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• Some people say today’s Gospel story needs new and modern 
understanding. They say it shows us how Jesus' understanding of himself, 
and of his mission, gets corrected and expanded!  He travels to the Gentile 1

district of Tyre and Sidon. And then, Jesus has his eyes opened by a woman 
who perceives, more accurately than he does, who he is, and what he is 
called to do. This interpretation depends on two things ~ (first) Jesus saying 
that he has been sent only to the lost sheep of Israel; and (second), that he 
repeats a common saying of the day to refer to the Canaanite woman as a 
‘dog.' According to this view, Jesus’ recognition of the woman's “great faith,” 
actually indicates his own growth in faith. But this is a rather “thin" reading of 
our Gospel, which misinterprets both the words and actions of those of in 
the story. 

• What, then, might be the keys to a different, and perhaps more faithful, 
reading of this passage? We can start with what some call ‘divine 
psychology,’ and our need to be cautious in assuming we understand it. 
About God's ability to know the future, we speak of ‘divine foreknowledge.’ 
So, if Jesus was fully God, he would know all that will happen. Yet, if Jesus 
was also fully human, humans don’t know in advance all that will happen. 
Paradox therefore lies at the heart of God’s incarnation in Jesus. 

• Given this paradox, traditional Christian faith about Jesus distinguishes 
between his ordinary knowledge and his mission-knowledge. For example, 
it would have been fruitless for someone to kidnap Jesus and make him 
predict horse racing results, so his captors could get rich through betting! 
Jesus shared the ordinary limits of our knowledge about the future, even 
though he perceived much more than we do about the present, and with 
greater insight. But, concerning his role and mission, Jesus was never 
mistaken. Like his knowledge and awareness of other things, his perception 
about his role and mission may have grown and gained depth. But it never 
needed correction. 
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• Otherwise, we imply we are now wiser than he was then, about who he was, 
and about what he was called to do! As if, somehow, we know more about 
the inclusion of those who differ from us, than he did! This is not a safe 
assumption, given the whole of the New Testament. Can we then confidently 
read this passage, based on a traditional understanding of Jesus, and his 
saving role? I think we can, if appreciate several points. 

• First, notice how Matthew tells us that Jesus went to the Gentile area of Tyre 
and Sidon (in other words, he chose to go there). Jesus encountered this 
woman on her own turf. She didn’t just wander into Israel’s fields of lost 
sheep. So, if Jesus really believed he was only called to find the lost sheep 
of Israel, why would he go to Tyre and Sidon, to be surrounded by Gentiles? 
For sure, there were other ‘safe’ places to go. This is no small point! 

• Second, Jesus encounters this woman in a situation where witnesses play a 
vital role in the story. Having "come out" to meet him, the woman shouts at 
Jesus in a public place. At first, she’s not physically near him, and may be 
calling from a respectful distance. The disciples aren’t mentioned at first. Yet, 
they obviously traveled to this district with Jesus, and surely observed the 
woman imploring him. And then, after coming to his side, they urge him to 
send her away, noting how she has been beseeching them, as well. 

• These two observations prepare us better to understand Matthew's 
observation that Jesus "did not answer her at all." The modern-popular 
reading of this passage assumes that his lack of answering confirms Jesus' 
limited view of his role, regarding people outside Israel. He doesn't answer 
her because she doesn't deserve an answer, at least not from him. But let's 
step into the scene ourselves, through spiritual imagination. First, picture a 
stern-looking Jesus, who deliberately turns away from this woman begging 
for help. Imagine him ignoring her pleading! This is certainly possible. But 
it’s only one way for him not to answer her.  So, imagine another way of 2
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seeing Jesus in this situation. Imagine him focusing his attention intently 
upon her, in a deliberate way, not reacting to her urgent pleading. He 
communicates without speaking that he is attending to her; he’s not just 
reacting to her anxious concern. He doesn’t need to say anything, because 
he communicates his love for her, with his eyes and with his attentive 
presence. 

• A third observation then becomes significant. When Jesus says, "I was sent 
only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel," to whom is he speaking? The 
popular reading assumes he is speaking to the woman. But notice what 
Matthew says. Matthew says that Jesus is answering the disciples. Jesus 
responds to their urging, that he send her away. If he really believed his role 
was limited, he would just dismiss her. No explanation would be needed for 
sending her away, especially for those who perceive sharp lines between 
Israel and the Gentiles. Only after he responds to the disciples does the 
woman come and kneel before him. "Lord, help me," she begs again. 

• Now, let me ask you a question. Given your knowledge of the Gospels, can 
you possibly imagine Jesus speaking harshly or callously to a woman 
vulnerably kneeling before him? That understanding is required to support 
the modern-popular way of hearing this story. Yet, picture Jesus responding 
to her in a different way. Imagine him looking directly into her eyes, a 
knowing smile on his face. Before he even speaks, she can see by the look 
on his face that he is favorable to her and her request. If anyone, it is the 
disciples who have a limited view of his mission, something the Gospels 
repeatedly demonstrate. But, with them as witnesses, Jesus then quotes a 
common derogatory saying, but in an ironic way. In effect, he says, 'dear 
woman, we both know the social constraints that would keep me from 
offering you anything of value.' Responding, she says, 'Yes, Lord, but I will 
receive from you even something others would consider to have no value." 
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• A final, and decisive, reason to abandon the modern reading of this story 
stems from our worship. We hear Scripture through carefully and prayerfully 
chosen lectionary readings. Notice the first reading matched with our 
Gospel today, from Isaiah. It’s from a part filled with hope for the inclusion of 
gentiles, a theme not unique to Isaiah. We hear the same theme in our Psalm 
reading today. If we know anything about Jesus, we know this. His 
consciousness was saturated with Scripture. Even if his peers read the 
Hebrew Bible selectively, he did not! As he showed his disciples, God’s 
Scripture had a more encompassing vision of God's mission than many 
teachers of the day would acknowledge. Time after time, Jesus revealed 
how the Kingdom had a wide reach, wide enough to include a Gentile 
woman in Tyre and Sidon…  wide enough to include a Gentile centurion, 
whose servant Matthew described Jesus as healing, 8 chapters before. And 
on that occasion, Jesus said that “many will come from east and west and 
will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom…”  3

• Jesus may not have been able to predict future events. But he did know one 
thing for sure. Having refused the temptations offered by the Enemy at the 
start of his ministry, he knew he was God's chosen servant to embody God’s 
great Kingdom in this world. The kingdom is never narrow nor exclusive, 
except perhaps for those who oppose themselves to it. Yet, the woman in 
our Gospel today seeks mercy and goodness from Jesus. God receives 
anyone who does that, into the wide and encompassing embrace of the 
Holy Spirit. 
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James Tissot, The Canaanite’s Daughter 
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Matthew 15:(10-20), 21-28 

[Jesus called the crowd to him and said to them, “Listen and understand: it is not what goes 
into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles.” 
Then the disciples approached and said to him, “Do you know that the Pharisees took 
offense when they heard what you said?” He answered, “Every plant that my heavenly 
Father has not planted will be uprooted. Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. 
And if one blind person guides another, both will fall into a pit.” But Peter said to him, 
“Explain this parable to us.” Then he said, “Are you also still without understanding? Do 
you not see that whatever goes into the mouth enters the stomach, and goes out into the 
sewer? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. 
For out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, 
slander. These are what defile a person, but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile.”]  

Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 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.” 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.” He 
answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” But she came and knelt 
before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food 
and throw it to the dogs.” She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall 
from their masters’ table.” Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be 
done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly.  

Notes: 

 See, for example, the commentary by the Rev. Barbara Kay Lundblad, in Huffpost, http://1

www.huffingtonpost.com/barbara-kay-lundblad/on-scripture-matthew-15-teaching-
jesus_b_921497.html

 In support of this point, and this general reading of this passage, see M. Eugene Boring’s commentary 2

on Matthew 15:21-28, in The New Interpreter’s Bible, volume VIII (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), p. 
336-8. It is interesting, therefore, to note Boring’s observation that “Jesus ignores her,” when the text 
merely says, “he did not answer her at all.” Despite this, Borings commentary supports a meaningful 
distinction between ignoring, and not responding verbally.

 See Matthew 8:5-11.3

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Proper 15  A 17, Aug. 20, 2017                                       !6

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/barbara-kay-lundblad/on-scripture-matthew-15-teaching-jesus_b_921497.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/barbara-kay-lundblad/on-scripture-matthew-15-teaching-jesus_b_921497.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/barbara-kay-lundblad/on-scripture-matthew-15-teaching-jesus_b_921497.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/barbara-kay-lundblad/on-scripture-matthew-15-teaching-jesus_b_921497.html

