13th Sunday after Pentecost, 8/10/08

Matthew 15:21-28

There’s Power Working Among All!

  I. A demonic power

 II. A saving power

III. A healing power

Because we depend on electricity for nearly everything we do, power outages can be extremely frustrating. But they become unbearable when your side of the street is without power, but the lights are burning brightly on the other side of the street. You simply cannot fathom why you don’t have power but your neighbor does. You might even toy with the idea of running an extension cord across the street just so you can enjoy a little of that power. It almost seems unfair that you don’t have power.

Now imagine living in a third world country and your home, which is really more like a shack, has no electrical hook-up while the mansion at the top of the hill enjoys all sorts of electrical conveniences. Would you feel cheated? Maybe in a third world country you accept the fact that that’s the way it is and you don’t think about it much anymore.

One of the ways of looking at this morning’s sermon text is from the vantage point of power. A simplistic assessment of this story on the basis of power would be that Jesus had it and this Canaanite woman wanted it. But it’s much deeper than that. There was so much power on display that day. And it wasn’t just for one side of the street or the other. It wasn’t for the rich but not for the poor. It was for all.

And that’s still true today. There’s power working among all! Let’s discover the truth of that statement as we ponder this portion of God’s holy word this morning.

I.

Perhaps you’re wondering why I chose the theme I did. This story is probably familiar to many of you. And if I would have asked you what you remember about this story, I don’t think the word “power” would be in your answer. You’d be more likely to reply with something about this woman’s faith. After all, Jesus exclaimed near the end of the story, “Woman, you have great faith!” We’ll speak more about her great faith later. But power? Where’s the power?

It’s in her problem. Don’t miss it. We often listen to this story and marvel so much at her faith that we miss her problem which caused her to act on the basis of that faith. Her problem was this: “My daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession.” I don’t know what demon possession is like. Frankly, I don’t want to know. There are countless “experts” who deny that it’s real. They’re wrong. Jesus repeatedly dealt with it during his three years of preaching on this earth. It manifested itself in various ways. In one case it gave superhuman strength along with physical self-abuse. In another it involved violent seizures. St. Paul dealt with a demon-possessed girl and the demon gave her knowledge of future events.

Now some of these things associated with demon possession might almost sound desirable. Who wouldn’t want to know the future? What harm is there in that? But demon possession is never a good thing. The devil’s purpose in possessing a person is to drag that person to hell. And until they get there, he controls that person’s thoughts, moods, words and actions. It’s a terrible thing. I can’t imagine anything worse. And this woman’s daughter was suffering terribly.

Have you ever been demon possessed? In a way you have. All of us have. Not like this woman’s daughter. We are born into this world as members of Satan’s kingdom, not God’s kingdom. We spoke about that before Joel’s baptism at the beginning of our worship. This isn’t a world of spiritual neutrality. It’s a world of spiritual warfare. It’s a world of unimaginable spiritual power and the one we’re born under leads to hell, not heaven. Like this woman, we have a problem on our hands. And, contrary to what some people think, we can’t do anything to solve it. We’re helpless. If we’re going to be freed from Satan’s hellish hold, we’re going to have to count on an outside power, a greater power.

And that’s precisely why this woman came to Jesus. She trusted that Jesus had the power to rescue her daughter. How could she know that? Because she knew that Jesus had rescued her.

II.

Thankfully, there was another power at work that day besides a demonic power. It was Jesus’ saving power.

When we use the word “save,” what do we mean? One of the most common meanings for “save” is “to keep.” We save leftovers to be eaten at another meal. We keep them instead of disposing of them. We save money. We keep it instead of spending it. Or we keep more of it and spend less of it. In all of these examples the saving is our decision and our doing.

Some bring that same concept into their idea of saving us spiritually. They look upon their salvation as either all their accomplishment or partly their accomplishment. Some will point to their deeds, to the fact that they’re a good person, as their part of their salvation. Others will refer to some decision they made to be saved.

None of that is true. The truth is that our salvation is entirely an act of God. God rescued you. God rescued me. His rescue is for all. He wants all people to be saved.

But you might question that after hearing the conversation between Jesus and this woman. It almost sounds as if Jesus doesn’t want to be her Savior. When she pleads for his help, he replies, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” That sounds rude. When she pleads for help again, he makes a reference to children’s bread and dogs. That sounds rude again.

But that wasn’t the case. Notice the woman doesn’t react as if she’s been insulted. She realizes what Jesus is saying. He is stating the divine plan of salvation. God’s plan called for Jesus to preach and do miracles among the Jews. That was an act of his special grace upon them. God wanted to give the Jews every opportunity to repent and trust in Jesus as their Savior. Jesus was doing that work perfectly.

And the woman acknowledged it. In fact, she did more than that. She believed it. She believed that the promised Savior would be a Jew and would work among the Jews. She showed it with these words, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me.” The title she used for Jesus—Son of David—showed that she knew God’s promise that the Savior would be one of David’s descendants. And by pleading for mercy, she showed that she knew she deserved nothing but punishment for her sins. But she trusted in Jesus as the promised Savior.

So, when she replies to the statements of Jesus, she shows that she is in complete agreement with Jesus and that plan. In fact, she finds her highest joy there. For she knows what God had promised—that Jesus would be the Savior of all people. That included her. That saving power was not just for the Jews. It was for her. It was for all.

There’s power working among all—a saving power.

The power to save comes through the message that Jesus paid the price for sin on Calvary’s cross. Through his death Jesus won forgiveness for this woman. Through his death Jesus won forgiveness for you and me. Through his death Jesus won forgiveness for all. The saving power of Jesus is not for some but not others. It’s for all. That’s our spiritual comfort and eternal security. Jesus didn’t rescue only good people from hell. He rescued all people. There’s no need for us to spend a moment of our lives wondering if Jesus loves us, forgives us or has saved us. He died for all, and his resurrection from the dead assures us of it.

And our part in that plan as God’s people by faith in Jesus is to share that news with all. He doesn’t require us to talk to every living person on earth. He requires that we be faithful in doing what we can to share his saving love with others. That’s our purpose as a congregation. May God bless our efforts in carrying out that purpose so that there’s power working among all—a saving power.

III.

Our text closes with these words, “Then Jesus answered, ‘Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.’ And her daughter was healed from that very hour.”

You might say, “And they all lived happily ever after.” She trusted in Jesus and her life was suddenly rosy. She trusted in Jesus and he did what she wanted him to do.

But that’s not true. That’s missing the point. We have no business telling Jesus, “I trust you, too. Now take care of this problem for me like you did for this woman.” That’s not trust; that’s manipulation.

Faith trusts that Jesus will use his almighty power in a way that’s best for us. In this case, that meant freeing her daughter from demon possession. We know that because that’s what he did. We have no business telling Jesus how we expect him to use his power to help us. Faith trusts that Jesus already did that in our greatest need—our need for a Savior. That same faith trusts that Jesus will heal our other problems in the way that is best. Ultimately he will heal us of all our problems by taking us to heaven.

There’s power working among all—a healing power.


We know that Jesus has healing power. We’d just like to see a little more of it in our lives. We find ourselves thinking, “Lord, give us a little help over here and a little healing over there. In fact, Lord, if you’d do that, we’d trust you all the more.” Jesus once told a doubting Thomas, “Because you have seen me, you have believe; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (Jn. 20:29). Give us that kind of faith, Lord! Cause us to trust your healing power in our lives and to trust that you know when and how best to use it. And then help us share that trust with others, because your saving and healing power is for all. Amen.

