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Mercy that Sounds Mean (Matthew 15:21-28) 
 
From Galilee to Tyre and Sidon (map) 

• These cities were famously condemned in the OT for their Baal worship and arrogant pride in their power 
and wealth1 

• Tyre and Sidon were a standard for godlessness and wickedness (Matthew 11:20-22, NIV) 
• The significance of Jesus going here would not be lost on the disciples (who would know the cities’ ethos 

from the OT)—Jesus was going into the local heart of Gentile opposition to Yahweh  
 
The Canaanite woman 

• Canaanite culture goes back to about 3000 B.C. 
• Land of Canaan… idolatry and evil (Joshua) 

o But she uses the Jewish Messianic title for Jesus (curious form a Canaanite) 
o She was crying out (desperate) 
o Her daughter was suffering terribly  

• This seems like a perfect scenario—Jesus has gone there, and she needs help… 
 
But Jesus does not respond… Jesus did not answer a word (v. 23) 

• The disciples wanted Jesus to appease her (vv. 23b and 24—24 being indicative of what they were asking) 
 
He responds: I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel 

• This seems cold and distant… cruel (explore) 
• During his time on earth Jesus never went to Athens or Rome or Alexandria or any of the places one might 

expect 
• God’s mission unfolding… 

o Genesis 12:1-3, NASB 
! Matthew 1:21, NASB 
! But… A LIGHT OF REVELATION TO THE GENTILES, and the glory of Your people Israel.  (Luke 2:32) 

o Romans 15:8-12, NLT 
! Mathew 10:5-6, NASB 
! But… Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations… (Matthew 28:19) 

o Romans 1:16, NLT 
• Jesus’ response is consistent with the way the Mission of God was to unfold 

o That is an important theological/missiological point 
o Jesus was committed to Gods program: Cf. “My hour has not yet come” 

! His response represents that (not actually cold and distant or necessarily cruel) 
 
But the woman presses the issue 

• She kneels before Him and begs, “Lord, help me!” (v. 25) 
o And Jesus says, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.” (v. 26)  

• This does seem cold and cruel… 
 
We feel surprised and uncomfortable that Jesus would respond this way 

• We suppose know enough about Jesus to flinch here (maybe) 
• But, we don't know much about this woman—what if she brought this all on herself (idols; demons; Joshua) 

o Will not God judge sin? And justly? 
o What if she deserved it (sin has consequences—affects our kids) (Galatians 6:7, NASB) 

• In fact, she seems to think she does deserve it 
o “Son of David, have mercy on me…” (not: “give me justice”) 
o And Jesus does (we expected that) 

! But, slow down for a minute 
• Mercy is by definition undeserved 
• If we presume upon mercy, it stops being mercy  
• I think sometimes we live that way… (but Galatians 6:7, NASB) 

                                                
1 E.g. Isa. 23:1-17; Jer. 25:22, 27:3-7; Ezek. 26:2-9. Joel 3:4-8; Zech. 9:2-4 
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o Sometimes we think we are deserving of kindness from God 
o Other times we are just presuming upon His mercy  

o We have become perhaps comfortable enough with the Gospel that we forget holiness 
! God hates sin 
! It would not be wholly inappropriate for Jesus to be harsh about it 
! We need to remember that what is actually surprising is that God does have mercy 
! None of us are deserving 

• Apart from the kindness of God we would find ourselves unanswered and 
unwelcomed at the table 

• Aren’t we all at the end of the day undeserving dogs? 
• Isn’t what is most surprising the fact that God has mercy on us? 

 
What if the mercy we see here in Jesus is more surprising than we realize? 

• We can’t see in the text Christ’s tone and expression (maybe they’re much more tender than we imagine) 
• Here is a hint: 

o Dogs = diminutive form (like puppy; little dogs); used to denote a house dog (not feral) 
o “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the puppies.” (v. 26)  

• His statement (though softened form what we first heard it to be) is not about the woman, it is about the 
mission (children = Israel) 

o It is a parable or metaphor 
 

• The metaphor used here is one of the head of the household and his responsibility to the children in his 
house 

o There is a clear order in the house… dogs are fed, but they are not fed at the expense of the 
children. There is a priority. But, everyone (including the puppies) will get fed 

o Jesus (as the head of the household) goes to (feed) the children of Israel first  
! As is expected and right according to God’s mission 
! Then, His followers would in turn feed the Gentiles 
! Everyone would receive the bread of God’s mercy in due time and order 

• So, what Jesus was doing here was right and expected and consistent with what He had taught his 
disciples to this point (go only to Israel in 10:5-6) 

 
This mercy has come early (Jesus cannot resist faith and humility) (Cf. The Roman Centurion) 
 
The woman’s response is one of faith and humility (and wit) 

• “Even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” (v. 27) 
• Humility in willing to see herself as an undeserving puppy (Even the puppies…) & Jesus as master 
• Faith in expressing that even a crumb from the table of Jesus would be enough for her need 

o Crumb is diminutive (‘little crumb’ or ‘crumble’) 
 
Jesus responds: “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted” (v. 28) 

• In that is great mercy  
• The mercy received was far more than a crumb to her (the freeing of her daughter) 

o A feast! A banquet! 
! Psalm 23:5, NIV 

 
And just as My Father has granted Me a kingdom, I grant you that you may eat and drink at My table in My 
kingdom (Luke 22:29–30) 
 
We have been invited to that table (though we are undeserving) 

• Mercy 
• Fellowship with Jesus 
• Communion 

 


