A Master Like No Other #6

“Passing a Test of Faith”

Matthew 15:21-28
Most people don’t like tests.

Whether it is a test in school, a driving test, or a skills test one must pass in order to perform a certain job, tests can cause a lot of anxiety and stress for the one taking it. That level of stress and anxiety is usually based on what is riding on the results of the test: the more at stake, the higher the stress.

Tests appear in our Christian lives as well. No, they are not in the form of true-or-false, multiple guess (as one teacher referred to “multiple choice”), or essay questions, but are more like a skills test. We are put into a situation where our faith is put to the test. These are not pleasant, and depending upon the severity of the consequences of the test, can cause us spiritual stress.

One such test of faith is described in Matthew 15:21-28. This text is characterized by one preacher as “one of the most controversial passages in Scripture.”
 We read,
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 did not answer a word. So his disciples came to him and urged him, “Send her away, for she keeps crying out after us.” 

He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”
The woman came and knelt before him. “Lord, help me!” she said. 

He replied, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” 

“Yes, Lord,” she said, “but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”
Then Jesus answered, “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.” And her daughter was healed from that very hour.

This is an unusual story in the life of Jesus on many fronts. First, we see Jesus moving out of the realm of Palestine, leaving Galilee for foreign territory. Second, this is one of very few stories of healings of people outside the Israelite nation, and the only one to take place in Gentile territory.
 But, most of all, as a friend told Ben Haden, “This passage troubles me,” he said, “because I believe that Jesus here acts in a very un-Jesus-like fashion. He doesn’t seem kind. He seems to desire to hurt…and to belittle.”

Some scholars have taken issue with Jesus’ dealings with this woman. In one commentary, F. W. Beare characterizes the attitudes of Jesus as “brutal,” “offensive,” “atrocious” “incredible insolence,” and “the worst kind of chauvinism.”
 On first glance, Jesus does appear insensitive and downright rude not only in His refusal to act but also in speaking of Gentiles as “dogs” and implying that they can expect no consideration from Him as the Jewish Messiah. If the story finished at verse 26 that impression would be unrelieved. But the story must be read as a whole: in the end Jesus does exactly what the woman has asked and commends her faith in stronger terms than he uses for any Jew.
 In short, this Gentile woman passed the test of faith. And her story can teach us several lessons along the way.
The Puzzling Posture of the Master

Matthew informs us that Jesus left “that place,” which we know from the previous text was Galilee. He and His disciples traveled north into the region of Tyre and Sidon, in what we know today as Lebanon. 

Tyre and Sidon appear often in the Old Testament, and were traditionally pagan territory; Sidon had been the home of Elijah’s foe, Queen Jezebel. In Jesus’ time, one had to pass through this territory that belonged to Phoenicia (Mark uses this term to describe the woman in Mark 7:26) to get from Galilee to Caesarea Philippi (where Jesus and His disciples end up in Matthew 16).
 Morris points out that this represents a considerable journey on foot. The round trip could have taken months, which is suggested by the references to sitting on the green grass in Matthew 14:19 and on the ground in Matthew 15:35, that is, the difference between spring and late summer.

Why would Jesus take His disciples so far north, away from Galilee and Judea? This was a time of deliberate withdrawal. The end was coming and He wished for some time of quiet, not so much to prepare himself, but rather that He could prepare His disciples for the day of the Cross. There were things which He must tell them, and which He must compel them to understand. 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 where the Phoenicians dwelt. There, at least for a time, He would be safe from the malignant hostility of the Scribes and Pharisees, and from the dangerous popularity of the people, for no Jew would be likely to follow him into Gentile territory.

When they arrived, however, they were not greeted with peace and quiet. Verse 22 states, “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.’” Matthew identifies her as a “Canaanite,” while Mark calls her “a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia” (Mark 7:26). The Canaanites were Israel’s ancient enemies. They were a perverse people who were in the land when Abraham arrived. Because of the atrocities they practiced in their religion, such as temple prostitution and child sacrifice, and because of their refusal to repent and turn to Him, God had ordered their destruction when Joshua led the Israelites into the land of Canaan.
 The Israelites never completed that task, so some descendents of the Canaanites survived even to the time of Jesus, though they were forced out of their homeland, as this woman depicts.
The original Greek for “crying out” literally means “shouted,” and the imperfect tense of the verb means that she kept on shouting. Her words, “Have mercy on me” carry the connotation of “Take pity on me.” She greeted him as “Lord”﻿ and as “Son of David,” an expression Matthew uses eight times in referring to Jesus. It speaks of a descendant of the great King David and came to be used of the Messiah, viewing him as a great warrior like David, one who would establish a mighty kingdom. It is curious to find the title being used by a Canaanite woman for whom an Israelite ruler would presumably have no attraction. Perhaps she thought that it would be as well to address the one from whom she was looking for help in terms that he would recognize as signifying greatness. Or better, in view of the faith that this story shows she possessed, she had come to accept Jesus as her Messiah.

This is followed by the puzzling posture of the Master. Verse 23 begins, “Jesus did not answer a word.” This 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. Matthew emphasizes His silence by saying that Jesus “did not answer a word,” but he gives no reason for this.
 

The verse continues, “So his disciples came to him and urged him, ‘Send her away, for she keeps crying out after us.’” The disciples were embarrassed. “﻿Give her what she wants,﻿” they said, “﻿and be rid of her.﻿” The reaction of the disciples was not really compassion at all; to them the woman was a nuisance, and all they wanted was to be rid of her as quickly as possible. To grant a request to get rid of a person who is (or may become) a nuisance is a common enough reaction; but it is very different from the response of Christian love and compassion.

In verse 24 Jesus answers, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” These words are a reply to the disciples, though probably spoken so that the woman also could hear them.
 Some take this to support their view that Jesus was sent to be Israel’s king, but when the Jews rejected Him, God went to “Plan B” and allowed Gentiles the chance to accept Christ. Yet even the Old Testament foresaw the universal scope of Jesus’ sacrifice for sin. In Isaiah 42:6, accepted as a messianic text, God the Father says, “I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles.” Isaiah 49:6 adds, “I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.” 
 There was no “Plan B.”

But what did Jesus mean by this?

We’ll come back to it a little later.

The Persistent Pleading of the Mother

Jesus’ silence and side comment to the disciples did not dissuade the woman. Verse 25 records the persistent pleading of the mother. “The woman came and knelt before him. ‘Lord, help me!’ she said.” A mother’s heart is one of the most potent motivators known. We do not know her name, but we do know this mother had insight, courage, and initiative.
 We can’t but admire her patience and persistence.

It did not, however, seem to move Jesus. He speaks to the woman for the first time in verse 26: “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” Wow! That sounds harsh! Not only does He seem to refuse to help the woman’s daughter but He calls Gentiles “dogs” while referring to the Jews as “children.” That sounds like adding insult to injury!

The original Greek words tone down the rhetoric somewhat. In His reply, Jesus did not call her a “dog” the way the Pharisees would have addressed a Gentile. The Greek word means “a little pet dog” and not the filthy wild dogs that ran the streets and ate the garbage.
 Jesus was saying, in effect, “It isn’t right to take the bread from children and to cast it to little puppy dogs.” 

Furthermore, “take” here means “take away” or “deprive”; it points to an injustice if children are deprived of their food. Children are the helpless members of the family; senior members must see to it that their needs are met. Dogs﻿ here are clearly house pets; they must be fed, but not at the expense of the children. There are priorities that must be observed.

Mark’s gospel also helps us to understand. Mark, writing to the Gentiles, included a detail that Matthew left out. He quoted Jesus as saying to the woman, “Let the children be filled first” (Mark 7:27). You see, God always intended that the gospel message have a universal impact.
 But the order has always been, “To the Jew first, then to the Greek” (Romans 1:17).

Most of all, though, I think the best explanation has to do with what is not in the text. William Barclay writes,

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.
 This is a test of faith, and a test is not meant to produce failure, but to bring faith to the surface, as when Abraham’s faith was tested in Genesis 22.

Her response is recorded in verse 27: “Yes, Lord,” she said, “but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” She is not arguing with Jesus; in fact, she agrees with Him. Two thousand years later we can still envision her statement. The family dogs perch under the table, hoping and waiting for the children to drop bits and crumbs from the table. This clever answer﻿ shows that the woman was not presuming on her position. She knew that she did not belong as a child of “the chosen people”—but surely there would be crumbs!

Jesus 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. She immediately seized on His illustration about the children’s bread, which was exactly what He wanted her to do!

Before we move on, there is an uncanny parallel between this woman and Rahab in Joshua 2. Both women came from the hopelessly perverted Canaanites; both showed a strong love for family; both showed courage, persistence and boldness by stepping away from their religious backgrounds on their own; both evaluated Israel’s God and found Him superior to their gods (in fact, they gave Yahweh more credit than the Israelites did); both made a commitment to Israel’s God; and both received what they were seeking. More than anything else we remember this woman’s persistent, even obstinate, faith. She would not give up.

The Positive Product of the Matter 

In the end, her faith paid off. We see the positive product of the matter in verse 28: “Then Jesus answered, ‘Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.’ And her daughter was healed from that very hour.” In the end, the woman received what she came for.

She may have been a nuisance to the disciples, but to Jesus she was a welcome example of faith and a vessel in whom His grace would shine.
 Nowhere in Scripture do we see Christ ultimately refusing an earnest, humble, and sincere appeal for help. Here the Lord may have delayed in answering her request to strengthen her faith.

It was this faith that Jesus acknowledged, and immediately He healed her daughter. It is worth noting that both of the persons in the Gospel of Matthew who had “great faith” were Gentiles: this Canaanite woman and the Roman centurion (Matthew 8:5–13).
 As Arthur Robertson puts it, “This woman was an Israelite in the truest sense and a sincere believer.”
 Like Rahab and Ruth before her, she overcame the obstacles of her heritage and environment and found grace through faith.

“That’s nice,” you might be thinking, “but what does this have to do with me?”

Good question!
We may not face the same situation as this Canaanite woman or of Abraham in Genesis 22, but we all encounter tests of faith throughout our Christian lives. One thing all these tests have in common is that our vision is obscured—we cannot see to the end.

The sky of our lives may seem to be covered with clouds, hiding the sun and casting a gloom over the landscape. Yet, as Oswald Chambers points out in his classic devotional My Utmost For His Highest,

In the Bible clouds are always connected with God. Clouds are those sorrows or sufferings or providences, within or without our personal lives, which seem to dispute the rule of God. It is by those very clouds that the Spirit of God is teaching us how to walk by faith. If there were no clouds, we should have no faith.

Is that not true? Paul challenges us to “walk by faith, not by sight.” But when we can clearly see the path before us, who needs faith? Only when the clouds of life obscure our view must we trust in our Heavenly Father. 

Twenty years ago Steven Curtis Chapman wrote a song entitled “Sometimes He Comes in the Clouds,” based on that devotional by Oswald Chambers. I think the lyrics speak to our lives today.

These are the places I was so sure I’d find Him
I looked in the pages and I looked down on my knees
I lifted my eyes in expectation
To see the sun still refusing to shine

Sometimes I see me a sailor out on the ocean
So brave and so sure as long as the skies are clear
But when the clouds to gather
I watch my faith turn to fear

But sometimes He comes in the clouds
Sometimes His face cannot be found
Sometimes the sky is dark and gray
But some things can only be known
And sometimes are faith can only grow
When we can’t see
So sometimes He comes in the clouds

Maybe you find yourself in the clouds of life right now. You can’t see the road ahead. You pray, but only hear silence. When you finally hear from Heaven, the answer seems to be “no.” Just remember, God is there, He loves you, and He wants your best even more than you do. 

Passing a test of faith requires one thing: faith! Don’t ever give up.
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