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 Today’s gospel reading is seldom a preacher’s 
favorite story of Jesus. But that does not mean we should 
avoid it. However, you need this passage clearly in mind for 
this sermon to make any sense. Therefore, for you who 
read this sermon, here is today’s gospel passage from the 
Revised Common Lectionary for this week:  

From there, Jesus went to the regions of Tyre and Sidon. A Canaanite woman from 
those territories came out and shouted, “Show me mercy, Son of David. My daughter 
is suffering terribly from demon possession.” But he didn’t respond to her at all. 

His disciples came and urged him, “Send her away; she keeps shouting out after us.” 

Jesus replied, “I’ve been sent only to the lost sheep, the people of Israel.” 

But she knelt before him and said, “Lord, help me.” 

He replied, “It is not good to take the children’s bread and toss it to dogs.” 

She said, “Yes, Lord. But even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall off their masters’ 
table.” 

Jesus answered, “Woman, you have great faith. It will be just as you wish.” And right 
then her daughter was healed. 

(Matthew 15:21-28, Common English Bible, 2011, www.biblegateway.com) 

 

Friends, it appears the Canaanite woman caught Jesus acting like a Pharisee.   

This report of a Canaanite woman calling Jesus out is a turning point in Matthew’s 
gospel. Early in Matthew’s gospel, as he sent his disciples out to preach Jesus clearly 
understood that his call was to the lost sheep of Israel. Jesus said, “Don’t go among the 
Gentiles or into a Samaritan city. Go instead to the lost sheep, the people of Israel. As you go, 
make this announcement: ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’” (Matthew 10:5-7) By the 
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end of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus left the remaining eleven disciples with his Great Commission, 
“I’ve received all authority in heaven and on earth. Therefore, go and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to obey everything that I’ve commanded you. Look, I myself will be with you 
every day until the end of this present age.” (Matthew 28: 18-20) 

In the middle of his mortal life between his birth in a stable and his death on a cross, 
something changed in what Jesus’ believed changed his mission on earth. When Jesus was 
called out by a non-Jewish woman to act like the Son of David he was, his encounter with her 
was a crucial turning point for his mission on earth.  

In Matthew’s gospel, the incident told right before the woman met Jesus on the road 
was one of his many debates with Pharisees. In that encounter, Jesus attempted to persuade 
them that it is what is in our heart and sometimes bursts from our mouths that is sinful, not 
what we goes in our mouth as food and passes through us. (Jesus was more course than I am 
here.) It is one of those stories of Jesus where we can easily understand the Pharisees 
confusion because we know from our experience with COVID that how a person lives with 
COVID shapes how a person thinks about COVID. Nurses and teachers see the virus and its 
impact differently than ranchers and merchants. Jesus’ radical idea shared with the Pharisees 
was how we believe shapes how we behave. Lots of folk, myself included, struggle with living 
out Jesus’ idea as his follower.  

But as Matthew shared his walk with with Jesus, the next big thing that happed was an 
unnamed Canaanite woman sought Jesus out as he traveled through her town. She called out 
to him to heal her daughter with an exquisite knowledge of good Jewish manners.  

We find ourselves confused when Jesus answered her with truly unchristian words 
coming out of his mouth, absolutely denying her request for help because she was the wrong 
race. She was not Jewish and his primary mission as a traveling rabbi was to help “the lost 
sheep of Israel.” It boggles the mind to think of Christ being bound up with the rules like a 
Pharisee. He even compared helping her with feeding the children’s food to the dogs.  

She rebutted him with a perfectly Jewish argument in the tradition of the great rabbi, 
Hillel, a rabbi Jesus also like to quote about loving our neighbors. She said, “even the dogs eat 
the crumbs that fall from the children’s table.” 

Friends, we have before us today a light switch moment in salvation history! This 
woman was among the first to do what Paul said we all must do to experience salvation: “(If 
you) confess with your mouth ‘Jesus is Lord’ and in your heart you have faith that God raised 
him from the dead, you will be saved.  Trusting with the heart leads to righteousness, and 
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confessing with the mouth leads to salvation.” (Romans 10: 9,10, underline mine.) The 
Canaanite woman did what Paul, a former Pharisee turned Christian, taught we all must do. 

She also embodied what the Pharisees who debated with Jesus attempted to 
understand from his teaching—our belief leads to our actions. “Trusting with our heart” is 
thought, no one else sees it but you know the thought is there and God knows the thought is 
there. That thought leads to right behavior, and ultimately “confessing with the mouth” an 
action which leads to salvation, your own and your listener’s.  

What we think leads to how we behave. This is part of what it is to be human, created 
in the image of God. Because we believe in Christ, our behavior comes from our faith. 

The Canaanite woman thought Jesus could heal her daughter, so she demanded his 
help. Her thought led to her action. As he met her, Jesus’ action was shaped by his thought 
that he was there to “save the lost sheep, the people of Israel.” When she put faith’s teaching 
into practical words, Jesus realized how great her faith was. A new action replaced his first 
action. He said, “Woman, you have great faith. It will be just as you wish.” 

No one knows exactly what Jesus thought in his heart as she confronted him. No one. 
Over the centuries many have tried to guess what Jesus thought or why he acted that way the 
way he did, but if we are honest, we just plain do not know. And that is okay. We are not 
Christ, we are not omniscient. We are only his followers. We know is that what he said about 
her faith reversed what he had said just seconds before. We know that Jesus changed his mind. 

We can also come to see this cross-cultural confrontation changed the course of 
salvation history much like an giant earthquake breaking down a man-made dam so the river 
of life (Revelation 22) can flow free.  

But it was such a small moment, such a short conversation! It was a moment of cross-
cultural conflict. Jesus was a Jewish man, a rabbi no less. The woman was a Canaanite, an 
enemy of Jews. Based on both gender and ethnicity, Jesus and the woman were not supposed 
to be talking to each other at all! In our time, both sexism and racism are lenses we bring to 
reading this account from Jesus’ life. We are like the Pharisees here, are seeing what we see 
because of who we are and how we were raised to believe. So what do we do with Jesus 
changing his mind because a Canaanite woman called him to his own childhood faith? 

We now live at the end of the long summer of 2020. As we coped with COVID, our 
world was rocked as our American racial conflicts erupted once again when African American 
George Floyd died while being restrained by Officer Derek Chauvin in a south Minneapolis 
neighborhood. Say what? Most of us have seen footage of the few minutes between their first 
meeting and Floyd’s death, an episode as short as this conversation between Jesus and a 
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Canaanite woman. Every piece of video footage points to both men acting based on what he 
believed. We are left to interpret what we see from those camera lenses through the lens of our 
own belief and our own experience. 

When I was half my current age, I would have assumed that you experienced viewing 
this event the same way I did. But I am no longer 32. Now that I am 64, I more fully learned 
through my own aging that it is very irritating to have another person assume they know how I 
think and what I feel. The answer to “How are you feeling?” should never be multiple choice 
of “Mad. Glad. Sad. Bad” unless the last choice is “E: None of the above.” I have also made 
enough choices to change my own behavior “for the better” to know that both Jesus and Paul 
were truly right when they taught what we believe affects how we act.   

Perhaps like me you too are weary of still more body cam footage of those few minutes 
when George Floyd died. As a Boomer who has lived through a lifetime of the Kennedy’s 
moments of death being replayed on film, with warning I now change the channel to one with 
no violence for a few minutes before returning to the news in time to see the weather forecast. 
I know that not watching is what I need to do to protect my own heart. Also as a Boomer 
who remembers when Rev. Dr. King was murdered (thankfully not on camera as he died just 
after he stepped out of his motel room off camera for a morning cigarette), my own behavior 
in the first days of rioting was shaped more by memory than by being newly “woke” to 
America’s race problems.  

All of us are the sum of our lived experiences. Just as I cannot stop being the sum of 
my lived experiences, neither can you. Nor can your neighbor who you now call your 
opponent. Doesn’t matter if you cheer for the Packers or for the Vikings. Doesn’t matter how 
you vote or don’t vote. How you behave comes out of what you believe. What you believe is 
shaped by what you experience. 

In conversing with those who are newly awake to racism in America because of Floyd’s 
death, I have become more aware of the choice I make in regards to race as I choose the 
example and teachings of Christ be the foundations of what I believe, how I think, how I act, 
and how my action will lead to salvation, the restoration of God’s plan for this world. As Paul 
was jailed for his faith he wrote to the Christians in Rome, “Trusting in our heart leads to 
righteousness, and confessing with the mouth leads to salvation.” (Romans 10:10) 

This is another teaching of Jesus that is far easier to quote than it is to live. As followers 
of Christ, we are not alone as we attempt to believe Christ anyway. We have the power of 
prayer and the Holy Spirit. We have the companionship of the risen Christ and of each other. 
We were created by God to be one who thinks and then acts, just as God did in creating us.  

Jesus lived as he believed. As his followers, let us do the same.  Amen. 


