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During my adult life my values have stayed pretty constant. But I’ve noticed that over the years my mind 

has shifted on certain issues. Some policies that I used to think were right I now think are wrong; and 

some policies I thought were wrong I now think are right. Some behaviors that I thought were 

inoffensive I now regard as offensive, and some behaviors I used to think were offensive I now find 

inoffensive. 

These changes in my attitudes and moral decisions did not come easily. Most took a long time, little by 

little. Sometimes I had an “aha” moment and changed my thinking quickly. But even then it may have 

been hard for me to admit I had been wrong before. We naturally resist changing our minds. We want 

the order we’ve created to stay the same. But when we are challenged by new information and new 

situations, or by different perspectives, remember this: even Jesus changed his mind. 

One of the most provocative stories in the NT is the story of the Syrophoenician woman who came to 

Jesus for help. Mark tells us that Jesus leaves the villages around the Sea of Galilee and goes off to the 

region of Tyre. That’s surprising. Tyre is far away—way outside the area of Jesus’ usual ministry. It would 

have taken him a good three days to walk there. And not only is Tyre far away, it’s a gentile city deep in 

gentile territory. Jesus doesn’t go to gentile cities. The Roman city of Sephorris was just a few miles from 

his hometown of Nazareth—he could’ve seen it from his front door. But the gospels never mention him 

going there. The Roan city of Tiberius was on the Sea of Galilee, an easy walk from Capernaum, but the 

gospels never say he ever went there. So why is Jesus going to the region of Tyre? 

Mark says Jesus entered a house and didn’t want anyone to know he was there. It sounds like he just 

wants to get away. Early in the Gospel of mark he tells us that after a long day of healing and casting out 

demons, Jesus got up early in the morning and went off into the wilderness to be by himself to pray. 

Later, after feeding 5000 people, he goes up a mountain to be by himself and pray. So maybe Jesus is 

once again retreating, getting away from the crowds to restore himself. 

But incredibly, in this foreign country, days away from his usual area of ministry, the word gets around 

that the Jewish healer and exorcist is in the neighborhood. And who shows up at the house where he is 

hiding out? A gentile woman. This is the first time in Mark that a gentile comes to Jesus for help. Earlier 

in the gospel he heals a man with a legion of demons, and that’s in gentile territory, but Mark never says 

the man himself was a gentile—he could have been a Jew living in gentile territory. But here, for the first 

time, Mark is explicit. This woman is a gentile—specifically a Syrophoenician. 

The woman bows down at his feet—humbling herself and showing respect. She begs for healing for her 

daughter who is at home ill with an unclean spirit. How does Jesus respond to this request? He refuses 

to help. Why? He says: “Let the children be fed first.” By children he means the people of Israel, his 

fellow Jews. Jesus was committed to a ministry first of all to his fellow Jews. Every ministry must have a 

focus. If it isn’t focused, if it doesn’t have a strategy, it will accomplish little. If you’re trying to do 



everything everywhere you get nowhere. Jesus can’t be everywhere and serve everyone. He is limited 

by time and space. He must make choices, choosing the right focus and strategy for his ministry. In the 

Gospel of Matthew he says to this woman, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 

Why does Jesus help Jews first? Because that’s the biblical plan. God chose Abraham to be the father of 

a new family, and through that family all earth’s families will be blessed. But for Israel to be a blessing to 

the nations, it first needs to be healed and made whole. So that’s Jesus’ strategy. 

But then Jesus goes on to say, “For it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” Uh-

oh. Did Jesus just call this woman and her daughter dogs? This response is so troubling to us today that 

we try to find ways around it so it doesn’t sound so insulting. I’ve heard 4 explanations for softening this 

statement by Jesus: 

1. The Greek word used here literally means “little dogs.” So Jesus isn’t calling them dogs, he’s 

calling them puppies. The problem with this explanation is that the word used is still a word of 

derision in Greek. Besides, the language Jesus probably spoke—Aramaic—does not have a word 

for puppies. 

2. Jesus said this with a smile on his face and compassion in his eyes. He’s being playful and joking 

with her. But is this really a playful response? Is saying this with a smile really less offensive? 

3. Jesus wanted to help her but first wanted to test her faith, so he pretended he didn’t want to 

help her in order to provoke a response of faith from this gentile woman. But there’s no 

indication in this story that this is a test or that Jesus is just pretending his refusal. If this is a test, 

it’s a cruel test. 

4. It has been suggested that Jesus was not calling her and her daughter dogs but was instead 

quoting a proverb. For instance, if Jesus had said, “You can lead a horse to water but can’t make 

it drink,” would that mean he was calling her a horse? I suppose it’s possible Jesus may have 

been quoting a proverb, but even so he is using that proverb to compare this woman and her 

daughter’s situation to dogs. It’s still an offensive put-down.  

On a list of things we wish Jesus had never said, this might be at the top.  

I would expect the woman to respond by crying, heart-broken, and then shuffle away. Or I would expect 

her to scream and curse at Jesus, saying, “How dare you compare us to dogs when we are in need!” But 

instead she responds in a totally unexpected way: she accepts the comparison with dogs and then 

makes a case for dogs. 

First she says, “Lord.” She is the only person in the Gospel of Mark to address Jesus as lord. It’s true that 

in common conversation the word “lord” simply means “sir.” But the fact that no one else in Mark 

addresses him as “lord” is, I think, Mark’s way of signaling to his readers that this woman is making a 

confession of faith in Jesus. She is, in effect, the first Christian—a Christian before there were Christians. 

“Lord, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” In the Galilee villages where Jesus lived 

and ministered, dogs were not under the table, because Jewish peasants didn’t sit at tables—they ate 

sitting on the ground. And they didn’t have dogs in their homes; dogs were not pets. Dogs were 

scavengers, living outside, eating garbage and dead animals and various unclean things. Jews sometimes 

referred to gentiles as dogs precisely because, in their eyes, gentiles were ritually unclean. 



But in Tyre, in this prosperous and sophisticated gentile region, people eat at tables and people keep 

dogs as pets inside the house. They sit under the table waiting for table scraps. They eat the same food 

the family eats. For thousands of years children have been sharing their sandwiches with the dogs under 

the table. So this woman is saying to Jesus: “Maybe in your country dogs are unclean outsiders, but in 

this country even the dogs are part of the household and get a share of the children’s food. You 

compare my daughter to a dog. If she’s a dog, then give her the children’s scraps. We may not be the 

children of Israel, but we’re part of the household of humanity.” 

This is a truly moving response. Jesus, the dazzling and divinely wise teacher who has never lost an 

argument—who has verbally bested every scribe, pharisee, priest and Herodian—has lost an argument 

with a gentile woman. Jesus sees in her something he did not expect. He sees in her what he’s been 

preaching to others all along: humility, persistence, and trust that God’s love cannot be stopped at any 

border. Jesus sees that even if the focus of his ministry is to the lost sheep of Israel, he must not turn 

away anyone who is a child of God. Jesus changes his mind. 

Jesus responds, “You’re right. For saying this, return to your home—the demon has left your daughter.” 

This story was very important to mark, as well as to Matthew who also recorded it. They used this story 

to help the early church change its mind about the inclusion of gentiles—the most controversial issue 

faced by the first couple generations of the church. It required a giant shift in thinking for many people 

in the church. Mark and Matthew were saying, in essence, “Look, even Jesus changed his mind.” 

As we work out the implications of the good news that God’s love is boundless, we will, from time to 

time, be challenged to change our minds. I guarantee it. And it is the mission of the church to take that 

good news to others beyond the church to change their minds too. We will do this the way this woman 

did: with humility, persistence, and trust in God’s boundless love.  
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