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In last week’s study on Mark 7:1-23, we looked at the question: ‘what makes us impure?’ Jesus highlighted 
that it is not what we consume that makes us unclean. The fruit of our hearts comes out in our words and 
actions and that is what makes us unclean. In today’s passage, Jesus headed into two distinctly ‘Gentile’ 
and pagan areas. One reason for this was possibly to get a rest. Another reason was the increasing 
hostility of Jewish leaders towards him. Herod Antipas may also have targeted him, in the misguided belief 
that Jesus was actually John the Baptist, come back from the dead. However, Jesus extended God’s grace 
to two people who were not Jews, providing spiritual liberation and physical healing. 
 
GETTING STARTED: The Western church is sometimes criticised as having a ‘fortress mentality’. 
Following is a hymn parody: “To the tune of A Mighty Fortress is Our God, with apologies to Martin Luther: 

“A mighty fortress is our church, a bulwark uninviting. 
It is a shelter ‘gainst our foes. Will we reach out? Unlikely. 

We’ll keep them all outside! 
That mongreled, vexing tide! 
Our bodies they may kill, 
or raid our coffers ’til 

our good name has surely died.”1 

• Why do we, as Christians, tend to stay in the relative comfort of churches and Christian 
organisations, rather than venture out of the ‘fortress’, to be salt and light in the world? What 
would need to change, for each of us to be willing to step outside our comfort zone? 

 

READ: MARK 7:24-37 
 

• What are your initial thoughts and comments about this passage? What thoughts did you pick up 
from the sermon?  

 

Today’s study is titled: “Refuting the Norm: Breaking the Rules”. R.C. Sproul highlights that: 
“Tyre and Sidon were Gentile regions, so Jesus and the disciples moved into areas that most Jews 
would have considered unclean. The region in which these cities were located had a long history of 
paganism and opposition to the Jews. … Galilee, which should have been friendly territory to Jesus, 
the Jewish Messiah, proved hostile because of the influence of the Pharisees and scribes. Tyre and 
Sidon, which should have been hostile to Christ given the history of God’s people, would be much 
friendlier to Him.”2 

 
In Mk 7:25-30, we meet a Gentile/ Greek woman of Syro-Phoenician origin. It was quite inappropriate for 
a Jewish man to be talking to a non-Jewish woman. Jesus had prioritised ministry to the ‘children’ (the 
Jews), yet the response of people in Nazareth (Mk 6:1-6) and by Jewish leaders (Mk 7:1-23) ranged from 
scepticism and unbelief, to criticism and outright antagonism. Jesus’ comments to the woman picked up 
the prevailing attitude of Jews towards non-Jews. “Dogs were unclean animals and would never have been 
accepted as pets by Jews; they roved in wild packs, scavenging for food and were shunned in Israel.”3 

• Think about the picture of a ‘dinner table’, where there are invited guests seated, while the dogs 
were tolerated but unwelcome. What was Jesus intimating about her status and about her 
‘entitlement’ to God’s grace and mercy, including spiritual food? What does the woman’s response 
say about how she saw herself, in God’s economy? What does it say about her spiritual hunger? 

 

This woman did not see that she was worthy of God’s grace. She did not presume that God would heal 
her daughter. She did not plead with Jesus for help, based on any personal merit or her having been a 
“good person”. She did not pray using any formula or wishful thinking or by trying to bargain with God, with 
any promises about her future behaviour.  This woman was desperate – and reached out to Jesus for help. 

• In the gospels, a number of people who encountered Jesus called out “Jesus … have mercy on 
me.” The lyrics of the hymn “Rock of Ages”4 include the words “Nothing in my hands I bring, simply 
to the cross I cling.” What sort of words do you pray when a situation is dire and you are desperate? 
What things stop you from reaching out to God as your first option? Does a thought that ‘I’m not 
good enough’ or ‘God doesn’t care about me and/ or this situation’ stop you from praying?  

                                                           
1 Lifeway Christian Resources. (12 August 2016) “A Mighty Fortress is Our Church.” 
https://factsandtrends.net/2016/08/12/a-mighty-fortress-is-our-church/  
2 Sproul, R.C. “Jesus Visits Tyre and Sidon” 
https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/jesus-visits-tyre-and-sidon/  
3 Osborne, G.R. (2014) Mark. Teach the Text Commentary Series. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, p124. 
4 https://www.hymnal.net/en/hymn/h/1058 
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In Mark 5, Jesus had encountered the man we know as the ‘Gerasene demoniac’ who had an ‘unclean 
spirit’. In Mk 7:25, this woman’s daughter also had an ‘unclean spirit’ or demon. Over the centuries, some 
of the Christian church has responded to some medical and mental health issues, by seeking to ‘demonise’ 
the issues (and the people), but also by seeking to ‘exorcise’ the spirit. This has not always led to healing 
of the people concerned nor necessarily been done in a way that has been loving, caring and respectful. 

• The Black Dog Institute asserts that “One in five (20%) Australians aged 16-85 experience a mental 
illness in any year. The most common mental illnesses are depressive, anxiety and substance use 
disorder … Almost half (45%) Australians will experience a mental illness in their lifetime.”5 These 
illnesses lead to all sorts of behaviours and thoughts. If there are 10 people in your Life Group, 
statistics would indicate that 2 may be dealing with some form of mental health issue. How can we 
encourage and support people to seek professional help? What ‘care plan’ can your group 
consider, to help people keep connected (and not ‘drop off the radar’) when they are unwell? 

 
Writing on Luke 8:39 (re the Gerasene demoniac), John Calvin wrote: 

“In the person of one man, Christ has exhibited to us a proof of his grace, which is extended to all 
mankind. Though we are not tortured by the devil, yet he holds us as his slaves, till the Son of God 
delivers us from his tyranny. Naked, torn, and disfigured, we wander about, till he restores us to 
soundness of mind. It remains that, in magnifying his grace, we testify our gratitude.”6 

• Read Ps 91:14-16. List the actions of God in these verses. What do they remind us about God’s 
intention for us and our lives, in sending Christ? How then should we pray, in light of knowing this? 
Does that mean we will be always perfectly liberated and ‘whole’, in this life? 

 

When Jesus left Tyre, he went north via Sidon, before travelling east, across the top of the Sea of Galilee 
and down into the Gentile area, known as the Decapolis or Ten Towns. (Mk 7:31) People brought a deaf 
man, who could hardly talk (or had a serious speech impediment) to him, begging Jesus to heal him. His 
disability meant he was unable to fully participate in his own community. Unable to talk, this man may have 
felt isolated, left out and desperately lonely. As a Gentile, he was also alienated from the people of God.  

• What do you notice about the way Jesus treated this man? Why do you think Jesus took him away 
from the crowd? Given that the man couldn’t hear – and there was no formal system of sign 
language – what do you think Jesus may have been doing by touching the man’s ears and tongue? 

 

Some writers see a connection between the healing of the deaf-mute man in Mk 7:31-37 and the healing 
of the blind man in Mk 8:22-26.  

• Read Mk 8:22-26. What are the similarities between the two healings? What are the differences? 
What was the response of the crowd to the healing of the deaf-mute man? 

 

• In Mk 7:35, being healed meant the man could speak properly, plainly and clearly. The Greek word 
is ‘orthos’, from which we get the word ‘orthodox’. If this man could now speak clearly, how would 
that have also enabled healing in the areas of his relationships and meeting his emotional needs?   

 

In Is 35:2-6, the prophet wrote of God powerfully intervening and restoring the people from exile to Zion: 
“They shall see the glory of the LORD, the majesty of our God. Strengthen the weak hands, and make 
firm the feeble knees. Say to those who are of a fearful heart, “Be strong, do not fear! Here is your 
God. … He will come and save you.” Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the 
deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.” 

When Jesus did miracles – and when he rose from the dead - he often broke the laws of nature. The God 
of creation is sovereign over his creation. God speaks and creation responds to his command.  

• How have you seen God miraculously intervene in your life or in your family life, in recent years? 
Eg Think of a situation and the way that that situation could or should have deteriorated. How did 
God answer your prayers? What was the outcome? As a group, thank God for his mercy and grace. 

 

HOMEWORK: Reflect on these verses and – as appropriate - use them as you pray this week: 
“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy …” 
(Ps 51:1) “Blessed are you, O LORD, the God of our ancestor Israel, forever and ever. Yours, 
O LORD, are the greatness, the power, the glory, the victory, and the majesty; for all that is in the 
heavens and on the earth is yours; yours is the kingdom, O LORD, and you are exalted as head 
above all. Riches and honour come from you, and you rule over all. In your hand are power and 
might; and it is in your hand to make great and to give strength to all. And now, our God, we give 
thanks to you and praise your glorious name. (1 Chron 29:10-13) 

                                                           
5 Black Dog Institute. “Facts and Figures About Mental Health”.  
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/docs/default-source/factsheets/facts_figures.pdf?sfvrsn=8  
6 Calvin, J., & Pringle, W. (2010). Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Vol. 1). Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software. p436. 
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