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MATTHEW 15: 21-28 
 

Today’s gospel picture of Jesus is one that some have found difficult to accept; he isn’t quite 

conforming to some of our stereotypical pictures of him. He doesn’t quite meet our expectations of 

correct etiquette when he likens a desperate woman to a dog. 

  

That it offends our sensibilities, is clear by the lengths that theologians have gone to in an attempt to 

soften the blow and come up with reasons why Jesus might have spoken to this woman as he did. Some 

have suggested that Jesus, being human, was tired and in need of a rest. Some, that it was a playful 

tongue in cheek response; that the word that Jesus uses for dogs is one that describes the much loved 

family pet. It was never intended to be an insult or a reproof.  

  

Others postulate that it was a test of her faith, whilst a further group suggest that it was about   Jesus’ 

own struggle with his sense of vocation. He’d made it clear on several occasions that his mission was 

to “the lost sheep of Israel” - the Jews. Here they say he’s faced with a problem - what should he do?  

  

I could go on, but the fact remains that this side of heaven, we’ll never know the answer, and I suspect 

that the other side, it’s not going to matter a jot! 

  

  

However we choose to interpret his words the fact remains that this woman touched Jesus’ heart – she 

touched the heart of God.  

  

Why?  

 How?  

  What was it that he saw that moved him to be compassionate and do what she asked in 

spite of the fact that his prime mission was as he said, to the Jews. Perhaps it becomes clearer if we 

understand something of this woman’s background.  

  

We know that she comes from the region of Tyre and, from Mark’s gospel, that she was a Greek. Tyre 

was a place that had a long history of hostility, violence and oppression towards the Jewish people. It 

was stocked with food from the regions around Galilee whilst some of the people there went hungry. 

This woman was most likely a member of a class of privileged people who had no more love for the 

Jews than the Jews had for them.   

  

Josephus, the Jewish historian of the time wrote “They are notoriously our bitterest enemies” Imagine 

then, what it would then have taken for this woman to even approach Jesus in the first place; let alone 

ask anything of him. Pride could well have prevented her from coming to Jesus but in her desperation 

and her need, she sets it aside to make her plea for her daughter. After all that, she’s rewarded by being 

likened to a dog. 

  

I wonder what you and I would have done in the same situation? 

Might we have walked away in righteous indignation? We certainly wouldn’t be the first person to 

refuse to have any more to do with a church leader because they said something we didn’t like - even 

if it were true. 

  

Would we be angry because we feel that we deserve better and no-one has a right to speak to us in that 

way?  

  



Would our pride have been hurt - our sense of self-importance, dented?  

Clearly this woman didn’t respond in that way but rather shows an amazing understanding of Jesus’ 

words and ministry. She alone recognizes him and addresses him as LORD - Something that, as yet, 

Jesus’ own disciples have missed.  Her words must have come as a breath of fresh air to Jesus.  

  

Where his own people were concerned, the Pharisees considered him an upstart and potential 

insurrectionist. Even those who accepted him, misunderstood his role and saw him only as a potential 

king in a material sense; there to overthrow Rome.   

  

Not so this woman. She accepted that he had come for Israel, but also recognized that he offered 

spiritual food 

 – that he could free her daughter from a life of oppression by evil spirits.   

She knows that only he can provide what she and her child needs.  In her humility she comes empty 

handed to Jesus, knowing that she has nothing to commend her, no claim on him or rights to his 

attention.   

  

Her manner is completely opposite to so many in society today who seem to have an attitude that says 

“you owe me” and consider that they have a right to all things. 

  

 Reflecting on this—I wondered whether we sometimes act as if it is our right to have God answer our 

requests and our prayer—especially if we don’t get the answer we’re looking for? I wonder whether 

we sometimes treat God like a hole-in-the-wall cash machine? Assuming we’ve banked enough, we 

put in the card and expect that it spews out what we ask for.  

  

When we pray—we act as if we have a right to an answer. There’s a big difference between an attitude 

that has faith that God will answer even if it’s not what we want and faith that dictates what the answer 

should be. At the very least we think that God owes us an explanation as to why we haven’t got what 

we want?  

  

This woman knew herself to be completely unworthy to receive anything from Jesus. She didn’t claim 

the same rights as the Jews. She asked only for the crumbs – the scraps that fell from the table. Such 

was her faith that she knew it to be sufficient; even the crumbs were enough to feed her. She has the 

humility to fall at Jesus’ feet and beg. She’s content, as one writer puts it, to gladly accept the rank of 

household pet if that means she’ll be fed by Jesus. That’s how much it matters; that’s how much 

coming to him matters. 

  

Pride is one of the greatest stumbling blocks to developing our relationship with God and of coming 

close to him. It’s only when we recognize our own unworthiness and our need of him and when we  

put aside our self-sufficiency, that we’ll ever truly experience his love in its fulness. 

  

It’s been said that pride stiffens the knees so that they will not bow down and prevents us from calling 

out to God. It prevents us receiving what he has to give and what he wants to give.  How far, I 

wondered, am I, are we, prepared to humble ourselves before God and put self aside?  

 

Dwight Moody, the great preacher, said that “Jesus sends no-one away empty except those that are 

full of themselves.”  

  

***************** 

  

The attitude of this woman falling on her knees —is such a contrast to the way in which we worship 



these days. Our worship rarely sees us in that position of humility, on our knees; even if we can get 

there. We prefer to remain in our seats to pray.  

  

Many of us would rather not be seen to ask or come for prayer and certainly not publicly, because 

someone might think we have a problem. For myself—I wondered how many times I have missed 

growing in faith or knowledge of God because  I’ve been too proud to admit that I didn’t know and I 

wasn’t prepared to ask the question of someone that might? 

   

I believe The Canaanite woman touched the heart of God because she came in complete humility; not 

caring who saw her on her knees or asking. She pushed the barriers of what was culturally acceptable 

and didn’t care a jot what others might say.  

She knew her unworthiness and yet trusted in the compassion and love of God.  

  

Her faith is rewarded as she discovers that the mercy and love of God transcends all the barriers and 

sweeps them aside. She comes with empty hands to catch the crumbs; but gets so much more. She goes 

away filled and her daughter healed. She goes away with a deeper knowledge of the love of God. 

  

In her humility, I believe she’s touched the heart of God, but also laid aside the stumbling block in her 

own life that’s opened the door for her to be touched by him. 

  

I wonder if we have something to learn from this woman? 

  

  

  

 


