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In recent weeks, as I have engaged with members of our church, as well as friends outside of this 

church, I have been strikingly reminded of these two stories from Matthew and the manner in 

which the speak to the choices we make when the storms arrive in life.  So, I really want to open 

my message this morning with my thesis, and then we’ll talk about it.  But, I want to start by 

saying that life happens, there’s nothing we can do about that.  God wins, there’s nothing we can 

do, or not do, that will change that.  The experience we will know along the way, however, will 

have everything to do with which choice we make when the storm arrives. 

 

Try to picture the scene of the second story we read, from the Gospel of Matthew, this morning – 

the one about the Canaanite woman seeking healing for her daughter.  It is understood, although 

not explicitly stated in Matthew, that at this time of his ministry, Jesus has sensed some danger.  

With the growing debates between he and the Pharisees and Sadducees, he is feeling the 

increasing tension around him, so he leaves that place and moves on.  He makes his way into 

Tyre and Sidon.  As Jesus makes his way into the area, a Gentile region (in other words, a region 

of non-Jewish residents), he comes across a Canaanite, a Gentile, woman (a woman who has no 

connection to the Jewish faith).  So, at the outset of the scene, we need to understand that this is 

set in a region, and with a woman, who are not historically or faithfully connected to the Jewish 

tradition into which Jesus was born, nor the lessons and teachings of Jesus himself.  So, in that 

context, most would not have been expecting what happens next. 

 

“Lord, Son of David!  Have mercy on me” The woman cries out, “My daughter is suffering 

terribly from demon-possession.”  You can almost picture the faces on Jesus’ disciples.  Here 

they are, in this region full of Gentiles and Samaritans who (in their eyes) weren’t worthy of 

being given the time of day, and they are utterly stunned by the veracity, the callous, rude, 

unacceptable behavior of this Gentile woman who would dare push herself so forcefully, on 

Jesus.  “Send her away” they cry.  ‘She is bothering us, she is not worthy of you, she should not 

benefit from your glory…’ you can only imagine the arguments they put forth.   

 

Now, so far, to this point of the story, we’re on track.  To this point, the story we are hearing 

matches the form and nature of those with which we are familiar, and through which we are 
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frequently comforted and empowered.  It’s a repeated narrative in Scripture; some 

disenfranchised or downtrodden person calls for the mercy of Jesus…Jesus’ disciples, in their 

naivety, respond with a very limited understanding of his grace and love…And then, we all 

expect, Jesus clears the whole thing up, welcomes the person, heals them, and displays the true 

breadth and wonder of his grace.  That’s the story we’re familiar with.  That’s the story we get 

again and again in Scripture.  That’s the story we expect to see unfold here – but it doesn’t.  In 

this story, Jesus does the exact opposite. 

 

This time, in this particular story, Jesus, for some unknown reason, gives a drastically different 

response to his disciples.  “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel…It is not right to take the 

children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.”  Contrary to most of our stories of Jesus, Jesus casts 

her away.  ‘I am here for the people of Israel, not for you.’  ‘What I have to give is for them, not 

for you.’  Now, I don’t know about you, but that would have been it for me.  This woman had 

taken her chance, she had made all this commotion and caused this disruption, she had been 

condemned by the disciples and then cast aside by Jesus himself.  I would have given up at that 

point.  I would have cut my losses and moved on.  I would have taken the hint, accepted that I 

wasn’t welcome, and headed on my way.  But, she didn’t – she persisted.  “Yes, Lord,” she said, 

“but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”   “Woman, you have great 

faith!” Jesus replies.  “Your request is granted.”  Her daughter was healed. 

 

This can be an incredibly difficult passage to wrestle with.  It is one of those passages that tends 

to be excluded from our ‘personal canons.’  It is one of those passages in Scripture that we tend 

to, as long as we can get away with it, ignore.  Because, it doesn’t make sense.  It doesn’t fit.  

This picture of Jesus doesn’t match the picture we have of Jesus.  This portrayal of his love and 

grace doesn’t fit with our understanding of his love and grace.  How could he cast this woman 

away?  How could he ignore her needs and fears?  How could he dismiss her begging and her 

pleading?  How could he disregard her faith?  This is an extraordinarily difficult passage to 

understand because we look at her requests, we look at her persistence, we look at the faith that 

she exhibits in the midst of all of this, and we wonder how he could possibly equate her with a 

dog, cast her aside and ignore her faith.  All the while, so wrapped up in those questions, we miss 

the reality that, in the end, he didn’t! 

 

I don’t know exactly what the story is here.   

 Some scholars argue that Jesus never did cast this woman aside as it is proposed, but that 

Matthew was retelling the story in this manner to make a point with his presentation.   

 Others contend that Jesus knew what would happen with his casting her aside, that he 

knew how she would react, and thus ‘played along,’ so to speak, in order to make his 

point.   

 Still others suggest Jesus is trying to exemplify the reality that, sometimes, answers to 

prayer don’t come in the fashion or timeline we expect – that sometimes we need to wait, 

or even work, for it.   

 

There are all sorts of ways that people try to interpret those initial actions of Jesus here, and I 

don’t know what the right answer is.  I don’t know why Jesus’ first response to this woman is to 

deny her.  But, what I do know is that, regardless of what happened and why it happened, the end 

result is clear.  While we sit back and wonder how he could ignore her faithfulness and requests, 
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we miss the fundamental truth that, in fact, he couldn’t – that in the end, her daughter was 

healed. 

 

Turning to our other story, Matthew suggests that it was just a matter of days prior to this 

encounter with the Canaanite woman that Jesus had walked across water in order to make his 

way to the boat on which his Disciples sat.  As he sees Jesus approaching, Peter called out, 

“Lord, if it is you, tell me to come to you on the water.”  Jesus called, and Peter began to walk on 

water.  A wind came, Peter grew scared, he feared what might happen to him, and he started to 

sink.  “You of little faith!” said Jesus, “Why did you doubt?” 

 

The reality is, as we all know full well, that life happens.  Sometimes that is a wonderful thing.  

Sometimes life is weddings, and anniversaries, and birthdays, and families, and new cars, and 

new homes, and new jobs, and new friends, opportunities, or relationships.  Sometimes life 

happens with moments in which we feel tremendously blessed.  Sometimes life can show us that 

we’ve been given so much, provided with such grace and abundance.  And, in those moments, 

we love life, and we love God. 

 

Life happens.  Sometimes it is a wonderful thing, but sometimes it’s not.  Sometimes life is 

illness, or even the loss of a loved on, or injury, or overdue bills, or failed relationships, or 

mistakes with our loved ones or in our jobs, the list goes on.  In these moments we feel despair, 

we feel discouraged and abandoned.  We often feel we’ve been left to face those trials alone.  In 

those moments we can really struggle with our faith.  In those moments, we can really struggle 

with God.  But, it is to those moments, I suggest, that Matthew offers these two stories. 

 

The simple reality is that there are times in our lives that we will question, we will doubt.  Things 

will happen in our lives that will cause us to struggle with our faith and examine what we 

believe.  But, there comes a point (and it is usually at that point) where we have a choice, and in 

these two stories, Matthew has shown us that choice. 

 

There will come moments in our lives in which we will feel alone.  We will feel the weight of 

the world falling on our shoulders.  We will feel like that woman at Jesus’ feet, that we have 

been dismissed and forsaken.  We will feel, like Peter on the water, that great danger is on its 

way and we are alone, doomed to suffer and drown.  And, in those moments, we will have a 

choice. 

 

Peter reached that moment of despair and fear, and he doubted.  He succumbed to the fear and 

began to doubt the power of Jesus in his life, and as a result he lost hope – he literally began to 

sink.  The Canaanite woman reached that same moment, that same circumstance of feeling 

forsaken and forlorn, but she believed.  No matter how discarded and neglected she felt, she 

trusted, she persisted and she proclaimed, “I know you can save her!”  

 

Now, both Peter and that woman were saved in their times of trial.  Neither was forsaken by God 

in their time of need.  But, while Peter’s doubt drove him to fear and suffering, the woman, in 

her faith, never lost hope.  In both stories, the ultimate and unbreakable love of God shown to us 

in Jesus conquered and won in the end.  However, on the journey to that end, there was one who 

suffered in hopelessness while another was uplifted in hope by her trust in him.  The end result 
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was the same, Jesus was there for both of them, but the choice they made in the midst of their 

turmoil – whether they doubted or trusted – had a tremendous effect on the manner in which they 

experienced that journey and weathered their storm. 

 

Life happens, there’s nothing we can do about that.  God wins, there’s nothing we can do, or not 

do, that will change that.  The experience we will know along the way, however, will have 

everything to do with which choice we make when the storm arrives. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


