The Woman Who Changed Jesus’ Mind

1. Warm up: Jeff began Sunday’s sermon by talking about The Museum of Everything and
The Museum of Everything Else. Tell us about a favorite museum or historical site you
have visited?

2. Jesus’ sense of mission seems to have evolved over time. When he began his ministry, he
described his mission as a quest to save “the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” Matthew
10:5. But by the end of his ministry, his sense of mission had become much bigger and
far more inclusive, i.e., “making disciples of all nations.” Matthew 28:19. How would
you describe your own personal sense of mission at present and how it has evolved over
the course of time? What factors have caused these changes?

3. Our Gospel story this week seems to have been a pivotal turning point in the evolution of
Jesus’ sense of mission. Although our passage has traditionally been viewed as a story
about the importance of persistent faith, Helen Bruch Pearson points out that much more
is going on in the story than first meets the eye. Read Matthew 15:21-28.

a. In the past, when you’ve encountered this Gospel story, how did you feel about
Jesus’s initial silence when the woman pleaded for help and his reference to not
throwing food to the dogs? Did you find these behaviors unsettling? If so, why?

b. One way to interpret Jesus’ initial silence is indifference, but that seems
inconsistent with how we experience Jesus everywhere else in the Gospels.
Another possibility is that Jesus was just pretending to be indifferent as a way of
testing the woman’s faith. Yet another possibility, the one Pearson suggests, is
that Jesus’ silence indicates that he was struggling internally and trying to figure
out how to respond. On the one hand, he desperately wanted to help the woman.
On the other hand, he felt that doing so was beyond the scope of his mission and
that he already had his hands full just trying to heal his own people. What do you
make of Pearson’s interpretation? Does it make sense to you or not?

c. Pearson points out that in first century Jewish culture, dogs were not pets. They
were viewed as wild scavengers and troublemakers, like wolves. It would be
unthinkable to take food that children needed and throw it to the wild dogs. In
Jewish culture, Gentiles were seen as being like untamed wild dogs spiritually
speaking. That way of seeing Gentiles had been drilled into Jesus and is reflected
in what he says to the woman in our story. She responds with a different
perspective. In Gentile culture, dogs were often family pets taken into the home,
fed from table scraps, and seen as a beloved part of the family. By her response,
the woman is asking Jesus to see her as part of the family and showing him how
much faith even Gentiles could have. That blew Jesus away and seems to have
changed his view of Gentiles and the scope of his mission. That’s Pearson’s
interpretation of what’s happening in our Gospel story. Does it resonate with
you? Why or why not?
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4. In classic Christian theology, Jesus is said to have been both fully human and fully
divine. That raises questions about the nature of the interface between Jesus’ humanity
and divinity. One option is that Jesus was just pretending to be human while on earth by
disguising himself in a human body, but secretly within retaining all the power,
knowledge, and advantages of divinity. Another option is that Jesus while on earth
temporarily voluntarily emptied himself of all his divine prerogatives so as to enter fully
into the human experience, as Philippians 2:6 suggests. In this view, Jesus had to go
through a natural process of learning and growing, as we all do. In this view, as he grew
and moved through life, Jesus had to gradually reawaken to his identity as the Son of God
and had to gradually discover the full scope of his calling and ministry. Which of these
two views just described do you lean toward — and why?

5. From Pearson’s interpretation of our Gospel story, we drew three key lessons. First, in
our story, Jesus modeled the importance of staying open to the new and unexpected
things God might want to say to us. Just as Jesus was able to hear God speaking
through this woman, to change his mind and modify his understanding of the scope of his
mission, so too God will likely have surprising things to teach us throughout life.

a. Jeff said, “It isn’t a sin not to know, but it is a sin to not grow.” What do you
think he meant? Do you agree? Why or why not?

b. Tell us about a time God has been able to change your mind in a surprising way.

c. Right now in your life, does it feel like God might be trying to teach you
something new and surprising? If so, tell us about it.

6. Second, the woman in our Gospel story models how to speak to people in a way that can
actually help change minds. Invective and anger is not the way to persuade people.
Kindness, coupled with thoughtful presentation of our points, is what creates
change. Right now in American culture and politics, there’s an intense struggle between
competing perspectives. Often the debate descends into a battle for who can launch the
snarkiest zinger, which only polarizes people further.

a. What would it look like to apply this second lesson to how we talk about politics
(and our political foes) on social media? How would it change our approach?
Give an example of an issue you care about and the right way (and wrong way) to
make your point.

b. Think about a time when someone persuaded you to change your view on
something political, theological, or personal. What was it about their approach
allowed you to hear them and ultimately changed your mind?

7. Third, the woman is our Gospel story is an amazing example of the importance of
persistent faith. She was not going to accept no for an answer and kept pressing until
her objective was won. In what area of your life right now — personal, spiritual, or
political — do you need to apply that lesson? What does persistence in that area look like?
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Matthew 15:21-28

21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and
Sidon. “?Just then a Canaanite woman from that region came out
and started shouting, ‘Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my
daughter is tormented by a demon.” >°But he did not answer her at
all.

And his disciples came and urged him, saying, ‘Send her away, for
she keeps shouting after us.” “*“He answered, ‘I was sent only to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel.

“>But she came and knelt before him, saying, ‘Lord, help me.” “°He
answered, ‘It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to
the dogs.’ ?/She said, ‘Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs
that fall from their masters’ table.’

“Then Jesus answered her, ‘Woman, great is your faith! Let it be
done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly.
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