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Matthew 15:21-28 

21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Just then a Canaanite 

woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; 

my daughter is tormented by a demon.” 23 But he did not answer her at all. And his disciples 

came and urged him, saying, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” 24 He answered, 

“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 25 But she came and knelt before him, 

saying, “Lord, help me.” 26 He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to 

the dogs.” 27 She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ 

table.” 28 Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you 

wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly. 

Hanging on to Crumbs 

Continuing with our theme this summer – which is to introduce some of the “nobody” characters 

in the Bible.  Today we meet a Canaanite woman – nameless as most of our characters are, but as 

with other “nobodies” her identity is framed by where she is from.  So again, context and 

explanation play a large part here. 

  

Giving some flow of background, Jesus has been doing a lot of teaching, traveling and traversing 

back and forth across the sea of Galilea.  Crowds follow to the east bank of the Galilea where 

Jesus miraculously feeds 5,000 and more, then he sends the disciples to cross over to the west 

side when a storm rises up and we find Jesus walking on the sea, and Peter attempting to do the 

same, but sinking until Jesus extends a helping hand.  When they do come ashore crowds are 

gathering again, bringing their sick to be healed by Jesus.  But the Pharisees also come out from 

Jerusalem with questions and challenges about things that are clean and unclean, accusing Jesus 

of breaking with tradition and the commandments and purity codes.  Jesus basically responds 

that these traditions and laws are not the problem, what matters is how you speak to others, how 

you treat them.  This is an interesting response when set against what follows directly in the 

interaction between Jesus and the “nobody” Canaanite woman. 
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It is Jesus who is the anomaly here. The Canaanite women, I would hazard to say, behaves as we 

might expect a parent to; pushing against boundaries, rules, societal structures…to help her child.  

It is Jesus’ behavior that makes us uncomfortable or at least raises some questions about the 

Jesus we don’t readily recognize as he greets -   or rather ignores her cry for mercy. 

 

Place matters in this story. Because when Jesus encounters this woman he has moved beyond the 

Galilea to a Gentile or non-Jewish territory. Outside his usual boundaries.  

  

Place matters for the woman’s identity too. For what do we know of this woman?                         

Matthew, the author of this gospel makes a point of noting she is a Canaanite.  The Canaanites 

were the native people of the land that Moses led the people toward after wandering in the 

wilderness for Forty years, the land that Joshua had conquered for Israel. And by the time of 

Jesus there were no Canaanites, the area was known as Syro-Phoenicia.  So, by naming her a 

Canaanite, Matthew’s original audience would hear in this age old conflict, tension, and distinct 

differences in ethnicity.  Her heritage aligning with people who were enemies and conquests of 

Israel. This identity alone highlights a distinct boundary between them, from both “sides.”  It is 

unlikely they would have met much less spoken to each other in what would have been the 

natural order of things. 

 

But they do…and she already knows who Jesus is. 

 

How could Jesus ignore her at first?  We might be able to excuse his disciples for being rude and 

annoyed, because we often encounter Jesus’ disciples as a bit bumbling, and self-centered, 

wanting to send away those who annoy them, from the little children Jesus gathers around him, 

to the massive Five Thousand plus hungry people on the mountainside, to this shouting woman, 

mother of a demon possessed child.  Their behavior to this woman does not surprise us because 

we know they are learning about God’s mercy along the way.  And it is comforting, because we 

can see ourselves in them, bumbling but following Jesus, learning along the way. 

 

And the women, yes her dogged persistence, her willingness to be humbled, her challenging wit, 

her, “I will do anything for my child” kind of love strikes a chord within.  We want to be like 

her, we are like her.  

 

But it is Jesus in this lesson that is not a shining example of himself.  The same Jesus who breaks 

with traditions and status quo, who faces down those who come with stones to cast, who touches 

the untouchable, who walks on water, feeds thousands, who celebrates God’s abundance making 

water into wine.  For today we hear him at first ignore her plea for mercy.   Then, he seems to 

agree with his disciples when they tell him to send her away.  

  

The Jesus I think I know would be talking to them about justice - about the last shall be first. The 

Jesus I think I know would be bowing to wash her feet as he turns to his disciples saying love 

one another.  How do we respond to this Jesus, the one who replies to them saying he was sent 

only for the people of Israel…not a Canaanite woman or her daughter? Jesus, God with us, 

saying there are limits to my mercy?   
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At this point we might feel we are hanging on to the crumbs of what we think we know about 

Jesus. 

 

But instead it is the woman who kneels at Jesus’ feet with a gesture and words of humility and 

reverence. She seems to know exactly who she is approaching.  She is unwavering.  And for this 

moment, it is she who wants to break through the status quo.  It is she that shouts out in protest 

against the demon or mental illness that has hold of her daughter.  It is she who is seeking 

change, seeking peace.  It is she who seeks after the well being of another.  In her we see the 

attributes we KNOW is God’s way. 

 

So we cannot help but wonder  why it seems Jesus pushes her away with words, dismissing her 

need as if it is not worthy, calling them dogs - saying it wouldn’t be fair to answer her plea for 

help - telling her he is not there for her or her child - as if somehow God’s mercy has boundaries, 

limits. But her faith and hope know no limit as she pushes in and claims whatever God has to 

offer… and her daughter is healed. 

 

Some might explain this lesson as an example of Jesus testing her and her ability to be persistent 

in faith. That a reward would come if she passed the test.  But that sounds more like the one who 

tested and tempted Jesus in the wilderness for Forty days after his baptism, trying to drown out 

the voice that had come from above saying, “You are my beloved.” 

 

Others seek to understand this lesson as pointing to the possibility that Jesus is changed by the 

Canaanite woman… that Jesus changes his mind? 

   

Is it uncomfortable to believe that Jesus learns something more about his purpose, something 

more about his mission on earth from their interaction?  Is it unsettling to consider Jesus in this 

way, because doesn’t it make him seem - too much like us? After all, it is hard to grasp the whole 

equation of Jesus known to us as fully human, yet somehow also fully divine. 

 

I have spoken of this before: Isn’t it possible that God comes to us in the flesh, like us, to enable 

us to be more of who and what we are created to be: A people who- like the Canaanite woman- 

pray and plea for God’s will be done on earth. To be more and more a people seeking peace, 

seeking the wellbeing of another no matter where the border or boundary lays. To be a people 

willing to be changed, to learn and grow.   

 

Scripture retains for us possible examples in which God seems to learn, God seems willing to be 

changed.  We hear of Jesus as a child doing some powerful teaching in the synagogue and we are 

told that he grew in “wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor” (Luke 2:52).  The 

Ninevites in the story of Jonah behave in a way that changes God’s mind, Moses pleads for the 

people of Sodom and Gomorra and God’s mind seems changed. 

   

Our Call to Meditation reminds us saying, “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge 

of God!  How unsearchable are his judgements and how inscrutable his ways” (Romans 11:33) 

Does God change or is there a larger purpose that we don’t fully understand?  I do not think that 

is answered in this Gospel lesson.  And in whatever way you wrestle with or answer the 

questions Jesus’ behavior and the Canaanite woman’s behavior give rise to, the thing we can 
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respond to is… how do we learn and grow in God’s mercy?  Am I to be more and more like the 

Canaanite woman who won’t let borders, boundaries and perceptions stop her from seeking 

mercy for another?   

------- 

Where do you see yourself in our lesson today?  Do you see yourself as those disciples protesting 

a little and then sitting back hoping to learn something along the way? 

Do you see something of yourself in the Canaanite woman?  

 

Do you recognize her need for mercy, which comes through as plea and prayer for her child?  

How many times have we heard our own heart pray, Lord help me…help me find healing for a 

friend or loved one, help me be strong enough to keep seeking answers… help me be trusting 

enough to accept?  

  

The daughters healing is the endcap to the story, but I would claim that the most noteworthy 

Good News, Gospel Truth is that this unnamed woman believes that she and her daughter are 

worthy of God’s mercy! And she believes she can come to Jesus and find it. 

 

And if this is a Gospel lesson about learning, then perhaps it teaches us that we are worthy of 

hope, we are worthy of being changed, we are worthy to stand up for another’s need, because 

they are worthy too.  

 

Take this knowledge into your heart as we come to the table today. Take this knowledge into the 

Prayer of Confession.  God has spoken and acted in and through Jesus reminding us that no 

matter where we are – what boundaries hold us back – and what life has pressed upon us – no 

matter if it feels like we are hanging on to just the crumbs of God’s love…there is more than 

enough for all.  Amen  

 


