
Matthew 15 v21 -28 Psalm 67

Isaiah 56 v6 -8

The Canaanite Woman

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be always 

acceptable in your sight oh Lord. Amen

When I first read the Gospel reading for this morning my heart sunk. 

How am I going to preach about a passage where Jesus initially appears 

to take His disciples’ line and say that following Him is not for all, but for 

the chosen few? How can our all loving and forgiving God turn away 

someone who approaches Him? This needed careful thought, research and 

prayer to untangle.

Let’s start by putting the story into context. Jesus has been preaching 

about purity in the previous passage and v21 tells us that he and his 

disciples had moved on to the region of Tyre and Sidon. Jesus had 

probably withdrawn here after his frustrating talks with the Pharisees on 

purity. He could have been seeking some peace and one to one time with 

his disciples; a time for prayer and renewal which is his practice and a 

model that we should follow too; or it may have been more drastic in that 

having offended the Pharisees by his teaching on purity he fled for His 

own and His disciples’ safety; or there may be another reason.

Whatever the reason for going there, this region is outside the 

boundaries of Israel which was the Chosen Land for the Jews and by 

being in another territory Jesus is in Gentile Land. All who are not born 

Jewish are Gentiles. The Canaanites were the enemies of the Jews and 

had been throughout the Old Testament. They had often led the 

Israelites away from God and into idolatry and at this time the Jews 

would have considered the Canaanites as ritually impure. Has Jesus 

deliberately gone to see someone who was not Jewish and would give the 

Jewish religious leaders more ammunition against him or has he gone to 

see someone who really knows what faith is? The way the Canaanite 
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woman addresses Jesus shows her faith. ‘Lord, Son of David’ 

acknowledges his background, ‘have mercy on me’ is a cry from the heart. 

She believes that Jesus can cure her daughter of her demons. She is not 

conscious of her position in society but is focused on Jesus who she 

knows can change her and her daughter’s lives. Her faith is strong. Her 

title for Jesus is also more accurate than that which many of the Jews 

ascribe to Him and she says it publically.

The odds are against the Canaanite woman, not only is she a gentile but 

she is also a woman and in Jewish tradition a woman was not supposed to 

directly address a man in public. There is, as well, the Jewish belief, at 

this time, that the favours of God were for sons and not for daughters. 

This would explain why in v23 the disciples want to send her away. They 

have not understood the teaching that Jesus was trying to give on purity 

earlier, and now they are acting as His body guards and trying to protect 

Jesus. At first Jesus does not respond to the woman at all.

When he initially responds it is with a rebuff to the woman saying that 

He was sent to the lost sheep of Israel. He doesn’t however send her 

away as tradition and the disciples would have done. In humility, with 

vulnerability, persistence and hope she again asks for help, addressing 

Jesus as ‘Lord’.

His response seems harsh to me. Scholars debate the meaning of Jesus’ 

response here. Some of the Jews would have likened a Canaanite to a dog 

but I cannot believe Jesus would address a person in such a way. To Jews 

dogs were troublesome pests, but Greek children did have pet dogs who 

would be welcome in the home. Jesus is not ruling out helping the woman 

but saying that his mission is primarily to the Jews at this time.

The woman’s response is one of humility ‘yes Lord, but even the dogs eat 

the crumbs that fall from the master’s table’. She knows her position but 

her faith over rides all else. She believes that even after Jesus has 

ministered to all of Israel he will have power left for her and other 

Gentiles.  Jesus recognises the strength of her belief. It is a pure faith 

from the heart, exactly what he had been talking to the Pharisees about 

in the passage before but they had not understood (neither had the 
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disciples). It is a faith that is not tied up with rituals but one that is 

expressed through persistence in prayer and humility, which comes from 

the heart. 

Jesus then compliments the woman on her great faith and this is 

something that He doesn’t often do. He is showing his disciples that we 

are not His true followers through a particular heritage or by empty 

rituals. The passage in Isaiah, written over 600 years before Jesus was 

born, says that faithful Gentiles will be part of God’s kingdom. To be 

worthy in God’s eyes we need a pure heart. A ‘good’ ritual is nothing if we 

speak or do what we know to be wrong. 

From the moment Jesus granted the woman’s request her daughter was 

healed. Her faith, against the odds, overcame her daughter’s demons.

Jesus probably travelled to this region knowing that he could show his 

disciples what purity looked like. It manifested as a foreign woman who 

believed that Jesus could change her daughter’s life, someone who had 

the courage to persevere but remain humble, she knew that she was 

powerless and unworthy but that Jesus could and would solve her 

problem.

Let us take a few moments now to pray for our own faith. Let us ask God 

to help us to mirror the approach of the Canaanite woman, that we come 

to him in humility, knowing our own unworthiness and that we are 

powerless without him......

May our faith be strong Lord, may our faith be pure.
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