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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 15 v 21 – 28                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
(For group use or adapted for individual use)
Icebreaker  (to warm up)

Share experiences of dog-ownership and the types of dogs you have known. Have a guess at how many dog breeds there are altogether and then discover the actual answer.

Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· Ever since the beginning of chapter 14 Jesus has wanted some peace and quiet to spend time with his disciples alone.  Look back for a reminder of the reason.  What other reasons may he have had for wanting to get out of Galilee?

· Consult a Bible map to see where Tyre and Sidon are located.  Find out what you can about the ancient territory of Phoenicia.
· v 23 – 24 Was Jesus being rude do you think?  Or just focussed on his own mission to the Jews?  Or deliberately provocative?

· Jesus was not ministering in this Gentile area, so how would the woman have known about him?  By calling Jesus ‘Son of David’, what was she doing?

· The word for ‘dog’ here means a small, pet dog – does this soften the impact of what Jesus says on us?

· What else would we want to say that the woman had as well as faith?

· The woman is rewarded because Jesus had no reason to carry out the healing other than his own desire to respond to her.  Imagine what it might have been like to be this woman and how she felt at the end of this encounter.

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)   
1. Jesus’ need to escape the crowds in Galilee has led him to ‘foreign’ Gentile territory. Share how you find peace and quiet yourself AND what can be helpful about leaving your own area from time to time.
2. What can we learn from the woman in this story?  Write a thank you letter to her.
3. How do you, as a Gentile, react now to this story?  Are there other Gospel passages that are helpful in thinking about Jesus’ relationship with people beyond Judaism?
4. What sorts of people are ignored in our own society? How can we make sure that particular groups or individuals are not excluded from church life today?
Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to leave the group with.  Then move into prayer.  
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Sunday in the lectionary:  Twentieth Sunday in Ordinary Time YEAR A
For use in connection with the gospel reading the twentieth Sunday in Ordinary Time.  

Call to Worship

‘The mountains and hills will burst into song…’  Isaiah 55 v 12  (NIV)
Hymn StF 489 ‘Let us build a house where love can dwell’ by Marty Haugen (b 1950)

Opening Prayer

Offer your praise and thanksgiving to God, and then say sorry, in your own words.

Alternative Old Testament Reading set for today: Isaiah 56 v 1, 6 – 8  

To think about
Read this passage through 2 or 3 times. What strikes you about it?

Hymn StF 417  ‘We come from the mountains’ by S T Kimbrough Jr., refrain Jorge Lockward
Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 15 v 21 – 28 
Reflection

Jesus has been trying to get some peace and quiet ever since he heard of the death of his cousin John (Matthew 14 v 13). Reading between the lines, he wanted time to grieve, to think things through, to strengthen himself again for his own journey towards the ultimate rejection. However, he has been followed by the crowds around the Sea of Galilee, and he has had to take time to minister to them and to deal with the Pharisees. Now, some time later, he opts for ‘a change rather than a rest’.  He travels across the border into Gentile territory in Phoenicia. This change does mean a rest from the people who have seen his miracles and heard his teaching and who want more and more of him (like celebrities today?)  However, there is a desperate lady who has, somehow, heard of his reputation.  She is desperate because she has a daughter who is being totally disruptive and whom she longs to see freed from the demon (however we understand this) that plagues her.  Now, at any level, the response of Jesus is strange. He doesn’t usually ignore people especially when they want his help AND he has healed Gentiles before. One explanation might be that he is again frustrated that his need to take a break is suffering interference. However, knowing Jesus from the wider context of the rest of the Gospels, the writer thinks it is much more likely that his behaviour is a deliberate ploy to elicit faith and perseverance from the woman.  In fact, she is remarkable!  Many people would have run away in shame after the first rebuff, but she has the courage to persist and the wit to engage Jesus in the word picture that he has employed. 

We might like to reflect today on our need for time apart; on our own ability to engage with Jesus; on the appropriate times and ways to ask for healing for ourselves or others. 

Hymn StF 416 ‘There’s a wideness in God’s mercy’ by Frederick William Faber (1814 – 1863)

Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn StF 685 ‘In Christ there is no east or west’ by John Oxenham, pseud. (1852 – 1941)
Blessing

May the blessing of God: Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.
EXTRA RESOURCE: Monologue ‘Faith bigger than a crumb’ (based on Matthew 15 v 21 – 28)

I wasn’t worried when the Canaanite woman approached Jesus.

After all, Jesus had been so good to us women,

treated us as equal to the men,
given us life, and freedom, and hope…

I felt sorry for the woman -
her daughter was obviously disruptive and difficult,
but her mother loved her,

wanted her healthy,
wanted a normal daughter.

I couldn’t understand it when Jesus ignored her!

I know us Jews don’t talk to foreigners but look how Jesus dealt with the centurions?

And I had heard about his long conversation with a woman from Samaria who he had chanced to meet at a well… that had had very productive consequences…

But, here in Phoenicia, a desperate woman pleading with Jesus -
was given a rough ride.

The woman persisted – I admired her for that –

and then Jesus said something really strange.

He said that food for children isn’t given to their pet dogs at the table.

Now, if that had been me, I would have run away in shame.

Wanted the ground to swallow me up.

Others might have got angry and kicked up a fuss.

But this lady gave a very clever answer.

She said that even the dogs got the crumbs!

She wanted a crumb
and had the faith to believe that a crumb would be enough.

That must have been faith because that woman had never heard Jesus say that all that is needed is faith as big as a mustard seed…
a mustard seed, a crumb, just a word from Jesus would be enough.
And that was all it took. 

We heard later that the daughter was healed at the same time Jesus said she would be.

Jesus commended the woman’s faith, bigger than a crumb (I thought)!

This conversation about food and crumbs gave us women food for thought. 

If those outside the Jewish faith can have great faith – then perhaps the message of Jesus is for other outsiders too…  and perhaps for the whole world?
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