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“Part of loving our neighbor as ourselves is trying to understand their perspective, and this 
includes the biblical authors.” 

• I picked a passage today where context is absolutely critical for understanding it correctly. It’s 
a story that has been immensely formative in my own life, and I think it holds comfort and 
conviction for all of us this morning.  

• Today we turn our attention to a woman of God I admire very much! She features 
prominently in Matthew 15. Would you turn there in your Bibles? 

• We’ll be learning together from Matthew 15:21-28 this morning, and while you’re turning, 
let me tell you I picked this story because it’s weird. It’s kind of cringe-y, even. And it’s a story 
that, at first glance, does not leave us with warm, fuzzy feelings about Jesus. 

• Right before our story for today opens, earlier in Matthew 15, we find Jesus ministering to 
hurting, sick Israelites in the Galilee region, like He often does. But some Pharisees come up 
from Jerusalem to question Him, and, as usual, He offends them, giving them more fuel for 
their decision to kill Him. Jesus calls them hypocrites and says in verses 8-9… 

(Vs) Matthew 15:8-9 ESV – “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; 
in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.”  

• To His disciples and the people in the crowd, He keeps urging them, “Hear and understand. 
Hear and understand. Don’t be like the Pharisees. They know the Scriptures, they teach 
doctrine. But they teach their own interpretation. They teach a complicated set of 
commandments. I want you to hear and understand who I am and what I’m offering you.” 

• But the Pharisees don’t back down, and in response, Jesus withdraws...this is also something 
He often does. Nothing unusual here so far.   

• Where does Jesus withdraw to? Look with me at Matthew 15:21. 

(Vs) Matthew 15:21 ESV – Jesus went away from there, and withdrew into the district of Tyre and 
Sidon. 

•Tyre and Sidon––that’s Gentile country. It’s as if Jesus is so desperate to get away from the 
persecution of His own people, He goes somewhere they won’t follow Him. 
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• Poor Jesus can’t catch a break though, because immediately someone comes running out 
from the towns to meet Him. A Canaanite woman. This is in verse 22. 

(Vs) Matthew 15:22 ESV – And a Canaanite woman from that region came out and began to 
cry out, saying, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is cruelly demon-

possessed.” But He did not answer her a word. 

• Did you catch that? We’ve got a Canaanite woman here. 

• First of all : We should know because Jesus is a Jewish rabbi, for a woman to approach 
Him is strange in itself. A few weeks ago, my friend Brenna Blain taught from John 4, and 
talked about how women were considered second-class citizens in the ancient world. For a 
woman to approach Jesus is unusual. For a Gentile to approach Him is also 
unprecedented.  

• So, this Gentile woman is here, and that’s intriguing. But this is not just any Gentile––
Matthew is being specific here because this word Canaanite is supposed to trigger 
something in your mind. What comes to mind when you think of Canaanites? For me, it’s 
the stories of conquest in the Old Testament. When Joshua takes over from Moses and 
leads the Israelites into the Promised Land, the land of Canaan, the people already living 
there are the Canaanites, people destined for judgment because of their idolatry, child 
sacrifice, and grotesque sexual practices. That is what Canaanites are known for! This 
woman is identified with that people group, the classic enemies of the people of Israel. 

• And why is she coming after Jesus? She has a need. She has a demon-possessed 
daughter. And, somehow, she has this idea that Jesus can do something about it. But is 
that all she thinks? Is her impression of Jesus just that He is a magician, or a physician, or 
some kind of itinerant shaman? Is Jesus just someone who can fix a problem for her? 

• No. Look at how this woman addresses Jesus: “Lord” “Son of David” – These are 
Messianic titles. These are terms only ever used to refer to the Jewish Messiah. The King 
of Israel. But this is crazy! Jesus just corrected the teachers of the Jewish law for not 
getting who He is. They refused to hear and understand! Now, a gentile, a Canaanite, an 
actual enemy of Israel, and a woman to boot, is here recognizing something all these 
Jewish men had failed to see. 

• And what’s Jesus’ response? 

(Vs) Matthew 15:23a ESV – He did not answer her a word. 

• Well, that seems… That’s not like Jesus. When has anyone ever come to him, and he’s 
ignored them? Let’s keep reading. Verse 23.  

(Vs) Matthew 15:23b-24 ESV – And His disciples came and implored Him, saying, “Send her 
away, because she keeps shouting at us.” But He answered and said, “I was sent only to the 

lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 
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seems so unlike the other stories we encounter of Jesus’ interactions with literally anyone. 
This woman seems to be someone whose story confirms our worst fears… She’s an outcast. 
Her voice is silenced. She seems unimportant. Limited. And it's Jesus who reinforces those 
messages. 

• But is that really what’s happening? Jesus says He came only for the lost sheep of Israel. 
What’s that all about? Jesus is calling on old imagery here to express where things were 
currently at in the story of redemption.  

• Let’s step back in time for a second, to the first chapters of our Bible. Genesis 1-3: We know 
God’s original plan was for all of humanity to be His partners and rule the earth on His 
behalf, and humanity chose to define good for themselves. So God picked one family, the 
family of Abraham, to be His instruments of redemption and blessing to all nations...Except 
Abraham’s family kept messing it up too, even the most famous king of Israel, David, a man 
after God’s heart. And so, God promised to intervene Himself. 

• Jesus is drawing imagery from Ezekiel 34, where Ezekiel critiques the rulers of Israel–– He 
calls them shepherds. Shepherds that eat the sheep instead of feeding the sheep. Israel’s 
kings have let down the nation and led them into idolatry and wickedness. This is Ezekiel 
34:23: 

(Vs) Ezekiel 34:23 ESV – Then I will appoint over them one shepherd, My servant David, and he 
will feed them; he will feed them himself and be their shepherd. 

• So God promises that a descendant of David, a new shepherd, would come to redeem 
Israel and, eventually, the world. 

• Jesus is identifying Himself as the Davidic shepherd who’s here to rescue the lost sheep of 
Israel. It’s not time yet for His ministry to the nations. There will be a ministry to the nations 
later, but right now He is on a mission, first, to Abraham’s descendants.  

• If you’re like me, this makes us uncomfortable because in the west, we believe in equality 
and inclusion, no matter what. But just bear in mind, this actually represents something you 
love about God: that He keeps His promises, even when it seems crazy to us. 

• And yet… this still seems out of character, right? Remember Matthew 8, when Jesus healed 
the servant or family member of a Roman centurion, and then He cast out demons from two 
Gentile men? What does that tell you? He’s already performed miracles for 
Gentiles...including Israel’s enemies! Everything we know of Jesus up until this point is that 
nothing moves Him more than hurting people––of any nationality.  

• Just wait, because this story gets even weirder… 

(Vs) Matthew 15:25 ESV – But she came and began to bow down before Him, saying, “Lord, 
help me!” And He answered and said, “It is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it 
to the dogs.” But she said, “Yes, Lord; but even the dogs feed on the crumbs which fall from 

their masters’ table.” 



4

K 
E 

S 
S 

I D
   

C 
H

 U
 R

 C
 H

 //
 S

 E
 R

 M
 O

 N
  N

 O
 T

 E
 S • Wow. So, did Jesus just call this woman a dog? That’s the first question on my mind when I 

read this. This just seems incredibly cold. This woman is on her knees before Jesus, 
begging Him for help, and He says, “It’s not good to take the children’s bread and throw it 
to the dogs.” 

• This is a moment where context is so important. Something Jesus does frequently in 
teaching moments is to tell parables. Jesus isn’t really calling her a dog. He’s telling a little 
parable that reinforces what He just said––He’s on a mission specifically to Israel right now. 
The image is of the family dinner table, with all the kids crowding around and the family 
dog begging for food. The family dog always gets fed––but not before the kids get fed. 
He’s re-stating that He’s coming first for Israel and, later, for the nations.  

• Now, we’ll circle back to this in a moment, because there’s so much more here that only in 
understanding the historical and cultural context of this scene can we grasp what’s 
happening. I want to ask you first...  

• If you’ve ever experienced a deep disappointment, what was your response? Especially a 
deep devastation where God either didn’t answer you, or He didn’t give you what you 
wanted. Did you walk away and throw your hands in the air in frustration? Did you numb 
out, shrug your shoulders, and say “God just didn’t want me to have it”? Did you get 
angry? What happened when your only option fell through? 

• I’ll share my own experience. Too often it takes me too long to ask for what I really want 
from God in the first place, like I don’t trust God’s goodness enough to just ask. And then if 
I am met with silence, or a no, I give up. And it confirms my worst fears. And I would never 
overtly say God isn’t good. But when we are met with silence, when we are met with a 
“no,” it definitely calls God’s goodness to question. Or His compassion. Or His awareness. 
Or His involvement. 

• That’s why this woman’s response is INSANE. First of all, she agrees with Jesus, she 
concedes His point, but then she undermines it. “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs feed on the 
crumbs which fall from their master’s table.” 

• Even the dogs get scraps, Jesus.  Even the dogs get something from you. 

• I mean, the woman ARGUES with Jesus. She essentially says, “What you’re saying isn’t 
really true, Jesus.” She is looking ahead to what’s coming in the redemption story, the day 
when Gentiles will be included in the family of God. She’s saying, “Jesus, you’re my Lord 
too, and your reign and promises are true, not just for the Jewish people, but for me as 
well.” She acknowledges her trust that Jesus is bringing His kingdom someday... So why 
not now? She asks Jesus if she might see some of those kingdom promises come to bear 
now, on her current reality. 

(Vs) Matthew 15:28 ESV – Then Jesus said to her, “O woman, your faith is great; it shall be 
done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed at once.
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What just happened? 
• Jesus is super impressed with her response. This expression, “O woman,” in the Greek, is 

like, “Ohhhh, woman!” Daaaaang girl! And, He healed her daughter. 
• There’s so much more to this story than meets the eye. I love the Bible! 
• We have to put on our cultural context goggles and reassess this story. The key to this 

whole story lies in the teaching methods of Jesus’ day. Jesus is a teacher. Teachers in Jesus’ 
day didn’t lecture like what we’re used to in a college class...or church, like right now. 
Teachers often worked in a more Socratic way with their students, asking questions, 
provoking responses, challenging their thinking. 

• That is exactly what Jesus is doing here. He sees something of merit in this woman. He can 
tell she has remarkable faith, and He’s testing her, drawing it out of her. First by silence, and 
then by this provocative parable.  

• This is remarkable because you know who wouldn’t study under a Jewish teacher? A 
woman. Even a Jewish woman, but definitely not a Canaanite woman. By challenging her in 
this way, Jesus is talking to her like one of His disciples, one of His students––an equal! Do 
you get it? Do you see it? 

• I love this story because it’s such a plot twist! You first read it, and you think Jesus is being 
borderline disrespectful with this woman. But you sit with it, and you realize Jesus just 
elevated her status to that of an equal with these Jewish men. 

She asked for crumbs. Jesus gave her a seat at the table.  

• Now, I think this story has something to say to women specifically, and not just women, but 
anyone who society has deemed an outcast. I think it also has something paradigm-shifting 
to say to each and every one of us who follows Jesus. 

• I want to speak to women and those on the outskirts of society first. 
• This story is a source of comfort, to you, outcast. And this woman is an inspiration in so 

many ways. Why? She has no business speaking to Jesus! It’s not a question of whether she 
should, according to our ethics, get something or not, it’s that she doesn’t have anything, 
any rights in her society, to stand upon to make her claim. She’s a woman, she’s a 
Canaanite. She knows she has no real right to be here in front of Jesus, and yet she will not 
be satisfied with her outcast status. And Jesus doesn’t ask her to be satisfied with her 
outcast status. 

She’s not satisfied with her outcast status, and Jesus doesn’t ask her to be.  
• He’s not putting her in her place. He is dignifying her. 
• But this woman’s posture, her way of approaching Jesus, has something to show us about 

what it looks like to advocate for ourselves with God and within His economy. 
• Consider this woman’s posture…. Despite the disparities that would have been apparent to 

her in speaking to a Jewish rabbi (in the position of privilege), she does not speak from 
anger or self-justification. She is not entitled. She is not raging. She does not demand her 
rights. 
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• She comes to Jesus like the psalmists who wrote the songs of lament, absolutely 
demanding that Jesus answer her. But the basis is NOT her womanhood. The basis is not 
her human rights. 

• How often do we make demands of God or of one another based on our rights? That’s not 
what this woman is doing. 

• What’s she standing on? She’s standing in her confidence of who Jesus is. Her confidence in 
His promises. Her confidence that He will keep His word. She’s exercising her prophetic 
imagination…  

Prophetic Imagination  
• She calls Jesus Son of David, as if she somehow knows He’s not just the Jewish Messiah––

He’s her Messiah! She’s looking ahead to God’s plans and purposes, what she knows He’s 
already doing. She knows He’s come to cast out demons and heal the sick. She knows at 
some point in God’s kingdom all outcasts will belong. Men won’t subjugate women, and 
women won’t manipulate men. She’s tapping into what she knows is coming and asking, 
“Why not now, Jesus?” As she identifies who He is, she’s advocating for a change in her 
own life!  

• The prophets and the psalmists who wrote of lament in the Bible critiqued their own society 
and culture. But they never did it by starting with a message of condemnation. The 
prophets always imagined a greater future––something absolutely in line with God’s ideals 
for humanity and therefore absolutely possible. Simply by envisioning a better future they 
brought a critique against the status quo.  

• As an example, this is what made and continues to make Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I have a 
dream” speech so powerful. Is that speech a list of everything wrong in society? No. But do 
you come to understand what’s wrong with society because of the beautiful future of hope 
he projected? Absolutely. 

• I think this woman’s posture flies in the face of most modern methods of activism. Should 
inequality be confronted? Absolutely. Should wrongs be righted? Absolutely. But will cancel 
culture ever accomplish the purposes of God? I don’t think so. There’s a challenge here for 
those of us on the outskirts of society or the outskirts of the church today. Will we retreat 
into bitterness and guilt tactics? Will we resort to canceling all that we despise?  

• Or will we do what this woman does? Look ahead to the purposes and plans of God, the 
kingdom He inaugurated with Jesus, and the kingdom He’s bringing. Will we live into that 
kingdom NOW? Will we call others higher with us? Will we dare to ask God to right the 
wrongs He’s going to right at some point? To dare to ask Him why not now? 

• So much is possible when we do this. This woman’s boldness, in combination with her 
humility, results in an answer to her own desperate need... and so much more. Just a few 
verses later, Jesus moves on from this place and He feeds 4,000 people. This is the second 
miraculous feeding in Matthew’s gospel. The first was the iconic feeding of the 5,000. This is 
a separate one. And there’s this little detail here in verse 31…
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(Vs) Matthew 15:31 ESV – The crowd wondered, when they saw the mute speaking, the 
crippled healthy, the lame walking, and the blind seeing. And they glorified the God of Israel.  

• Do you see anything weird here? ...Why did Matthew clarify that these people praise the 
God...of Israel? Aren’t they in… NO! These are Gentiles! Jesus tells this woman, “I’m on a 
mission to the Jews.” Then after His conversation with her, He goes and feeds and heals 
and casts out demons from 4,000 Gentiles! This woman’s faith is a linchpin!  

• A pivot point! A divine plot twist! It’s like her faith unlocks Jesus’ own ministry to a whole 
crowd of Gentiles. Do you see this?  

• Here’s where this story just undoes me. And I think it has something immensely important to 
say to all of us, man and woman, disciples new and time-tested. 

• First, this woman is so confident. She has this confident, leave-it-all-on-the-line boldness we 
all want. And yet, like we’ve already talked about, it’s not a confidence born of anything she 
brought to the table. Where’s this confident identity coming from? 

She knows who she is because she knows whose she is.  
• This woman has staked her very identity on who Jesus is. Truer words have never been 

spoken of her than what Jesus has to say to her and about her. There’s a security here. She 
has nothing to lose in approaching Jesus because she’s desperate. But she apparently 
knows she’s not going to lose because she knows Jesus is infinitely good. 

• She’s wildly confident. Incredibly bold. DEMANDING. And yet surrendered. She’s willing to 
accept the crumbs. 

For this woman, crumbs from Jesus’ hand are better than anything she could have done 
for herself or gotten somewhere else.  
• There’s something else here too, something Jesus wants us to understand about faith. 

• When we use the word “faith,” so often we are speaking of a system of belief, a system of 
faith. But when Jesus uses the word faith, He is speaking of something that He sees. It is the 
kind of faith that leaps forward because it knows Jesus can do something for me that I 
cannot do for myself and I must get in front of Him. You see, this woman is desperate. She’s 
desperate. She’s terrified for her daughter. She doesn’t know what to do. There’s nothing 
else she can do. She can’t fix this. She could lose everything. And so, she comes to Jesus 
with nothing to lose and everything to gain. 

• And... He makes her wait.  

• You know? He says nothing to her at first. How often have we all been there? Silence, on 
the other end of the line when we pray. No answer. And we’re desperate. 

• And yet, even in her desperation, this woman is full of radical hope in who God is. In the 
face of a “no,” this woman just keeps coming. This is convicting to me. When I wait on 
God, so often I am full of fear.
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• She knows who Jesus is. She knows that Jesus is God. She knows that He is good. This is 
faith that works. Faith that acts. Faith that refuses to take no for an answer. Faith that 
elevates the outcast. Faith that makes a difference in present reality by throwing itself in 
front of Jesus. 

• I want to leave you with some concluding thoughts, a challenge for all of us in how we 
approach the Lord. 

• This woman has been elevated, first, by Jesus, and second, by Matthew in his re-telling of 
this story as an example of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. And we need to 
consider what her example means for our prayer lives. 

• Let’s be real: we all know, sometimes God says “no” to our prayers. And there are times 
when we need to accept his “no” and remain confident in his goodness. Right? Because if 
he’s good, everything he does for us is good, whether we see it right now or not. 

• But this story is showing us something else too. This story shows us that even while being 
surrendered to God, sometimes we don’t persist in prayer enough. Somewhere along the 
line we learned that being surrendered to God meant praying without zeal, praying without 
intentionality, praying without desperate, reckless abandon. Sometimes our “surrender” is 
us giving up because we don’t think God will actually do something on our behalf. And yet 
here is Jesus testing this woman’s faith, DARING her not to take no for an answer! 

• Sometimes we don’t persist enough. I think sometimes this comes from a mistrust of God. 
Sometimes it comes from this self-deprecating posture we can all fall into––we don’t believe 
we’re worth a “yes.” And yet, the moment we think that, we’re missing the point altogether. 
This woman reminds us we were never the starting point. It’s not that we don’t matter, we 
do! But we matter because God reached down into the dirt, crafted us with his own hands, 
and then continually comes after us into our flesh and our dust in the person of Jesus and 
lifts our heads when we insist on submitting ourselves again to the dust from whence we 
came. This woman is an example to us all. 

• She’s not waiting in her house for Jesus to come to her. She’s running after Him, throwing 
everything on the line, getting in front of Him, and then getting in front of Him again.  
Wildly confident in who we are because of whose we are.  

• So, in the prayers you’re praying where God seems silent, what might happen if you 
persisted? What would happen if you held God to His promises in His Word, to His own 
faithfulness and character?  

What would happen if you didn’t take no for an answer?  

You might just get what you ask for. 


