
Matthew 15:21-39
Grace for Gentiles

Aim: Yes, of Gentiles too

That

Overhead: picture

that was going viral a week back, the group of black guys rescuing a white man
from some mishap at a 

Overhead: Black Lives Matter

demonstration, I thought, was rather moving.  It actually showed rather well that the
slogan is one word longer than it should really need to be.  You can argue about whether
positive discrimination is a good way to redress the imbalance of decades or centuries, but
the bottom line is that

Overhead: lives matter

… black, white, yellow, brown or just standard pink.  We are probably a lot more
sensitive as a society than we used to be, though I wouldn't dare say that we've actually
arrived yet.  But if you go back in time you can certainly find some eras where equality was
thought far less important.  Prejudice could be inbuilt into societies.

In the passage that we've just read, we might not have noticed that Jesus used a
word which could have been frightfully offensive.  It would quite possibly have seemed full
of a racial prejudice that … well, if a certain episode of 

Overhead: Fawlty Towers

had to be temporarily pulled from BBC's iPlayer, 10 days back, and only reinserted
with heavy-duty warnings … then perhaps this section of Matthew's Gospel would need 

Overhead: hazard signs 

too.  Did you notice the bad word?

And he answered, “It is not right to take the children's bread and throw it to
the dogs.” 

(Matthew 15:26)

Maybe not the worst word that could have been used in that context, but “dogs” was
a word that Jews used to describe Gentiles, with the kind of contempt that they could
suitably spit from their lips as they said it.  It was a word loaded with superiority.  And yet
Jesus uses it deliberately, I'm sure.  This was not unconscious prejudice, but a carefully
chosen word that leads to this Gentile woman showing some spectacular faith.

A very useful reminder to us – and a shock for the original Jewish readers! – that
the Son of David and the God of Israel are gracious to Gentiles, too.
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Surprising faith
Spectacular healings
A replayed miracle

 Surprising faith (21-28)

Just remember what is happening in this part of Matthew's account, and we'll see
how well this fits in here.  Back at the beginning of the previous chapter, Jesus' fame is
spreading:

At that time Herod the tetrarch heard about the fame of Jesus, ...
(Matthew 14:1)

But we're still a whole year until The Passover, and a visit to Jerusalem would mean
that things came to a head, with the inevitable rejection by the Jewish establishment and
the Roman governor far too soon.  So Jesus deliberately keeps his head down, far from
the Big City.  A bit like how we can quietly get on with things 

Overhead: down here

safely far from London.  Big national things tend to hit us rather later on this side of
the Tamar.  But local crowds follow Jesus:

Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a desolate
place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the
towns. 

(Matthew 14:13)

And that's when we get that Feeding of the Five Thousand, at the close of the day,
prompted by Jesus' compassion for the hungry people.  If  you check across to John's
Gospel, we see the crowd's response.  Far from keeping his head down, this seems to
have made things worse for Jesus:

When the people saw the sign that he had done, they said, “This is indeed the
Prophet who is to come into the world!” Perceiving then that they were about to
come  and  take  him  by  force  to  make  him  king,  Jesus  withdrew  again  to  the
mountain by himself. 

(John 6:14-15)

So it seems that Jesus cannot easily withdraw to a safe distance.  People are sent
from Jerusalem to bring him to account:

Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why
do your disciples break the tradition of  the elders? For  they do not  wash their
hands when they eat.” 

(Matthew 15:1-2)

And  Jesus'  very  public  categorical  contradiction  of  those  representatives  from
Jerusalem – the section we looked at last time – doesn't exactly lower the level of tension
any, either.
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For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality,
theft,  false  witness,  slander.  These  are  what  defile  a  person.  But  to  eat  with
unwashed hands does not defile anyone.” 

(Matthew 15:19-20)

So as a result of all of this, Jesus has to get even further from the centre of things in
Jerusalem.  He strategically retreats into Gentile territory.

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

(Matthew 15:21)

But  look! says Matthew, even there he is accosted by someone who has some
inkling of who he is.  By the time we leave her, we find out that it's far more than just an
inkling.  But to start with, perhaps we wonder … is she just using a title she has heard
about this refugee rabbi?

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.” 

(Matthew 15:22)

“Son of David” … well, yes he was.  That was how Matthew opened the book.

The book of  the genealogy of  Jesus Christ,  the son of  David,  the son of
Abraham. 

(Matthew 1:1)

But this Gentile woman must have some insight into that being more than just a
title.   And  that  the  rabbi  was  more  than  just  a  teacher.   I  mean,  she's  asking  for
deliverance for her daughter.

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

(Matthew 15:22)

And while that word “Lord” there could just be translated “Sir”, I think the translators
have got it right.  You need a “Lord” who is “great David's greater Son” if you have things
like this in your life.  Actually, you need him even if you don't.  In a bizarre way, would it be
fair to say that if it wasn't for that terrible affliction, this woman might not have approached
Jesus?  If her daughter had been well, and life had been fine … would she have bothered?
If the next line had been written in those circumstances …

But he did not answer her a word. 
(Matthew 15:23)

… wouldn't she more likely have given up?  Maybe she would have thought that the
rabbi guy was at least a bit more polite than his decidedly unfriendly disciples ...

And his disciples came and begged him, saying, “Send her away, for she is
crying out after us.” 

(Matthew 15:23)
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… but, without serious need, would she have persisted with Jesus?  Folks, if that is
the case,  is it  possible that we could even see some of our needs as something like
blessings at the same time?  Because they point out to us that we need Jesus.

The world will say nowadays, if you feel guilty, forget it, learn to ignore those dark
feelings.  Whereas the Gospel says that yes, we are guilty before God, more guilty than
we ever realised.  But … turn from those sins that reward you only with guilt, come to
Jesus Christ, and know forgiveness that is real.  Forgiveness which is not just screwing up
your eyes tight and trying to convince yourself that you feel forgiven, but forgiveness that is
based simply and securely on the unshakeable promise of the unchangeable God:

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 
(Romans 8:1)

We have to wonder, though, don't we, just why Jesus remained initially silent.  And
when he was pressed further – notice how the disciples put it: “ is crying out”, repeatedly  –
and those disciples and then Jesus did reply, it still wasn't exactly encouraging.

And his disciples came and begged him, saying, “Send her away, for she is
crying out after us.” He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of
Israel.” 

(Matthew 15:23-24)

But  remember where Matthew will  be taking us – skip down to  the end of  this
section for a moment:

Then Jesus answered her, “O woman, great is your faith!”
(Matthew 15:28)

We're being taken through this bit by bit to see exactly how great that faith is.  So,
even faced with those initial discouragements …

But she came and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” 
(Matthew 15:25)

Even now it seems that Jesus … remains unsocially distant.

And he answered, “It is not right to take the children's bread and throw it to
the dogs.” 

(Matthew 15:26)

He has already mentioned “the house of Israel”, and that's clearly who the “children”
are here.  Maybe “right” is a slightly strong translation here.  He's not saying that it's wrong
or unjust, but simply that that would be something inappropriate or unbecoming.

Dogs, though.  It is not quite the full-on insult, either.  There were the vicious street
dogs that are just plain dangerous, when you read it in context:

“Do not give dogs what is holy, and do not throw your pearls before pigs, lest
they trample them underfoot and turn to attack you.”

(Matthew 7:6)
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But this is a different word that you would use for dogs that you might keep in your
own house.  Not quite pampered pooches, but much more like modern-day pets than the
packs of  feral  dogs out  there  reverting  to  wolf  ancestry.   So no,  says  Jesus,  it's  not
appropriate for the house pet dogs to be given the food that is meant for the people, the
youngsters, that it is your duty to provide for.  Lives matter, and in the scheme of things,
human lives do matter more than animals, according to Jesus:

“Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall to the
ground apart from your Father. But even the hairs of your head are all numbered.
Fear not, therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows.”

(Matthew 10:29-31)

So what  is  Jesus saying  to  this  woman?  Not  the  total  insult  of  the  traditional
almost-curse “dog”.  Perhaps an invitation to continue to interact?  He's already giving her
far more of the time of day than any proper Jewish rabbi should.  She's a Gentile, for one,
and she's a  she.  This is just not done!  So is he implying the encouragement that she
could be part of a household of faith … even if not the occupant it was designed for?
Because, after all, those house dogs do still get cared for, don't they?

She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their
masters' table.” 

(Matthew 15:27)

Fair  enough.   Right  now,  this woman with  the demonised daughter is willing to
accept scraps from the table.  She is in need.  And, unlike so many in modern society, she
is asking not for her “rights”, whatever those might be, but for something far more profound
and long-term worthwhile: she is asking for grace.  Even

Overhead: title

And who is she speaking to?  The “Son of David”, 

... the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. 
(John 1:14)

And if  she has used the word  “lord”  twice in  her  sentence – at  least,  the  way
Matthew has translated it into Greek - 

She said, “Yes,  Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their
masters' table.” 

(Matthew 15:27)

is there some kind of expectation implied that you, THE Lord, will do better than any
routine human “lord”?  Just as when Jesus had said to his disciples, a couple of years
back,

“And if you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than others?
Do not even the Gentiles do the same?”

(Matthew 5:47)
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If  Gentile masters toss food to the dogs in their own homes … what would “full of
grace” look like?  I don't think she's being merely witty here.  This isn't just clever word
play.  She is begging for the health of her daughter.  She cannot give up, for her sake.  So
I think I see humility here, recognising her place, recognising her undeserving, when she
says to Jesus, “Yes, Lord” … and yet she audaciously follows it with “but”, “yet”.

Folks, isn't that precisely what Jesus said, quite spectacular faith?

Then Jesus answered her, “O woman, great is your faith!”
(Matthew 15:28)

Recognising  that  you  come  not  because  of  your  rights,  but  because  of  God's
person and God's promise.  You cannot demand entrance … but if you are invited by the
King, you can … actually, you must come.

That's what I'm calling on you to do today and every time I invite you to come go
God.   Come  with  confidence,  but  only  because  you  have  been  summoned  on  royal
authority to attend.

It  wasn't  too  far  back  in  Matthew's  account  that  we  hear  the  opposite.   Peter,
walking on the water … briefly, too briefly:

But when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink he cried out,
“Lord, save me.” Jesus immediately reached out his hand and took hold of him,
saying to him, “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” 

(Matthew 14:30-31)

But now here is a Gentile woman whom Jesus commends for great faith.  We read
what Jesus' further response was:

Then Jesus answered her, “O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you
as you desire.” And her daughter was healed instantly. 

(Matthew 15:28)

We don't know what might have happened subsequently.  Did the mother or the
daughter end up as disciples?  It's not recorded.  But what we do know from this is that
there is definitely 

Overhead: title 

from the Son of David.  It's just like the prophecy way back that Jacob spoke over
his son Joseph – and whose life parallels the life of Jesus in some significant ways:

“Joseph is a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by a spring; his branches run
over the wall.”

(Genesis 49:22)

And the vine that was planted in the soil of Israel, all those years back, cannot stay
contained within those walls.  It was never intended to.  The branches will run over the
wall.  That ancient promise to Abraham will be fulfilled:

“... in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 
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(Genesis 12:3)

Folks, even in a Gospel so clearly aimed at Jewish readers, there is

Overhead: title

We see the same thing as we read briskly now to the end of the chapter.

 Spectacular healings (29-31)

Jesus went on from there and walked beside the Sea of Galilee.
(Matthew 15:29)

Matthew's not being very specific, but I think we probably have to think of this as
being in Gentile territory, too, particularly in the light of the final words of this short section.

So one Gentile woman has prevailed upon the Son of David to save her daughter.
But was that going to be a unique exception, because of her special – clever – pleading?
Read on.  Not so.

And he went up on the mountain and sat down there. And great crowds came
to him, bringing with them the lame, the blind, the crippled, the mute, and many
others, and they put them at his feet, ... 

(Matthew 15:29-30)

See, even here, a Gentile area, I'm arguing, this Jesus has been heard of, not just
by name, but by reputation.  He's responded to this kind of situation from among his own
people.  But what about now, here?  What about Gentiles in need?  Just how far do those
branches go over the wall?

... and he healed them, so that the crowd wondered, when they saw the mute
speaking, the crippled healthy, the lame walking, and the blind seeing.

(Matthew 15:30-31)

What a wonderful sentence full of contradictions.  Doesn't that make it especially
vivid?  Up until this point, that man was mute.  Now … as if the camera dives in for a
close-up of that moment …  speaking!  The camera swings around to a woman who is
lame … no! … WAS lame … Look, she's rising to her feet, she's walking .. no .. running ..
she's actually RUNNING … and jumping …!!  Every which way the camera points, there
are miracles happening.  Result:

And they glorified the God of Israel. 
(Matthew 15:31)

That's why I  think these must have been Gentiles.   If  they were Jews, wouldn't
Matthew more likely have simply written, “they glorified God”?  But here it's specified.  Not
the so-called gods that might have traditionally been associated with those places, but that
God … the God of Israel … the God,  The Lord our God who is One Lord.  Whom Jesus
claims not just to represent but to be, when he appropriates the special name of that God
of Israel and makes claims like …
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Jesus said to them, “I AM the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not
hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.”

(John 6:35)

That's what Jesus said after feeding the five thousand, back in Israel.  But now ...

 A replayed miracle (32-39)

You might have heard it said – it was pretty standard stuff a few years back – that
Matthew has just made a mistake here.  It's just a different variant of the same story … it
couldn't possibly have happened twice.  That's the kind of thing that also used to be said
by people who say that the miracle as described here didn't really happen at all, that an
original grain of truth has just grown and grown in the telling.  And Matthew, that kind of
thinking must insist, is just so much of a dope that he doesn't even notice he's put two
nearly identical copies of the same thing in his account of Jesus' life.

Whereas  I  think  Matthew  has  deliberately put  this  in  here,  with  the  profound
similarities to the previous chapter, to make a particular point.

There are some clear differences, too.  Different numbers.  Different length of time
that the crowd had been with Jesus and going hungry:

Then Jesus called his disciples to him and said, “I have compassion on the
crowd because they have been with me now three days and have nothing to eat.
And I am unwilling to send them away hungry, lest they faint on the way.” 

(Matthew 15:32)

You  really  can't  think  that  Matthew could  have  put  these  two  events  so  close
together in his account and not noticed the similarities unless he was totally convinced that
they did represent two different events.  And I think we have to say the biggest difference
is not specified, but we have to infer it from the previous section.

This is the same crowd that Jesus had been healing earlier on (just as he did with
the 5000) … but this is likely now a largely Gentile crowd.

So we have a book that starts out with the question …

“Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?” 
(Matthew 2:2)

We've seen the disciples wowed by one miracle on the Sea of Galilee:

And the men marvelled, saying, “What sort of man is this, that even winds
and sea obey him?” 

(Matthew 8:27)

But the disciples have grown.  When the  second miracle on the Sea of Galilee
comes around:

And those in the boat worshipped him, saying,  “Truly you are the Son of
God.” 

(Matthew 14:33)
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And as the one question is being worked through, another one will need to come to
the fore.  Is the King of the Jews here just for the Jews, just for those “lost sheep of the
house of Israel”?  So Matthew shows us a Gentile woman, whom Jesus commends for her
faith:

Then Jesus answered her, “O woman, great is your faith!”
(Matthew 15:28)

And he shows us  a Gentile  crowd,  healed and then fed  in  an  almost  identical
manner to the Jewish crowd healed and fed in the previous chapter.

Folks, at this stage in the story, could Matthew make it any clearer?  It is exactly
what Paul will write down in more theological terms in his letter to the Romans.  Jew or
Gentile, this Gospel is  for you.  Jew or Gentile,  you are commanded to approach Jesus
with faith.  Jew or Gentile, he is God's appointed saviour for you.

For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law. Or is
God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles
also,  since  God  is  one  —  who  will  justify  the  circumcised  by  faith  and  the
uncircumcised through faith. 

(Romans 3:28-30)

Folks, in Jesus, full of grace and truth, there is grace for sinners, grace for Gentiles,
grace for you.

Aim: Yes, of Gentiles too
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