Persevering Prayer Matt 15:21-28, Mark 7:24-30

People sometimes feel that faith would be a lot easier if they had lived in Bible Times. This encounter with Jesus is one of the greatest stories of persevering faith in the whole Bible and she saw Jesus face to face. No matter how many hurdles there are this woman seems ready for them all. There may be all kinds of discouragements to our prayers but this woman speaks loud and clear to us – “Don’t give up keep going, the Lord will hear and answer.” Today is an encouragement to prayer and to keep pressing into God for the things you need. 

Never give up in prayer!

First of all there is the problem that drew her to the Lord and strangely enough it was a demon! The devil seeks to drive people from God but God uses him to drive them to him. No matter how dire the circumstances nothing can stop God when the time has come. 

A Demonic Problem

Demons are fallen angels, spiritual beings that are hostile to us because they are at war with God. Demons feature quite prominently in the gospels as spiritual cause of physical effect. Better translations speak of demons oppressing rather than possessing people (Matt 4:24 ESV). In Mark’s version the Greek phrase simply states, “She had an unclean spirit” (Mark 7:25). In Matthew she says, “She is badly demonised.” The results of demonisation can be physical causing muteness, blindness, convulsions and presumably other symptoms. Scripture does not equate mental illness with demonism and the two can be clearly distinguished. Jesus identifies and rebukes a demon as the cause of epilepsy on one occasion (Matt 17:18). Not every case of epilepsy is spiritual. There are spiritual causes to some physical symptoms but not all! There was an intensity of demonic activity in the area Christ lived as satan massed his forces to try and attack Jesus, but still demonic oppression is a real issue that occurs and has to be dealt with using discernment (1 Cor 12:10). The Syrophonecian woman’s daughter’s symptoms are not detailed. 

The Silence of God Matt 15:23a

“Jesus didn’t answer her a word.” This is something I would guess we are all familiar with (Psa 109:1). The silence of God is one of the most perplexing problems for believers. God speaks sparingly and purposefully, but his silences are also meaningful. Sometimes silence indicates underlying hostility as with Herod (Luke 23:9). On other occasions it is a test of obedience (Psa 50:21). Here silence tests faith. What will you say about God while you wait his reply? (Psa 62:5, Pr 11:12, 17:28, Eccl 3:7).

The Disciples – Matt 15:23b

“And his disciples came and begged him, saying, “Send her away, for she is crying out after us.”” There are times when fellow believers are more of a problem than a help. People with problems can be a drain and the disciples found this woman seemed unusually insistent. Jesus had come to get away so the disciples had good justification for dismissing her but the real reason they wanted her to go was she was annoying them. If this was the attitude in your cell or church leader how would you take it? Would this disillusion you for life?

Social Background & Spiritual Heritage Matt 15:22

This needy girl was born and brought up in the area of modern Lebanon. Her background is mixed but definitely not Jewish! She was a Canaanite, and while scripture speaks of the blessing on Abraham it declares a curse on Canaan (Gen 9:25). Also she was a descendant of the people from whom Jezebel emerged. Yet she calls Jesus the Son of David. A Gentile woman is about to stake a claim on the Jewish Messiah. Jesus points this out, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” It is not exactly encouraging to hear. And it is going to get worse as Jesus refers to her as a dog. What is going on here? One commentator called this a battle of wits. True Jews referred to Gentiles as dogs and looked down on them. They were beyond the pale and without the covenants. You find this in Paul too Eph 2:12 “Remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.” The reality is that outside of the covenant there is no promise for any of us. We need mercy and this means we are totally without desert or claim. If God did nothing at all except to judge us we would have no basis to claim injustice. But this is a test. 

The woman is not thrown by Jesus words. The word “dog” can be a term of hostility but it was also used of a pet. The woman takes it this way. Yes Lord she replies but even the dogs get the crumbs. Little dogs were family pets and virtually one of the family. She says, “If I am a dog there are bones to be had.” For us who are not Jewish there are promises to be had (Gal 4:21-28, Rom 2:28f).

She does not argue with the Lord about his description of her. If you come to Jesus he does not flatter you. Sin is a real problem that must be faced. He will not gloss and act as if all is OK when it is not. Sin leads to death. We must all die for our sins. The judgment of God has been delayed but not cancelled. Like it or not that is the way things stand. “Yes Lord,” she says. But there is a way through this. This woman is practiced at the art of finding comfort from her troubles! If there is a dark cloud then there is a silver lining to it. If she is a dog there is a bone and she will get the marrow. If I am a sinner and Jesus saves sinners then he is for me. This woman praying in faith will get from God more than 10,000 men praying without faith. She will hang in there and storm heaven until she gets the answer she longs for. Her faith overcomes. 

How Do You Read Scripture and Events?

Some of us have a gloomy disposition. If there are promises they are for others. If God chose some before the foundation of the world it probably wasn’t me. We can find doubts in the most positive statements. This woman is a tonic and a rebuke for all doubters and melancholics. Let God arise and his enemies be scattered. If there is a demon will not the Son of God vanquish it? What cuts through all these issues is FAITH. Faith trusts God and takes hold of him when everything points in the opposite direction - even the words of Jesus. Faith sets one truth next to another and always looks for the promise. She will not go away disappointed and she does not!

A Woman of Great Faith

Christ commends her faith in a way that surpasses any other in the gospels. The disciples are called “O you of little faith” (Matt 6:30, 8:26, 14:31 etc) Jesus says to her, “O woman, great is your faith!” What ever she desired she can have. Now I know there are all sorts of situations and circumstances that have bugged us over the years. I have known people hold on to promises for years only to die. At least they died in faith – which is the biblical way to die. There is a fullness of fulfilment that is reserved for heaven, and we will all die sooner or later. But there is the power for life now. There is the promise of God now. There is hope and peace now. There is comfort and joy now. 

I do not want to deceive anyone with false expectations and am prone to play down the promise of God to make sure no one is disappointed. But God can do so much to turn our situation around. Jesus was delighted with this woman’s faith. He did not condemn but praised her. What she sought in faith it turned out to be his pleasure to give. May God grant to us the same faith as we bring our requests to God. Do not give up in prayer but keep on to God. His answers will come. 

Questions for Cell Groups Read Matthew 15:21-28

If you were in this woman’s situation why would you feel Jesus may not respond to your need?

How do we interpret the silence of God?

When God speaks to test us how do we handle it?

Let’s pray for one another to persevere in faith and prayer and see what God will do. 
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