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A PLACE AT THE TABLE 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Matthew 15:21-28 

The Faith of a Canaanite Woman 

21 And Jesus went away from there and withdrew to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 

22 And behold, a Canaanite woman from that region came out and was crying, 

“Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David; my daughter is severely oppressed by a 

demon.” 23 But he did not answer her a word. And his disciples came and begged 

him, saying, “Send her away, for she is crying out after us.” 24 He answered, “I was sent 

only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 25 But she came and knelt before him, 

saying, “Lord, help me.” 26 And he answered, “It is not right to take the children's 

bread and throw it to the dogs.” 27 She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the 

crumbs that fall from their masters' table.” 28 Then Jesus answered her, “O woman, 

great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire.” And her daughter was healed 

instantly. 

 

In Israel today, the tension is high between Israelis and Palestinians. In Israel today, if a 

Jew called a non-Jew a dog, a raghead, or a camel jockey, it would surprise no one. 

But if Jesus is the Jew doing the name-calling, then it is both surprising and troubling. 

So, this Bible story has long been both surprising and troubling to us Christians. A 

woman of a different ethnic group comes to Jesus for help. Whether this woman is 

Syrian or Phoenician, Hezbollah or Hamas or Canaanite, they all have been enemies 

of Israel. But she comes to Jesus for help. He was in a position to help her, and He had 

the power to decide whether or not to do so. Would He, first of all, help a woman, and 

second of all, would He help a woman of a different race, and third of all, would He 

do it with respect? Would Jesus acknowledge that this woman also had a place at 

God’s table?  
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Well, at first He ignored her. Then, to turn down her request for help He contradicted 

Scripture by saying He was sent only for the lost sheep of the house of Israel. And third 

of all, He insulted her in public, implying that she and her daughter were dogs. 

Surprised, troubled, even embarrassed for Jesus, we ask, Why would He do this? Even if 

He had wanted to test her to see if she had faith in Him, why go that far? 

 

Unless His point was not primarily to test her faith but to test His disciples, both then and 

today. Jesus was known to test His disciples’ faith. Just before this, in Matthew 14, Jesus 

was teaching the crowds when it got to be evening. The disciples said it was time for 

the crowd to leave and find food. “Send them away,” they said to Jesus. “They do not 

need to go away,” He said. “You give them something to eat.” Then Jesus directed 

the crowd to sit at His table. Had the disciples hand out the fish and bread after He 

blessed the food. And did the disciples have enough food to hand out? Enough to 

feed 5000 plus and still have 12 baskets of leftovers. Jesus had tested their faith, but 

had they really learned that there was a place at their table for everyone? 

 

By this point, Jesus’ disciples had learned from Him about God’s love for all races. Like 

the Samaritan woman at the well. Like the Roman centurion and his servant. Like the 

people Jesus healed of demon-possession in the cities of the Decapolis, where the 

demons went into a herd of pigs. If they raised pigs, they were not Jewish. Through 

Jesus, God had loved them all. But had Jesus’ disciples found room in their own hearts 

for people who did not look like them? They would say, as we would, that they no 

longer thought racist thoughts. Is that true? 

 

 “Lord, son of David, have mercy on me,” said the Canaanite woman. “But Jesus did 

not answer her a word.” I remember being instructed several times during the Persian 

Gulf War to never speak to a Saudi woman in public. In that part of the world, the 

Middle East, there are many places where men and women do not speak to each 

other in public. In public, Jewish rabbis do not address the women of their own 

families. By His silence towards the Canaanite woman in public, Jesus seemed to be 

endorsing that view. A view with which the disciples had been comfortable.  
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When they had seen Jesus talking with the Samaritan woman in a public place, none 

of them asked what do you want or why are you talking with her, but they wanted to. 

“What do you want, Jesus? Do you want us to get rid of her?” What had they learned 

from that situation? Would they now correct Jesus’ silence and remind Him, 

“Remember the Samaritan woman, Jesus. At least acknowledge this woman.”   

 

But no, the disciples don’t say that. They say, “Send her away.” As at the feeding of 

the 5000, send them away. As they had wanted to say at a Samaritan well, Get rid of 

her. There is no place at the table for her. Send her away. Though we do not say those 

actual words, are there ways that we think it? “Oh, you don’t want to live there.” “Uh, 

you don’t want your kids to go to school in that area.” “Well, if those folks over there 

are poor and their schools are lousy, it’s their own fault.” How is that any different from 

“send them away”?  

 

“Send her away,” the disciples said. “For she is crying out after us.” Well, Jesus said, “I 

was sent only for the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” With those words, Jesus was 

offering His disciples a challenge: Are you going to correct Me with those Messiah 

prophecies that say “On this mountain the Lord Almighty will prepare a feast of rich 

food for all peoples”; “I will also make you a light for the Gentiles that you may bring 

salvation to the ends of the earth”; “in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles”; 

“My house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” Or would you be happy 

for Me to limit My ministry to only Israel, Jews only? No room at the table for others. That 

challenge is to us also. Whenever we think of this religion as ours, this ministry as ours, 

this congregation as ours. These words of Jesus challenge our power and control over 

having things in the church the way that we want, forgetting that it all belongs to 

Christ and He is at liberty to put at the table whomever He wants. These words 

challenge us to return to the Word of God as our guide in this ministry. 

 

Well, those first disciples did not take up Jesus’ challenge. Though they would later try 

to correct Jesus about whether or not He would die on the cross (“Lord, this shall never 

be”), they do not correct His contradiction of Scripture. They fail His test. So, Jesus goes 

on to show where this kind of thinking leads. In His next statement it’s as if Jesus is 

saying, “You still don’t acknowledge that non-Jews have a place at the table.  
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You would never let your daughter marry one of them. Why not? Because you think of 

them as less than human. Then pay attention, Jesus is saying. This is where such thinking 

leads. You will, then, end up treating them as less than human.” Then, to show us what 

that looks like, Jesus begins to treat the Canaanite woman as less than human. “To 

take the children’s bread and give it to the dogs is not good.” In other words, you 

Gentile dog, there is no place for you at the table. It’s only for the children of Israel. To 

take their bread or their watermelon or their Word and Sacrament ministry, or any kind 

of ministry or help or justice at all and give it to you is a waste. There’s no place at the 

table for you. What Jesus is saying is, what we really think of people is the way we will 

end up treating them. What Jesus is doing here is exposing the racist thinking we 

thought we had unlearned.  

 

We are not told how those first disciples reacted to Jesus’ public insult of the woman. 

We are told how the woman reacted. It was just as Jesus had expected. The woman 

had such love for her demon-possessed daughter. She did not get into it with Jesus. 

She basically told Jesus she didn’t need the fish and the bread. She would forfeit her 

place at the table. The leftovers of His mercy would be enough to heal her daughter. 

“Yes, Lord, and the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their Master’s table.” She was 

willing to suffer public insult and public humiliation if it would save her daughter.  

 

But it’s not just the Canaanite’s daughter that needs saving. Later, these failed 

disciples would remember the humility of this Canaanite woman as a portrait of Jesus’ 

own perfect humility. He was willing to suffer public insult and public humiliation 

because it would save us. With such love as the Canaanite woman had for her 

daughter and more so, Jesus forfeited His own place at the Master’s table, allowed 

Himself to be treated as less than human, receiving not even the crumbs of God’s 

mercy at a cross to save us, to enable us to be honest with ourselves about the ways in 

which we still think like racists, so that we receive God’s forgiveness, so that each of us 

receive in exchange for a seat in a hell Jesus’ own personal seat at God’s table. 
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Just as Jesus acknowledged the Canaanite woman’s place at God’s table. Having 

finished the first part of His lesson to His disciples, Jesus went on to part two: Jesus 

defended her. Right in front of His disciples, Jesus singled her out for her faith. Paying 

her His highest compliment, reserved only for her and the Roman centurion, Jesus said 

to her, “O woman, great is your faith!” Jesus defended her!! How powerful that is for us, 

His disciples and for our own repentant living! It was so powerful for those disciples that 

they retold that story again and again even though it had all the potential of being 

misunderstood. That story helped them to proclaim the Gospel to different races and 

to help people with respect.  

 

This story powerfully opens our mouths to proclaim the Gospel to folks regardless of 

their race, to help others with respect, to show respect for women, and when we hear 

someone trying to stereotype folks or saying something racist; this story will powerfully 

open our mouths to stop them.  This story powerfully brings healing between races, to 

restore community, which is so needed in this country as evidenced again by the 

events in Ferguson, Missouri. To restore community by the power of Him who powerfully 

healed the daughter of the Canaanite woman.  

 

Those, the final words of our text, speak of God’s caring for this woman and her 

daughter and Jesus’ disciples. Caring enough to repeat for them a lesson Jesus had 

already taught them, so they would see God’s caring, intense love for all peoples, all 

nations, all races. That Jesus is the Messiah for all and that therefore the church is for 

all. This powerful loving message would empower the disciples through the days when 

the congregations they served in places like Ephesus and India and Rome became 

less and less Jewish and more and more non-Jew.  

 

This powerful and healing message of Jesus and the Canaanite woman will empower 

this congregation as we serve in a community that is not all white so that we will say in 

word and deed and attitude, with humility, that all races have a place at God’s table. 

Then, maybe fulfilled among us the words of our Lord: “My house shall be called a 

house of prayer for all peoples.”  

AMEN!! 


