
The Great Faith of Little Dogs 
Matthew 15:21-28 

Trinity Lutheran – Kearney, Missouri 
August 20, 2017 – Eleventh Sunday After Pentecost 

† † † † † † † 

In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 
the Holy Spirit. Amen. In last week’s Gospel we saw 
the so-called “little faith” of St. Peter – a faith which 
enabled him to walk on water, but also caused him to 
sink when he saw that he was about to be swallowed 
up by wind and wave. Now, contrast that “little faith” 
of Peter with the “great faith” portrayed in today’s 
Gospel – the faith of the Canaanite woman with the 
demon-possessed daughter. To the people of her day 
she was a nobody. And to be sure, we still don’t 
know much about – her name, age, or anything else. 
All we know is that she was a Gentile from the region 
of Tyre and Sidon. 

But this Gentile woman had heard about Jesus, 
and in that hearing great faith sprang up in her heart. 
Scripture teaches us that “faith comes by hearing,” so 
undoubtedly this woman must have heard the Good 
News about Jesus – and trusting it came to Him with 
this prayer: “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of Da-
vid. My daughter is severely possessed by a demon.” 
Now to fully comprehend the gravity of this woman’s 
behavior, you first have to know what an act of bold-
ness it was on the part of any Gentile to address a 
Jew. And, that it was even more audacious for a 
woman to address a man – much less a rabbi – in 
public. But this woman’s need was far greater than 
any human convention. Her little girl was possessed 
by an unclean spirit. 

But does Jesus appear moved by this woman’s 
courage? No. In fact her prayer was met with stony 
silence. In Psalm 28 King David cried out: “To Thee, 
O Lord, I call! Be not deaf to me, lest, if You be si-
lent, I become like those who go down to the pit.” 
The silence of God, you see, a terrible thing. You and 
I hate this silence so much that we try to cover it with 
background noise. We turn up the stereo, the TV, and 
our MP3 players so as to surround ourselves with an-
ything but silence. That’s why it’s so hard to keep 
your mouth shut when no one else is talking. We 
can’t bear not to hear something – and so, with the 
Psalmist, we cry out: “O God, do not keep silence, 
hold Your peace, or be still!” 

Hence God has chosen to preach His Word so that 
our ears might ring with the blessed sound of His 
voice and the Good News that we have been recon-
ciled to God in Christ. Imagine, you are on speaking 

terms with God because Jesus paid the price for your 
rebellion! The Father has promised to hear your 
prayers through His Son – and invites you to come to 
Him in every circumstance. And when you pray and 
hear nothing but silence, God’s desire is that your 
faith be strengthened – for true faith clings only to 
Christ and His Word, not to the way He answers your 
prayer. True faith clings to Jesus’ death and resurrec-
tion – not to the favor He shows you. If in this life 
God never responded to a single one of your prayers 
– if He were to reserve all His “Yes’s” for the Day of 
the resurrection of all flesh – and even if you re-
ceived nothing but suffering and silence in this life, 
God still wants you to know that you have Christ, His 
kingdom, His forgiveness and His Word – His “Yes” 
even when it sounds like “No.” 

That was the great faith displayed by this woman 
from Cana. So can you imagine the shock she must 
have felt when Jesus told her that He’d been sent on-
ly to the lost sheep of the house of Israel?” Wasn’t 
this the same Jesus who had earlier said: “Ask and it 
will be given you. Seek and you will find. Knock and 
the door will be opened?” Was He now slamming 
that same door in the face of this woman who be-
lieved in Him? No. He was simply reminding her that 
since He had come first to the Jews, the Gentiles 
would have to wait their turn – and their turn, proper-
ly speaking, would come only after Christ’s death 
and resurrection. 

So Jesus’ seemingly harsh words to this woman 
remind us that this is the second way God tests and 
tries our faith in order to strengthen it – acting at 
times as if He has rejected us – dealing with us as if 
He hadn’t come for us at all – as if there were no 
place for us in His kingdom – and as if we had no 
business at all seeking His favor. That’s certainly 
how Christ dealt with this woman. But there’s anoth-
er side to this story. For in Jesus’ apparent rejection 
of this woman’s prayer He is teaching us that we 
need trust nothing nor anyone other than Him – not 
our own prayers or the prayers of others, but only Je-
sus. 

Yet because we’re often impatient, stubborn, self-
willed, and self-centered, this is a hard lesson to 
learn. We’re accustomed to having things our own 
way in sixty seconds or less. Habits that took years to 



form you want to change overnight. When you call 
someone on the telephone, don’t you expect them to 
answer instantly, drop everything and devote all their 
time and energy to you? Is it any wonder we expect 
the same from God – imagining that He ought to deal 
with our prayers immediately, and not put them in 
some heavenly “to do” file? 

Still, even in the face of Jesus’ seeming rejection, 
this woman persisted all the more. She fell to her 
knees with a much shorter, more fervent prayer. 
“Lord, help me,” she cried. Then He responded, say-
ing: “ It’s not right to take the children’s bread and 
toss it to their dogs.” How cruel and insensitive His 
words must have seemed. This isn’t the kind, gentle 
Jesus you learned about in Sunday School. Yet, this 
is the third way God exercises faith – by breaking 
down your pride and humbling you. In a manner of 
speaking, He puts you down with the dogs. As our 
Lord’s mother reminds us in the words she spoke be-
fore His birth: “He humbles the exalted, and exalts 
the humbled. He fills the hungry with good things, 
but the rich He sends empty away.” 

Friends, if you or others have placed you on a 
pedestal, watch out! You’re going to fall. If you’re 
resting on your own achievements, works, piety, or 
intelligence, watch out! You’re about to be humbled. 
If you look down on others from a position of self-
importance, then prepare yourself for a comeup-
pance. For it is only when you’re on your knees with 
empty hands, a broken heart and a contrite spirit that 
you’re able to receive God’s gifts. Your hands have 
to be empty before they can be filled. Before you can 
be exalted, you first have to be humbled. Before you 
can live in Christ, you have to die to self. 

There’s a Latin saying popular among Lutheran 
theologians. It’s “Oratio, Meditatio, Tentatio” – or, in 
English, prayer, study, and testing. These are what 
make a great theologian, says Luther. And while 
many give lip service to these words, the truth is that 
none of us ever do enough of any of these things. 
Prayer and study sounds good – and I doubt there 
isn’t a one of you who wouldn’t confess you could 
use more of each. But testing, that’s another matter! 
Testing means suffering, humiliation, and a cross. 
Nobody wants that, for it means God’s silence toward 
us, His rejection of us, and the humbling of our spirit. 
And though none of us like the idea, the truth is that 
the cross must come also to you if you are to have 
any hope of being saved. Deep down inside you 
know that your own suffering and humiliation can’t 

save you, but only Christ. You may be tempted to 
sing: “Lord, it’s hard to be humble, when you’re so 
perfect in every way,” but you have to remember that 
of yourself it is impossible to be forgiven. God’s 
humbling is what keeps you on the faith-receiving 
end of Christ’s gifts. 

So what should you do when the Lord calls you a 
dog? The woman from Cana could have been indig-
nant, walked away and “preserved” her self-esteem. 
But instead she confessed that what Christ said was 
true and right. “Yes, I may be a Gentile dog, but at 
least dogs get to eat the crumbs that fall from their 
Master’s table.” This woman with a great faith 
trapped Jesus in His own words and held Him there. 
“If You say I’m a dog,” she confessed, “then I’m a 
dog.” “But dogs get to eat the rich crumbs of the 
Bread of Life that fall from God’s table.” And with 
these words of great faith, it became apparent to Je-
sus that her prayer would not be denied her. “O 
woman, great is your faith!” Jesus responded, “Be it 
done for you as you desire.” This woman’s faith, you 
see, was great because she knew she was nothing and 
that Jesus was everything. Her faith was great not 
because it was strong and mighty, but only because it 
clung to a great Jesus – a Jesus always ready to grant 
great faith. 

And Jesus is great – greater than the Law that sep-
arated Jew from Gentile – greater than the demon that 
possessed the little girl – even greater than your sin 
and death. God’s Law calls all of us something far 
worse than “dogs.” It calls us sinners. And since God 
is righteous in all His words and justified in all His 
judgments, all you can say in the face of such a sting-
ing judgment is: “Yes, that is what I am – a poor mis-
erable sinner! But I also know that Christ came for 
sinners, of whom I am chief!” That, dear friends, that 
is repentant faith. That’s great faith – faith that knows 
you’ve been given to by God – given to on His terms, 
not your own. When you understand that, you’ll not 
only be able to eat the crumbs of the Bread of Life 
that fall from God’s table, but also rejoice in the fact 
that as one of God’s own dear children He has re-
served a place for you there. And because God has 
promised it in Christ you can believe that it’s true. 
Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all un-
derstanding, will keep your hearts and minds in that 
one true faith in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. 
Amen. 

 


