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Mark Chapter 7, verses 24-37, what do they mean?

Probably all of us are somewhat familiar with today’s scripture reading in Mark
7:24-30 about Jesus talking to a Gentile woman about her demon-possessed
daughter and something else about not giving food to dogs, but I've never really
understood what this story means or what it is supposed to mean, other than the
woman was very insistent that she wanted Jesus’ help in making her little daughter
better.

The scenario opens with Jesus leaving Nazareth and going to Tyre. Preceding this,
‘the 6th chapter of Mark sets the stage with Jesus going to “His own country” and
preaching in the synagogue and being rejected there. After preaching in the
synagogue Mark says that Jesus went about the villages in a circuit teaching. He
called the twelve disciples and sent them out two by two. Later the apostles
gathered and told Jesus what they had been doing and teaching. They were tired
and Jesus and the apostles got in a boat and set off for a deserted place where they
could rest and eat,

Chapter 6 of Mark describes that “multitudes” saw them departing and ran on
ahead and arrived at the place before Jesus and the apostles and when Jesus saw
them all he was moved with compassion for them, because they were like sheep
not having a shepherd. So, Jesus began to teach, even though it was late in the day.
The disciples told Jesus that he should send the people away so that they could go
into the surrounding countryside and find something to eat. But Jesus declined and
instead blessed five loaves of bread and two fish and fed 5000 men. '

After that, Jesus made the disciples get into a boat and go to the other side of the
lake or sea, to Bethsaida, while Jesus sent the people away. Then Jesus went to the
mountain to pray. In the night Jesus saw the disciples struggling against the wind
and he came to them walking on the sea. When Jesus reached the boat the wind
ceased.

When they had crossed over they came to the land of Gennesaret and people by
now recognized Jesus and brought sick people to be healed. Jesus was becoming
very popular and his preaching and healing well known.

It is against this backdrop that the events in Mark, Chapter 7, take place. It starts
with the Pharisees and some scribes coming from Jetusalem to confront Jesus
because He and the disciples didn’t follow the rules of washings that were part of
the traditions of the elders of Israel at the time. Traditions and rituals had become



so dominate that weightier matters of the law of love, justice and mercy had no
value. The religious leaders ruled with a heavy hand and the most weak and
vulnerable in society such as widows and orphans were routinely taken advantage
of.

This is where the story of the sick daughter and the crumbs from the table going to
the dogs begins. Jesus left Gennesaret which was in the Jewish provinces and went
to Tyre and Sidon which were in Gentile tetritory, in order to get some rest,
because he was exhausted. There he went to a house and didn’t want anybody to
know about it. Verse 24 says, “but He could not be hidden.” The woman who
came to Jesus was a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia. (There are a lot of great
resources on the internet to help you figure out this stuff, like the geography and
what a Syro-Phoenician is.) Tyre is near Judea and even though the woman was
not Jewish, she would have been aware of Jewish customs. According to the
standards of the day, she was unclean to approach a devout Jew, much less a rabbi.
It would appear that she entered the house without an invitation, as Jesus wanted to
be alone to rest. The woman fell down, and was asking, some translations say
“begging”, Jesus to cast out the demon from her daughter. In another account in
Matthew, the disciples are urging Jesus to send her away.

The woman was bold and didn’t give up easily. Parents will have no problem
identifying with the woman’s situation. Parents will go to extraordinary measures
to protect their children and seeking help for a sick child. So, Jesus’ reply to the
woman is confusing and seems out of context. “Let the children be filled first, for
it is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the little dogs.” (Note the
use of the word “little” dogs—as in puppies.) This seems almost to be an insult, as
back in Jesus’ day, dogs were not the loveable pets they are now. It could be an
insult, as women in Jesus day were not considered equal to men. In the feeding of
the 5000, the account says that 5000 men were fed. Plus, this woman was a
Gentile. But the woman engages Jesus and replies that even the little dogs under
the table eat from the children’s crumbs.

I read an interpretation of this story from “Jesus The King” by Tim Keller which
offers a pretty satisfying explanation of what was going on. He says that Jesus was
speaking in parable, as he often did. Keller says the woman is being assertive even
though she knows she does not have a right to claim assertiveness. “She’s not
saying, 'Lord, give me what I deserve on the basis of my goodness.’ She is




saying, ‘Give me what I don’t deserve on the basis of your goodness-and I
need it now.”

It's not a stretch to see the implication this has about the distinctive nature of
Christian salvation. The woman in the story understood that she had to lean on
Jesus’ grace alone. Jesus reached out to the woman and when the woman returned
home, the demon was gone and her daughter was lying on the bed. In Keller’s
interpretation, he says this demonstrates that Jesus reaches out to the broken, the
sick, the outsider, the sinner.

The account in verses 31-37 follow the same story line as the Gentile woman
showing her faith. Jesus and his disciples leave Tyre and Sidon, probably still
seeking rest and solitude, and going to Decapolis. Earlier in the journey the group
was in Decapolis but stayed only for a short time. There Jesus had freed a man of
his demons and was forced to leave. But before He left He had told the cured man
to go and tell everyone what He had done. So, it makes sense that upon Jesus’
return to Decapolis that ‘word had spread of the previous miracle and thus a Deaf-
Mute was bought to him for healing. In this story, Jesus takes the man aside and
put his fingers in his ears and puts his own saliva on the man’s tongue. Jesus looks
up to heaven and sighs. While Mark doesn’t get into the reason for Jesus’ actions,
His patient and purposeful interaction with this man seems to reveal the
compassion of Jesus and His sympathy for human suffering. The actions of Jesus
were probably symbolic gestures to emphasize to the man that he understood that
he couldn’t hear and empathized with him, because it would appear that Jesus took
the man away from the crowd and that they were alone.

The two stories are stories of hope. Sometimes when we come to the end of
ourselves we must turn to God for help as did the two individuals in these stories.

Indeed, as the people who witnessed the deaf man having his hearing restored, “He
has done all things well.” Jesus valued love, justice, mercy and compassion and as
Christians we strive to attain these values as these two lessons demonstrate.







Mark 7:24-37
BarbarblLoomis “The Audacity (boldness) of Believing”

Throughout the gospels, we have times when Jesus needs to be alone, or alone with
his disciples. The last time | spoke , they were sailing across the Sea of Galilee, to
have time away from the crowds. We often find in Mark that Jesus would take the
disciples aside to explain the parables. One of the times when he was alone with the
disciples , Jesus asked “Who do people say | am?” In Luke he asks the same
question. In this lesson from Mark, why didn’t Jesus want anyone else to know he was
there? Maybe it was because his cousin John was killed (Mark 6:27). It could have been
because he had recently faced the Pharisees' criticism about his disciples eating with
unwashed hands. (Mark 7:1-8). More importantly he had been healing people, feeding
the hungry and teaching to very large crowds.

He was fatigued, bereaved, and besieged. It is no wonder that he did not want anyone
to know he was there.

| don’t know about you, but | require alone time. Even if it is only five minutes. No TV, no
phone, no internet, no grandchildren. This time of year, sitting outside gives time to
breath and marvel at the world that God has created for us.

So why wouldn’t Jesus need alone time.
“Yet he could not escape notice” (Mark 7:24c¢)

In today’s gospel lesson, Jesus and the disciples ventured into a territory to the west
and north of Galilee, whose residents included Jews and Gentiles. Some theologians
believe that he went there because the crowds and demands on him would be less.,
where others believe that Jesus truly wanted to meet more Gentiles, to spread the
message beyond the Jews. Eventually, Mark formed his church in Rome and it was
made up of Gentiles. It might not have existed if Jesus had not set out and gone to the
region of Tyre.

At this point, we need to define Gentile. Gentile in Biblical terms is any person that is not
Jewish, That covers a very large demographic. That covers us. Which makes this
Gospel lesson pivotal to us.

The Story is also told in Matthew 15:21-28. | want to share the NIV version of this
lesson.




21 Leaving that place, Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon. 22 A Canaanite
woman from that vicinity came to him, crying out, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on
me! My daughter is demon-possessed and suffering terribly.”

23 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.”

24 He answered, “| was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”
25 The woman came and knelt before him. “Lord, help me!” she said.
26 He replied, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.”

27 “Yes it is, Lord,” she said. “Even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s
table.”

28 Then Jesus said to her, “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.” And
her daughter was healed at that moment.

Matthew refers to her as Cannonite Woman and Mark calls her a Greek.

This woman lived in the sea-coast region in northwestern Palestine, so Matthew calls
her a “Canaanite” woman. The pagan inhabitants of the land which Israel conquered
under Joshua were known as Canaanites.

Mark, on the other hand, is writing for the benefit of the Romans, who controlled the
Mediterranean world of the first century.

The two scriptures are of the same event in Jesus' ministries.

They tell us of a brave woman that dared to break the barriers of a patriarchal society by
talking to a man. She broke through the barrier of racism by talking to a Jew. What
parent, most especially a mother, wouldn't be willing to go to great lengths for their child.
She was so desperate. She was willing to assert herself in her conversation with Jesus.

Now in Mark it does state that “she came and bowed down at his feet...”"(Mark 7:25)
“and she begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. (Mark 7:26)

Where in Matthew she cried out and made such a scene the disciples wanted to send
her away. This is when Jesus answered “| was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”
(Matthew 15) At this point in the scripture, she came and knelt before Jesus. This helps
us to better understand why Jesus said to the woman in Mark. “Let the children be fed
first for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”Mk 27)



When I first read this years ago , it caught me off guard. We are the Gentiles. Are we no
better than dogs? Some say the word for dog was a slur for non-Jews. Others say the
word for dog that is translated in these books refers to a beloved pet or puppy. Still, am |
no better than a puppy waiting for scrapes?

Theologians will tell us that everything that Jesus said and did, had a lesson in it. Some
believe that He did come for the lost sheep of Israel and this was the turning point of his
mission to be the savior for all. | believe that Jesus came for us all, from the beginning.
The Alpha and the Omegal

When He challenged the woman He was challenging her faith. She had enough
confidence and the audacity to persist, even when it seemed like Jesus was belittling
her. Yet her need was great. She wanted her daughter to be whole. Everything she had
heard about Jesus told her that He could heal her child. So she dared to match wits with
Him. “Sir , even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” (Mark 7:28)

With that “He said to her ‘For saying that , you may go--the demon has left your
daughter” (Mark 7:29)

She did go home and find her child. Her daughter was whole.

Our lesson did not end here. Jesus cures a deaf man who also had a speech
impediment. He did not just lay His hands upon the man , He put his fingers into the
man's ears, and spit on the man's tongue. This was a very physical display of healing.
Jesus had taken the man away from the crowd inorder to perform this miracle. But it
was still very physical and he called out “Be Opened”

The people in this lesson go to Jesus desperate and begging. They know their needs.
They come to Jesus , believing that he can help them. A desperate mother would do
everything in her power to bring healing to her daughter. As a Gentile , she likely
prayed to every deity she could without results. But she did not give up hope. You likely
know someone with a terrible diagnosis that went to great lengths to find a cure. Some
with success. Many with prayer. The deaf man and his community did not give up hope.
They couldn’t do anything, but they believed that God could, so they went to Jesus.

They were bold in their belief and in their prayers. God is interested in all the little and
great details of our lives. Someone once told me, you could ask God to find the mate to
your-shoe. Have you ever misplaced the keys to the car? It seems trivial and unworthy
to ask God for such an inconsequential item , however taking time for a little prayer can
bring you the calm that you need. | have done this when | could not find something. Did
the calm | felt help me find my lost item or did God calm me so | could find that which |
had lost. God does care.



I like to tell people that the best lesson about prayer is found in the book Heidi. The
book is based on a true story. The book is much more complicated than the movie.
Heidi's life was very difficult. She learned about God and prayer. She also learned that
God answered prayers, not in her time but in God’s time.

Generations of Israel’'s prayers went unanswered, but they kept praying and God
eventually answered. Jesus’ response to the Gentile woman didn't stop her from
asking. And he did answer her plea. The child was healed without Jesus seeing or
touching her. The deaf man had Jesus physically touch him.

All things are possible through God, Jesus , and the spirit.
Never stop believing. Never stop trusting.

Amen.




