must do so, there’s a ritual of cleansing that you have to go through.  She’s a sinner, and a member of a community to which God has given no promise.  Derek Thomas asks the question, “What is Jesus doing?”  His assessment, “He’s bringing her to the end of herself so that the only thing that she can plead is mercy.  She can’t plead entitlement; she can only plead mercy.  He makes it difficult for her to come.”

III.  Her Humility (v. 28)


True biblical repentance is always accompanied by a persistent, steadfast faith.  But it is also marked by a genuine, Spirit-wrought humility.  Apparently having all doors to her faith completely shut up, she continues to throw herself upon Jesus.  “But she answered and said to Him, ‘Yes, Lord, but even the dogs under the table feed on the children’s crumbs.’”  What a remarkable statement that demonstrates her humility.  “Yes, Lord, I agree, I am a dog, but even the dogs are yours.  I am coming to you as a dog.  I understand that I deserve nothing from You, but I believe that even Your table scraps can fully satisfy.”  Do you see her humility?  She knew that she was entitled to nothing from the Lord and that whatever she received from Him was undeserved.  She was depending on His mercy alone to satisfy her.  And whatever He gave to her, even the crumbs, she would receive in joyful contentment.


My mother-in-law has a Shiatsu dog named Prissy.  She, like most dogs, is rather spoiled.  She comes by her name quite honestly.  But there is something I have always noticed about her.  Every time we sit down at the table, she sits quietly under the table.  She does not bark or make a commotion.  She simply sits and waits for a crumb to fall.  And when we finish our meal, my father-in-law will put his empty plate on the floor, and Prissy begins to clean the plate.  Even though the plate is empty, she is excited to lap up every bit of leftovers on the plate.


This in some sort of way illustrates this woman’s humility. She would be satisfied, overjoyed, by the crumbs given by the Master.  As Edmund Hiebert points out, “She argued for the granting of her request from the fact that it did not affect the Jews’ abundance.”


How does Jesus respond?  Jesus had made it difficult for the woman but she had persisted.  What would Jesus do?  Jesus commends her.  Matthew says that Jesus responds, “‘O woman, your faith is great; it shall be done for you as you wish.’  And her daughter was healed at once” (Mt. 15:28).  Mark writes that Jesus said, “Because of this answer go; the demon has gone out of your daughter.”  Jesus grants her request.  Derek Thomas notes, “Now what does Jesus give her?  Crumbs?  Crumbs that fall from the master’s table?  Is that what Jesus gives her?  No.  He gives her a hot, steaming loaf of bread.  Her daughter, for whom she had come in the first place, is immediately healed and restored in response to her faith.”

Conclusion


You might be here this morning and you, like this woman, have not had all of the benefits of being raised in Church or in a Christian home.  You may not have had the opportunities of gospel teaching and witness that others have.  Then I ask you to learn from this woman today.  Even though she did not know all there was to know about Christ, she knew enough about Him and she knew enough about herself.  


First, she believed.  That is always the command in Scripture.  Not believe that Jesus died for your sins or to accept Jesus as your personal Savior, but believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.  That is what this woman did.


Second, she came, but she came humbly.  Matthew 5:5, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”  She knew she was unworthy.  Your sin makes you unworthy.  But Christ can wash you and make you clean.  But only if you look to Him and Him alone.  Have you humbly repented of your sin and trusted in Christ today?

� Ernest C. Reisinger, Today’s Evangelism: Its Message and Methods, 23-24.


� R.T. France, TNTC: Matthew, 246.


� Derek Thomas, http://www.fpcjackson.org/resources/sermons/Derek's%20SERMONS/Mark/11a_mark_7.htm.


� Thomas, http://www.fpcjackson.org/resources/sermons/Derek's%20SERMONS/Mark/11a_mark_7.htm.


� D. Edmund Hiebert, The Gospel of Mark, 211.


� Thomas, http://www.fpcjackson.org/resources/sermons/Derek's%20SERMONS/Mark/11a_mark_7.htm.





