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We come to the third in our 'Troubling Text' series.  The text we are looking at today is a 'Troubling Text' for Jo.  When I requested that people could submit to me texts that troubled them, Jo was quick to email me asking 'Why did Jesus say he was 'sent only to the lost sheep of Israel'?  Behind that question is the assumption that surely he came for everybody – including even Gentiles, especially one who is crying out to him for help.
Before we go into some of the detail of this text, just a bit of background information which should helps us understand what is going on here.
Bear in mind that Jesus, 2 years into his ministry, was facing increasing pressure on all fronts.  There was political pressure from those who wanted to make him king, gather an army around him and then get him to overthrow the Romans.  Then there was pressure from Herod,  He had already killed John the Baptist and Jesus was another target for the jealous hatred of Herod.  Political pressure.
Then there was religious pressure coming from both the Scribes and Pharisees and ordinary religious people.  The Scribes and Pharisees hated him and what he taught and were becoming increasingly hostile to the extent they were now actively plotting and scheming to kill him.  Ordinary religious people, who were so enthusiastic initially were beginning to turn against him.  He wasn't 'Jewish' enough for them.  Religious pressure.
That's why “Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon” (v.21).  Political and religious pressure led to this action.  He needed time to himself; he needed time to rest and he wanted time with the 12 to teach them and prepare them for the cross.  So this wasn't a planned missionary journey, if you like, to minister to the Gentiles.  This wasn't Jesus withdrawing out of fear, this was to be a time of rest and seclusion and time with his disciples.  He couldn't get that in Galilee, because time and time again, whenever he sought to withdraw with his disciples, the multitudes followed him. That's the real reason “Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon”.  
But back to Jo's 'Troubling Text' - “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel”.  It does seem odd that he should say such a thing.  As we look at this passage of Scripture, with the sub-heading in the NIV, 'The Faith of the Canaanite Woman', we will see that there are actually a number of strange things going on.  Before we come to that 'Troubling Text',  we read that the woman cries out to Jesus, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me!  My daughter is suffering terribly from demon possession”.  This woman is desperate.  This is a woman is seeking Jesus out – she is a mother and her daughter is 'suffering terribly'.  She will go to any lengths to get the help her daughter so desperately needs.  
Now Jesus, as we know from many other Scriptures, is so often described as being full of compassion, so here is this woman in her desperation crying out for help.  Surely he will reach out to her in her pain?  That's just what he does. He reaches out to people. That's why verse 23 is also very odd: “Jesus did not answer a word”.  How strange.  How rude!  He seems to have ignored her – blanked her.  That's just not what we expect from Jesus.
Then there are the disciples.  They don't come out of this very well either.  Verse 23 continues: “So his disciples came to him and urged him, 'Send her away, for she keeps crying out after us'”.  They had no time for her. They had no compassion for her whatsoever.  They wanted this quality time with Jesus they had been so looking forward to and she was ruining it for them.  They just saw her as an intolerable nuisance – a real pain.  'For goodness sake, Lord, get rid of her'.  This poor, desperate woman isn't having an easy time, is she?!  Jesus isn't speaking to her and the disciples just want to get rid of her!
Then we come to the 'Troubling Text' Jo has highlighted.  Jesus does now answer her and says, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel”.  Sounds a bit like, 'Therefore I have no time for you.  You're not important.  You're not included.  You're not part of the plan'.  But she doesn't give up does she? She won't be put off.  She is very, very persistent.  She comes to him, kneels before him and pleads, 'Lord, help me!' (v.25).  And then there is another strange response from Jesus, “It is not right to take the children's bread and toss it to their dogs” (v.26).  Again, not very Jesus like we might think.  Is that how he views her – as no better than a dog?!  A lot of people would be offended by that response of Jesus, but not this woman!  She takes what he says and comes back at him.  She won't be put off.
So what exactly is going on here?  How do we make sense of it all? How are we to understand this 'Troubling Text' for Jo? 
First of all, he's saying that the plan of salvation is still on course. He had not turned his back on Israel.  In spite of all the hostility, hatred, bitterness and the plots against him, he hadn't given up on his ministry to the Jews.  He was still calling them to repentance.  He would go back into Israel, preach to them to believe and to invite them into His Kingdom.  He did that right up to the crucifixion. He goes on doing that even after his Ascension – Peter in Acts 3, in his sermon to the Jewish onlookers, tells them that they 'killed the author of life' (v.15), but ends his sermon by saying they are still “heirs of the prophets and of the covenant” (v.25).  In other words, he hasn't given up on them.  He never will give up on them.  He goes on calling them to himself.  That was always the first priority of his ministry.  In Mark's parallel account Jesus says, “First let the children eat all they want” (7:27).  The gospel was to be given to the Jews first and the woman obviously understood that – food to the children (Israel) first; she would happily settle for crumbs.
So, at this point, he is not opening up his ministry fully to the Gentiles, nor is he cancelling out the priority of Israel.  He came to this area, not to minister, but for rest and seclusion.  Because he knows everything, he knew he would meet this woman.  He can't but respond to people like her with an open heart.  It's interesting to note in Mark's account that after ministering to this woman Jesus went on to minister to others in that Gentile area who, unlike the Jews, were open hearted and receptive.  He was always open to the open hearted!
Jesus never turned His back on Gentiles. The centurion in Matthew chapter 8 was a Gentile. Remember too, that the woman who was the first to receive the message of His Messiahship in John 4 was even worse than a Gentile in the Jewish mind - she was a Samaritan, a half-breed!  

His mission and the mission he then passed on to the church, was always to the world. Matthew 28 - “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations..”.  Yes, it was through Israel that this mission began, but reaching the world was also the original intention..  He was never resistant to anyone coming from the Gentile world.  The divine plan is for “all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (1Tim.2:4).

So, the plan of salvation is on track.  He hasn't turned his back on the Jews.  They are still his priority but he's also open to the Gentiles.  How then can we make sense of this 'Troubling Text'? How do we explain or understand the approach Jesus adopted to this particular woman? Why the 'delay' in responding to her heartfelt plea?  

The first thing to remind ourselves of is that 'delays' are quite common in the Scriptures.  The Lord often makes his people wait!  Abraham and Sarah has a very long wait for Isaac to come along.  David often expressed dismay when God didn't immediately answer his prayers - “I cry out by day, but you do not answer”.  The cry of many OT saints  was, “How long O Lord..?”  Then there were other times when Jesus himself 'delayed'.  It seemed as though he had arrived too late at the home of Jairus (Mark 5:35).... there was the time he deliberately took time to respond to visit Lazarus who was so ill.

But we learn there were good reasons for the delays.  Abraham, we learn from Rom. 4:11 “...did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened by his faith and gave glory to God”.  He had a very long wait, he had a few dodgy moments on the way, but his faith was strengthened through the delay.  Jairus, when told that his daughter had died in the time Jesus was delayed on the way, is told “Don't be afraid; just believe” (Mark 5:36).  There was a purpose in the delay.  Similarly with Lazarus, the Lord says to his disciples, “...for your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe” (John 11:14). Again, a purpose in  the delay.  In each case to encourage faith... to strengthen faith... enabling them to believe.

I think that's what's going on in this passage.  Bearing all that in mind will help us understand what Jesus is doing in his meeting with this woman.  He delayed his response to her request in order to test her faith... to refine her faith, purify it if you like.  Yes, he was going to heal her daughter and yes, he was willing to heal her daughter, but he also wanted to use this as an opportunity to build her faith so that she would realise what a blessing she was receiving.  

So what initially might appear as 'put downs' in verses 24 and 26 are in fact answers that Jesus uses as 'stepping stones' to bring her faith to full expression.  That fuller expression is there in verse 27, “Yes Lord,... but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the master's table.” She won't be put off.  She doesn't mind being likened to a household pet.  She accepts with humility that lowly description.  She's a very sharp lady too... very quick witted.  She turns what some might take as a rejection but sees it as a reason for hope... for optimism.  

She doesn't mind being compared to a pet dog.  She doesn't take it as a rejection or a put down, she sees it as a positive.... she sees there is hope for her.  She knows people don't allow their pet dogs to starve to death, so she will gladly settle for what drops off the table.

This woman will not be put off!  She keeps coming back at Jesus.  She keeps walking on those stepping stones.  Nothing phases her.  Nothing Jesus says, or doesn't say, not even the rebuff of the disciples can put her off.  She is very, very persistent.

In one sense, Jesus is making an exception to what he said - “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel'.  She wasn't of the house of Israel... she wasn't a Jew, she was a Gentile.  Yet, in another sense, she was a true Israelite.  You will remember the story of Jacob wrestling with God in Genesis 32.  What does Jacob say?  “I will not let you go unless you bless me” (v.26).  That experience changed Jacob – from then on he was known as 'Israel'.  “You will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God.... and have overcome” (v.27).  That's what is happening here,  This woman is 'wrestling' God.  She is being changed from a 'Jacob' into an 'Israelite', so in that sense we can say she has become a true Israelite.

The Jesus answers her and says, “Woman you have great faith.  You request is granted”. 'And her daughter was healed from that very hour'. Great is your faith Jesus is saying.  In the Greek the word is actually 'mega' – mega faith... great faith... huge faith... enormous faith.  And that is really the point of this story.  The faith of the Canaanite woman.  Jesus speaking to her to build her faith... to strengthen her faith... to purify her faith.  She had 'mega' faith - a faith that in the end says, 'I will not let you go unless you bless me'.  A faith, in the end, which saw her precious daughter healed.

So there we are Jo.  I hope that clarifies this text for you and all of us who have found this a 'Troubling Text' - “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel”.

Next week we are looking at another 'Troubling Text' that Rossi has submitted to  me: “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man” (1Tim: 2:12).  Thanks Rossi!  Make sure you all leave the parking space just outside the door next week, in case I have to make a hurried exit!
