
Year A Proper15 
Genesis 45:1-15 
Psalm 133 
Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32 
Matthew 15:21-28 

Today’s Gospel lesson has so much in it that it’s impossible to unpack it in the time we have this 
morning. We could actually do a sermon series on this lesson—maybe Matt could do one week, 
and I could do the next, alternating on themes, and theology. But the lectionary doesn’t work that 
way, of course. So this morning I want to talk about the Canaanite woman whose daughter is 
possessed by a demon. She impresses Jesus so much with her faith that he begins to realize that 
his messages is not just for his own people, but for all people. 

In looking at this lesson, let’s remember that Matthew’s gospel was written for a church that was, 
more and more, a mixture of Jews and Gentiles. So when Matthew says that Jesus went into the 
district of Tyre and Sidon, his hearers would have known that meant “into the land of pagans.” 
And sure enough, a Canaanite woman comes up to them. Remember that the Canaanites were 
some of the people who lived in the promised land when the Israelites arrived, centuries before; 
God gave Canaan to the Israelites, and there had been conflict ever since. So to the Jews in 
Matthew’s audience, their prejudices against the Canaanites might have been deep and long-
standing—this woman would represent everything unclean and wrong that the Jews are supposed 
to avoid. Notice that she immediately starts shouting at Jesus. Again, women in the ancient 
Middle East were supposed to be quiet and deferential to men, especially in front of strangers, so 
this Canaanite woman is exhibiting entirely inappropriate behavior from her very first 
appearance. 

Yet what she is yelling is that her daughter is possessed by a demon—something that would get 
attention, and perhaps even move others to compassion. And, interestingly, she addresses Jesus 
as “Lord, Son of David.” The worshipful title of Lord is surprising coming from a foreigner, and 
“Son of David” means that she knows that Jesus is considered to be the Jewish Messiah by some 
people. So all of these things about her behavior would be astonishing. Yet Matthew says “But he 
did not answer her at all.” For Jesus, this is unusual, and seems bordering on cruel. But perhaps 
he’s just declining to pay attention to her socially unacceptable behavior; if he ignores it, it might 
stop. The disciples are annoyed by this woman, and want Jesus to “send her away, for she keeps 
shouting after us.” The woman is inappropriate, noisy, perhaps embarrassing and the disciples 
don’t want to deal with her. Jesus’ response doesn’t seem to be directed at the disciples—more to 
himself: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” He seems to be thinking that he 
has no business with this woman, but he’s not agreeing with the disciples about sending her 
away, either. It seems like a moment when things could go either way. 
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The woman realizes that Jesus is not sending her away, in spite of his disciples’ urging, and she 
comes and kneels before Jesus, which is again acknowledging his Lordship in an un-pagan sort 
of way. “Lord, help me,” she begs. Jesus is seeing her now, and he objects to her request: “It is 
not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” By children, he means the people of 
Israel, of course, and it was common for the Jews to refer to pagans as “dogs.” The word Jesus 
uses here is not the typical insult, though. Instead, he uses the word for domesticated dogs
—“house dogs”—pets. The woman seems undeterred by Jesus’ insult, and realizes that Jesus 
didn’t actually tell her NO. If he sees her as a domesticated dog, she is at least in the house with 
Jesus and the children, and she responds rather desperately: “Yes, Lord, yet even the (house) 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.”  

And Jesus loves this faith: she believes that even the crumbs from his table would be enough to 
heal her daughter. “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” Notice now 
Jesus names her “woman,” (not dog) and says great is YOUR faith. Let it be done for YOU as 
YOU wish. Again, in English this is noticeable, but in Greek we see that Jesus speaks to her in 
the familiar address, as one would to a friend or relative, not in the formal address, as one usually 
would to a stranger. Suddenly, she is a dear person to him, as Jesus realizes the true depth of her 
faith. Because of her faith, even though she is a pagan, the woman is worthy of his attention, his 
compassion, and his healing grace. And Jesus begins to realize that his mission might not be only 
to Israel after all. By the end of Matthew’s gospel, he realizes that he was sent for the whole 
world. 

As I said before, there are many things that strike me about this passage, but one of them is that 
the Canaanite woman continues to have faith in Jesus, even when his responses are not what she 
expects or wants. She is tenacious in her faith, and it ultimately brings the desired result of her 
daughter’s healing. I have been thinking, what do I do when Jesus doesn’t give the response that 
I expect or want? What do I do? Do I give up? Does it destroy my faith, or do I continue to 
reengage my faith, continue returning to Jesus? 

Several years ago I was with a woman, whom I’ll call Elizabeth, who had been married to her 
husband for over 60 years. He was very sick in our ICU, and the doctors had told her that she 
should prepare herself, because he was nearing the end of his life. She and I had talked quite a bit 
together, and she asked me if I would come to his bedside that afternoon, and pray for a miracle. 
I was glad to do this with her, and then I left her sitting at his bedside. That night, I was on call, 
and in the wee hours I was called in to support Elizabeth at the time of her husband’s death. 
When I arrived, she was standing, holding his hand, and she looked up as I walked in. “He died,” 
she said, stroking his hand gently. I came and put my arm around her. “Do you remember that we 
prayed for a miracle?” she asked. I said that I did. “I bet you think that prayer wasn’t answered,” 
she said, gazing at her husband’s still form. “What do you think?” I asked. “Oh, it was 
answered,” she said firmly. “The miracle was that God made it okay for me to let him go.” 

God did not give Elizabeth what she had asked for, or expected, but this did not shatter her faith. 
Instead, like the Canaanite woman, she saw love and possibility even in what was not given. It’s 
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easy to have faith when life is easy. The hard thing is to keep turning back to Jesus to see what 
possibilities in God’s grace are still there when things are hard. Right now things are hard. Let us 
pray for that kind of faith.        

Amen 

The Rev. Deacon Melanie K. Lewis
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