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Sermon: August 16, 2020; Matthew 15:21-28 (by Maryann Amor) 
Our Gospel today bothers me. Reading about how Jesus responds to the Canaanite 
woman bothers me. I hear Jesus call her a dog and I immediately think that that is 
a pretty horrible thing to say to someone who is just asking for help…I can’t believe 
those words are coming out of Jesus’ mouth. I am guessing that many of you felt 
yourself reacting too. Jesus, the one who moves us with his compassion for the 
sinners, the rejected, and the sick…is shown to manifest almost a disregard for a 
suffering woman, a disregard for someone who simply needs a little help. 
 
This initial and common response to this particular Gospel passage might deter us 
from going deeper, might actually cause us to look away and focus on the images 
of Jesus that make us feel warm and fuzzy. But doing so will cause us to miss the 
point…that we should be bothered by this Gospel just not by Jesus’s response to 
the woman…we should be bothered by the disciples’ response to the woman. The 
disciples are, in fact, the reason that Jesus says what he does to her…the disciples 
are our entry point into the Gospel and its message for us today. 
 
To access this interpretation requires going back in the Gospel. In chapter 14 we 
read of Jesus walking on the water, then in the early parts of chapter 15, he enters 
into a debate with the Pharisees about what it means to follow God’s 
commandments. Here we need to look at Jesus’ words concerning clean and 
unclean food, which appear in verses 10-20. According to Jesus the food that we 
put into our bodies does not defile, but our words do; to quote verse 11, “it is not 
what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the 
mouth that defiles.” Jesus has, then, shifted the focus from what we eat to what 
we say…his emphasis is now moral not practical. 
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In verse 21, Jesus goes to Tyre and Sidon and is greeted by the Canaanite 
woman…the Canaanites were not Israelites, just look at the book of Joshua and you 
can see some of the history of the divide between the ethnic groups. This woman 
shouts, “have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David.” Despite being a Canaanite, she 
recognizes, though we are never told how, that Jesus is someone who is 
compassionate and she asks for that compassion to be shown to her…the request 
is personal and intimate, reflecting that close relationship that exists between the 
woman and her daughter…as her daughter suffers, so this mother suffers and she 
needs compassion. At the same time, she respects Jesus by calling him Lord…she 
knows that he is not just any man, but there is more to him that is deserving of 
respect. Then the title, “son of David.” It is important to remember that the 
disciples in Matthew 14:33 see Jesus as the Son of God, but they do not connect 
him with being the son of David, or the Messiah…let’s just say that they are not 
always very bright…they seem to fail to understand who Jesus is and the nature of 
his mission…they stand in contrast to this foreign woman who knows that Jesus is 
connected to the genealogical line of David that is highly significant for the Israelite 
people. She knows more details about Jesus, than his closest followers know. 
 
And how does Jesus respond? He says nothing and we, reading this passage, might 
be wondering why…we might now start to think Jesus is disregarding the woman’s 
cries. But notice how the silence is quickly filled by the words of his disciples, “Send 
her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” The disciples are annoyed by the 
woman’s cries, so they want Jesus to send her away. We have to ask, do they not 
understand that this woman just needs help, why can’t they help her?  Why are 
they being so cruel? This is our clearest indication that it is not, as we might initially 
think, Jesus showing disregard for the woman, but the disciples are disregarding 
her…the disciples are defiling themselves…they are speaking words that are 
focused on their needs (they don’t want to hear her cries), which leads them to 
completely ignore what it is she has said and then prompt Jesus to send the woman 
away. They are not speaking words grounded in a moral foundation, grounded in 
the right treatment of others, as Jesus instructed, but they are speaking words that 
are based purely on their own shallow desires.  
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It is by focusing on the disciples’ ignorant response towards the woman that shifts 
how we need to understand the rest of the scene. To address the disciples’ lack of 
understanding, Jesus turns the interaction with the woman into a teaching 
moment…to show them what it is that he has come to do, to help them to grasp 
the true nature of the mission in which they are now participating. Rather than 
sending her away or ignoring her, Jesus uses his conversation with her to illustrate 
a point. First, he says, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” This 
phrase reinforces what the disciples think of Jesus’ mission: it is only for a specific 
group, it is only for the Israelites not anyone else. The woman responds by kneeling 
and saying, “Lord help me.” She kneels as if before a king, as the magi do when they 
meet the young Jesus…she uses the term Lord, again acknowledging that Jesus has 
power.  
 
The interaction continues when Jesus says, “It is not fair to take the children’s food 
and throw it to the dogs.” This phrase illustrates exactly what Jesus knows the 
disciples are thinking…this woman is barking at us, she is taking our attention away 
from our own people (the children of Israel), she doesn’t deserve what we have 
(our food), she should be sent away. Jesus gives voice to the disciples’ qualms with 
this woman. But she doesn’t get upset, instead she agrees, “Yes, Lord, yet even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the master’s table.” Yes, she might not be 
anything special, she might only be equal to an animal in the eyes of the 
Israelites…but she is still worthy, she is still worthy of something…even just the 
crumbs. As one scholar comments, “[this woman] places hope in what others have 
discarded. This Son of David has so much power that there is enough power for the 
house of Israel and more than enough left over for her. She is not trying to thwart 
his mission. She just wants a crumb, recognizing that even a crumb is powerful 
enough to defeat the demon that has possessed her daughter.” And this is what 
prompts Jesus to praise her faith in 15:28…he praises the fact that she understands 
what the disciples clearly don’t, which leads to the healing of her daughter. 
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Jesus’ interaction with the Canaanite woman does not cast Jesus in a negative light, 
as we might initially think, but instead it reveals how completely inept the disciples 
are. The disciples defile themselves by what they say, they see the woman as 
undeserving because she is not of the House of Israel, they see her as an 
annoyance, so they want her to be sent away. They demonstrate a lack of morality 
and a lack of understanding regarding who Jesus is and what his mission is. In 
contrast, what comes out of the mouth of the Canaanite woman is pure faith. She 
recognizes who Jesus is, a king, Lord and Messiah, descendant of the House of 
David, and she knows that the power of Jesus is so great that it flows past any 
human-created boundaries…it is so great that it can flow even to her. To help his 
disciples move towards having the understanding of the Canaanite woman, Jesus 
uses his interaction with her to teach the dense disciples what it means to be his 
follower, thus, preparing them for the Great Commission…they cannot make 
disciples of all nations if they believe the only nation valuable enough to receive 
the Gospel message is their own. Jesus’ conversation with the Canaanite woman, 
his praising of her faith, teaches the disciples that to follow Jesus is to follow a “God 
who is constantly entering new territory and breaking boundaries. This God is in 
the unsettling business of meeting outsiders and granting them not just a crumb, 
but a place at the table.”  This Gospel passage does not call us towards seeking self-
preservation and comfort, as the disciples clearly wanted, but to embrace the 
outsider, to cross boundaries, to recognize the power of our God and to share this 
with everyone. 
 
Today’s Gospel is not about a rude Jesus…but it is about what it means to be 
commissioned to live in this world as a follower of Jesus…as the modern day 
disciples, our call is to live in such a way that we do not reinforce boundaries, as 
the disciples in the Gospel did, but we are called to break down the boundaries that 
separate us…we are called to share the power of what we know to be true with 
everyone we meet. I guess, this means that being a Christian is about life beyond 
Sunday…it is about what we do when we are in the world, every day, how we 
approach those around us, even if they might drive us nuts or believe things 
differently than we believe…it is about whether we, unlike Jesus’ disciples in the 
reading, can take the risk to be as radically inclusive as Jesus calls us to be. Amen. 
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Academic quotes taken from:  
https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2145 
 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=4542 
 


