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Pentecost 14  8/17/08  “When God Puts You on Hold” 
––Matthew 15:21-28  
I. INTRODUCTION.
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This past week Carol and I have been watching the Beijing Olympics.  Without a doubt, the star of these games is swimmer, Michael Phelps.  Michael has set an all-time record for the most gold medals won by an individual in the Olympics.  How did Michael reach this level of performance?  Because of his God-given talents, a mother and coach who believed in him, and by training five to six hours a day for the last twelve years.  It’s safe to say it has taken perseverance for Michael to get where he is today.  How about you?  Would the people who know you describe you as persevering?  Or would they say you give up too easily?  Today we’re going to talk about how perseverance and faith in God go hand in hand.  
II. MONICA.

There is an ancient story about a girl named Monica who grew up in a home where she learned to love Jesus as her Savior.  One day, an older man noticed how beautiful she was and was instantly infatuated.  It wasn’t long before they were married.  Monica now had everything she needed to live comfortably.  Unfortunately, her husband was a drunk who wasted his money on partying and women.  To his friends, he was the life of the party, but none of them knew how truly awful he was.  However, his wife knew and so she prayed for him.  
Not too long after they were married, this couple had a beautiful baby boy with his father’s intelligence and his mother’s good looks.  This boy was everything a mother could want.  Bright, playful, creative –– he made his mother very happy.  
But then came the days of adolescence and the boy became restless.  Soon he wanted to leave the warmth of his mother’s side to explore the world on his own.  He went off to school where he excelled in academics.  In addition to his success in the classroom, he was a hit with the ladies.  In his mind, he had it made.  But his mother knew all was not well with her son.  She saw in him the same emptiness that plagued his father.  Her son didn’t want to talk about his attempts to fill that emptiness with booze and women.  But his mother knew and so she prayed for him.  
The years went by and Monica’s face, which used to be so lovely, so young and energetic, was now scarred by hard lines and wrinkles.  Her body, which used to be so young and vibrant, was now old and hunched over from years and years of praying on her knees for her husband and son.  It didn’t look good.  It seemed as if nothing was changing.  Year after year spent on her knees and the only answer she received from God was, “WAIT.”  
III. THE CANAANITE WOMAN AND HER DEMON-POSSESSED CHILD.

The woman in our Gospel lesson could have empathized with Monica.  She was a Canaanite woman who comes to Jesus on behalf of her daughter who was demon-possessed.  She cries out to this Man she knew could save her child.  But you can imagine how rejected she must have felt when Jesus said nothing.  And, to add insult to injury, think how discouraged she must have felt when the disciples told her to go away.  
Let’s try to put ourselves in her shoes for a moment.  Imagine you’ve carried this child inside you for nine months.  You went through the pain of child birth.  You nursed her.  You watched her grow.  You saw her take her first steps.  You were elated when she said her first word.  

But then your child’s behavior suddenly changes.  You’ve never seen anything like it.  In the daytime, she screams and hollers.  Her hair is a mess.  Strange voices come out of her mouth.  She can’t eat.  She can’t sleep.  She can’t play.  You can’t put new clothes on her because she’ll tear them off.  There’s a lost look in her eyes.  You’ve taken her to every doctor in the Tyre-Sidon area.  But no one can do a thing for her.  Can you imagine how helpless this mom felt?  "I’m losing my little girl!  I’m running out of time!  I don’t know what to do!"  

Some of you know what I’m talking about.  You’ve seen a loved one suffer.  You know what it’s like to have the doctor tell you there’s nothing more he can do.  You’ve felt the anguish.  You’ve shed the tears.  And you also know that if you had the power, you would do anything to make that person better.  

Verse 21 –– Jesus comes to the Tyre-Sidon region.  The mother had heard about Him.  He was the One who healed the centurion’s servant in Matthew 8.  And He was the One who raised a 12-year-old girl from the dead in Matthew 9.  This mother knows that if anyone can help her little girl, it’s Jesus!  

This mother probably knew in her heart of hearts, "This might be my last chance to get help for my daughter!"  You see, if you’re having a legal problem, you need a lawyer.  If you’re having trouble in school, you need a tutor.  If you’re having trouble with the pipes under your sink, you need a plumber.  But if you’re having a problem with the devil, if you’re having a problem with the forces of hell, then you need a liberator.  A demon chaser.  A bondage breaker.  A Savior.  You need the Messiah.  You need Jesus Christ!  And so this woman came to Jesus crying, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me!  My daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession!”  

What’s amazing about this Gentile woman is that she has a better understanding of who Jesus is than most Jews!  We would expect Jesus to say, “That was a beautiful request, my child.  Go in peace.  The demon has left your little girl.”  But in v. 23 we find Jesus doing the exact opposite of what we think He should do.  He doesn’t rush to her aid.  He doesn’t soothe her heart with words of encouragement.  Instead, “Jesus did not answer a word.”  He was silent.  

We can relate to this woman’s experience.  There are times when we pray for something with all our heart.  We beg God for a miracle!  We trust God for a breakthrough –– and then nothing happens!!!  Just Silence.  One of the hardest things to comprehend is the silence of God.  We’re not comfortable with silence.  We want God to answer our prayers immediately!  But friends, there’s something you and I need to know.  God doesn’t always answer prayer right away.  Psalm 37:7 –– “Be still before the Lord, and wait patiently for Him.”  Either God wants us to wait until we’re ready for a ’Yes.’  Or He wants to wait until we’re ready for a ’No.’  But either way, the silence of God means that we’re going to have to wait!  

The problem is, we don’t like to wait.  When God doesn’t give us the answer we want right away, we’re tempted to say, “Man, forget this stuff!  Prayer doesn’t work for me.  From now on, I’m going to handle things MY way!”  What is impressive about the Canaanite woman in our text is she refuses to give up!  She keeps crying.  She keeps pleading.  She keeps hoping that the silence will be broken and that Jesus will give her the answer that she desires.  But notice that the disciples misinterpret the silence of Christ as His rejecting her.  And so they urged the Lord to, “Send her away!  She’s annoying us!”  

But Jesus doesn’t send her away.  He wants to test her:  He’s asking, “Is your faith the product of desperation?  Or does your faith stem from a fundamental understanding of who I am?”  Jesus already knows the answer to this question because He knows her heart.  But He wants HER to say it.  And so in verse 24 He tests her.  He says “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”  With that answer most people would have said, “Well, that’s it.  I guess the only people Jesus loves are the Jews.  I’m not Jewish so I’m outta here.”  

But this woman wasn’t going to take ’No’ for an answer.  A mother’s love compels her to do anything she can for her child.  Verse 25 says that she falls to her knees and says, “Lord, help me!”  In other words, “I’m not ready to get embroiled in a theological discussion.  I’m not ready to debate the finer points of Jewish salvation.  I just need your help!”  
But Jesus has one more test for her.  He says, “It’s not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.”  Now this doesn’t sound like something Jesus would say.  Everything else we see in the Bible leads us to the conclusion that He is a compassionate Savior.  So what’s going on here?  Turns out Jesus is not comparing her to some nasty, stray, junk-yard dog.  In verse 26 the Lord uses a DIFFERENT word for dog!  He uses the word that describes a domesticated house pet.  On the surface, it still seems like a rude rejection.  But this beautiful mother of faith sees in that word a glimmer of hope.  She sees compassion in our Lord’s eyes that those of us reading the printed word might not catch.  Turns out Jesus was not insulting this woman; instead, He was saying that she should wait until God’s appointed time when the Gentiles would receive the Good News of the Gospel.  The point of Jesus’ parable is –– Who gets fed first?  The children do.  The Jews first, and then the Gentiles.  
And so in verse 27, she says “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the Master’s table.”  In other words, “Lord, you can call me anything you want.  Just heal my little girl!”  

This godly woman recognizes that even puppy dogs are loved by their masters.  She understands that the plan of God is for Israel first.  But she can also see that there are blessings that fall from the Master’s table for everyone in the world.  Jesus responds to this wonderful expression of faith in verse 28 when He says, “Woman, you have great faith!  Your request is granted.”  

The message of this story is that persevering faith is rewarded with divine blessing.  If you put all of your hope and faith in Jesus Christ, He will respond!  Maybe not WHEN you want Him to.  Maybe not even HOW you want Him to.  But He will respond.  

IV. CONCLUSION.

You remember Monica and her wayward husband and son?  For many years she came to Christ in prayer on their behalf.  She knew she couldn’t stop their drinking and womanizing.  But she did know there was Someone who could help.  She prayed long and hard and without wondering “if” God would send what she was praying for, but knowing that “when” it happened, it would be marvelous!  
Monica’s prayers were finally answered.  Her husband finally was baptized only hours before he died.  Her son was also baptized into the Christian faith.  He became a monk, and then a preacher, and [image: image2.jpg]


then a bishop, and ultimately one of the greatest writers and defenders of the Christian faith the world has ever seen.  Today we know that son as Saint Augustine, who was an important influence on none other than Martin Luther.  The Savior the Canaanite woman and Monica turned to for help is the same Savior who is listening to our prayers this morning.  Persevere in your prayers and know that Jesus will answer them.  In His mighty name we ask it.  Amen!!!  
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