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IT’S A DOG’S LIFE
Matthew 15:21-28

It seems to me that the lectionary passage we have for today jumped the gun a bit.  It should
have been prefaced by the first ten verses of the chapter, because therein lies the reason for Matthew’s
retelling of this intriguing story.  Let me read those verses for you:

1Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, 2’Why do your
disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands before they
eat.’ 3He answered them, ‘And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake
of your tradition? 4For God said, “Honor your father and your mother,” and, “Whoever
speaks evil of father or mother must surely die.” 5But you say that whoever tells father or
mother, “Whatever support you might have had from me is given to God”, then that
person need not honor the father. 6So, for the sake of your tradition, you make void the
word of God. 7You hypocrites! Isaiah prophesied rightly about you when he said:

8”This people honors me with their lips,
   but their hearts are far from me;
  9in vain do they worship me,
   teaching human precepts as doctrines.”‘
10Then he called the crowd to him and said to them, ‘Listen and understand...’

I’m thinking Jesus sure didn’t win any points that day with the religious folk.  And then in the 
next 10 verses he takes his criticism of the Pharisees and scribes to the next level when, in today’s 
vernacular, he says they are like the “blind leading the blind.”  Ouch!  Verse 14 states:

‘Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if one blind person guides 
another, both will fall into a pit.’


So, with all of that as a preface, we find ourselves at our text for today.  Almost all the 

commentaries agree that the reason Matthew included this 15th chapter in his gospel was to add some 
clarity to the issue of “ritual purity”: Who’s clean?  Who’s not?  And what makes them that way?  

So ... what we have here on the one hand are the Pharisees and scribes carping and complaining
that Jesus’ disciples didn’t wash their hands before they ate; and on the other hand, we’ve got this poor
Canaanite woman begging Jesus to heal her daughter.

You’ve dealt with the question before.  It’s seems that it never goes away.  We’re always
debating it.  Who are the SAINTS and who are the SINNERS? Obviously there isn’t a simple answer, 
because if there were ... then there wouldn’t be any reason to preach this sermon today.  

And so, we have the Pharisees and the scribes keeping all the rules; therefore they are the 
righteous ones ... the saints.  And surely if anybody were to be considered unsuitable to receive God’s 
mercy, it certainly would be this Canaanite woman.  However, according to Matthew, those who are
closest to the kingdom (Remember Matthew’s emphasis on the Kingdom of God these last couple of 
months?) those closest are those with ... are you ready for this? ... those with the faith of a dog.  Yep ... 
that’s it, folks.  It’s a Dog’s Life after all...

I know what you’re thinking ... where on earth did he come up with that idea?  Well, let me try to 
explain.  
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We’ve talked about the Pharisees and scribes on numerous occasions and as you know they are 
the self-appointed “moral police force” of Jesus’ day.  Bottom line ... they are the Keepers of the Law.  
And for them ... adhering to its particulars was their ticket to ritual purity.  

Richard Donovan, in Resources for Lectionary Preaching writes:
“Pharisees and scribes think of holiness as faithful observance of the law … The

issue is that of man-made tradition vs. God’s law … While Torah law included a great deal
of detail, it did not attempt to anticipate every possible scenario. Rabbis who loved God
and wanted to keep the law faithfully developed the Mishnah (compiled in 200 B.C. to
135 A.D.) and the Talmud (compiled in 250-500 A.D) to correct this “deficiency” ... 
producing works that filled nearly 36,000 pages (Lockyer, 1029) … Caught up in such
detail, a person could fail to see the forest for the trees.”


Back in the 70’s, before I left to go to seminary, I was the youth director at my home church in 

St. Clairsville.  Every Sunday night, from 6:00 to 7:30 we met.  Right after we were done, another group 
of older “Saints” met in the parlor for the Sunday night prayer and praise meeting.  I would often stay 
and attend those meetings in the four years that I worked for the church.  It was a great group of 
people ... definitely some of the “pillars” of our congregation.  I was also the youngest of the group, 
when I attended, by at least 30 to 40 years!  No question about it, they were a very religious group.

However, when I attended those meetings, they often complained to me about the state of our 
youth in the church.  “How could they come to church in shorts?”  (By the way, to this day there is still 
no air-conditioning in the sanctuary!)  “Shouldn’t those young men be wearing ties?”  “Why aren’t they 
in church every Sunday?  Has their youth fellowship group become a substitute for Sunday worship?”  
“Terry, you need to make sure they dress appropriately?  And why do they have to sing those songs 
accompanied by guitar when they do a worship service?  If the organ was good enough for Jesus, it 
should be good enough for them as well?”  

Okay, a little exaggeration there on my part.  But you get the point don’t you?  Those kids were 
coming to church!  They were participating in the youth group!  They were learning about Christ’s LOVE
and God’s GRACE!  But that prayer group of religious giants (as my mom called them) at Calvary 
Presbyterian could not see that what they were doing was negating the very essence of Jesus’ gospel 
message of love and grace.

Have you ever known anyone like that?
I do have to give them some credit though; they undeniably loved God and their church with 

their whole heart.  They supported the church generously with their time, talent, gifts and service.  I wish 
everyone were as committed as they.  I only wish they could’ve loosened up a bit and cut the rest of us
some slack.


And so, I guess we shouldn’t be too hard on the Pharisees and scribes; after all they were the

ones who took their faith seriously.  In the passage today, they came all the way from Jerusalem to
Galilee to set Jesus straight.  Kind of like those “saints” at my home church, they hit Jesus up with 
questions like: “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders?”  In other places in Matthew’s 
gospel they asked him “Why are you healing on the Sabbath?” (Mark 3:1-6) “And why are you telling
people that their sins were forgiven?” (Matthew 9:2-3)  “Don’t you know that is blasphemy?!” As far as
THEY were concerned, Jesus HIMSELF was impure ... and how ironic is that?!

But then, Matthew does something interesting ... and this is where our passage comes into play 
today.  He talks about a Canaanite woman who comes to see Jesus after they travel north into the
region of Tyre and Sidon.  She obviously had heard stories about Jesus and was desperate for his help.  
In order to get his attention she starts shouting: “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is
tormented by a demon.”
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And what does Jesus DO?  He ignores her!  That sure is out of character for our Lord!  He ignores
her!  The disciples tell him to send her away because she keeps shouting at him.  Jesus finally answers 
her saying: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  Hey, she was a Gentile ... and a woman 
at that!  She then gets down on her knees in front of Jesus and pleads: “Lord, help me.”  Well, knowing 
Jesus like I do, this has got to do it for her ... his compassion, right?  Well ... wrong.  This time he says to 
her: “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” He’s calling her a DOG!!!  Is Matthew 
making this stuff up??  But she wouldn’t take NO for an answer.  She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs
eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.”

I can almost see the change coming over Jesus at this point.  Maybe even a tear in his eye ...
because of his compassion and love.  He looks at her and says: “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done
for you as you wish.’ And her daughter was healed instantly.”


Back to our original thought ... if this chapter is all about “ritual purity” as the experts tell us,

then WHAT does this Canaanite woman HAVE that the Pharisees and scribes DON’T HAVE?  I’ll give you a
hint: It’s an eight-letter word beginning with “H”.  Got it? She has “HUMILITY” … and a BIG dose of it.  And
it’s her humility ... her willingness to let go of every ounce of pride she has to throw herself at the feet
of Jesus, whom she calls “Master” ... it’s that, and only that, that finally results in her daughter’s healing.


Robert L. Short, the same author that wrote the widely popular The Gospel According to Peanuts

back in the 60’s, wrote another book in 2007 that has also become a classic: The Gospel According to 
Dogs: What Our Four-legged Saints Can Teach Us.  I have it on my Kindle and I’d like to share some of 
what Short says about this passage of scripture and in particular about the Canaanite woman in the 
introduction to his book.  He writes:

“If anyone is in Christ,” says St. Paul, “he is a new creature” (2 Corinthians 5:17).
…Okay, so Christians are “new creatures.” But just exactly what kind of “new creatures”
have they become? They’re now dogs. Jesus makes this clear when a Canaanite—that is, 
a “canine-ite”—woman falls at his feet. This woman is dogging the footsteps of Jesus and
his disciples and making a complete nuisance of herself. “Send her away,” the disciples
say, “she keeps shouting after us.” So Jesus turns to her and says, “I was sent only to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel.” Well, does this stop her? Not even almost. “But she
came and knelt before him,” Matthew tells us. Get the picture? If not, Rembrandt, with
one of his drawings of this scene, can help us see what happened.

This dog of a woman—for so the Canaanites were thought of by the Jews,
especially the Canaanite women—this Canaanite dog was quite willing to play the part,
to become a dog, literally down on all fours. Literally begging. So, not only a Canaanite
and a woman but now also a dog! How low can a person sink? “Lord, help me,” she cries.
Then Jesus gives her the ultimate test: “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw
it to the dogs,” he tells her. “Yes, Lord,” she answers, “yet even the dogs eat the crumbs
that fall from their master’s table.” That does it! That is the answer Jesus wants to hear. In
a single place in all scripture where Jesus seems to have changed his mind, he says,
“Woman, great is your faith. Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was
healed instantly.

Well, this was nothing new in the ministry of Jesus. From the very beginning he’d
been consistent and insistent that his message was directed to the spiritually poor, to the
lowest of the low in heart, to emotional down-and-outers, to those knocked down on all
fours and willing to crawl—to the dogs, in other words. And here she came taking Jesus
at his word, groveling and grateful for any little scrap that might fall from his table. She
became a dog. And this was exactly the kind of humility Jesus was looking for. Now she 
was no longer a Canaanite, and certainly she was not a Jew. She was a new creature: she 
was now a disciple of Jesus—she was a dog.
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So, I guess you can see where I got the title for this sermon: It’s a Dog’s Life ... or at least it should be!  


The question that surfaces for us is this: Where do WE find some Good News in this story today?  
I see two things in the story that speak directly to the question.  

Have you ever wondered whether or not you measured up to God’s expectations?  You know, kind 
of like if there were, say, minimal standards for faithfulness and good works ... have you ever wondered 
if you might come up short? IF SO ... this passage is for YOU!  The Canaanite woman’s “great faith” had
nothing to do with how good she was, or how devoted she was to God, or whether she’d done good
things for others ... it had everything to do with her willingness to admit that she needed a Power greater
than herself to make it in this world.

If this passage tells us anything, it’s that there’s a place in God’s kingdom for the LEAST, the LAST
and the LOST.  In other words ... there’s a place for YOU and for ME.

And then, the story also tells us there’s a place for others, as well … for those we might never
expect to be included in God’s family.  Think about it: We’re talking here about a Canaanite woman.  
Remember the Canaanites?  They were the mortal enemies of the Jews.  And this hatred stems clear 
back to the time of Noah. (see Genesis 9:20-27)   If you would have asked a Jew back in Jesus’ time to 
think of anyone who would probably never be invited to be a part of God’s mercy and grace ... they 
would have told you, “The Canaanites!”  But what we have here is a Canaanite woman asking ... no, 
Shouting at Jesus to heal her daughter, and, in spite of his first reaction to her, he not only healed her
daughter, but told her “great is your faith.”  

So, we have the Pharisees and scribes on the one hand and this Canaanite woman on the other ... 
where does that put her in regard to “ritual purity”?  I’d say she moves to the TOP!

Next time you run across someone you think is beyond God’s grasp, think again.  God has a
special place in God’s heart for the underdog ... for those you’d never, ever expect to receive God’s
favor.  

Frederick Faber put it this way:
There’s a wideness in God’s mercy,

like the wideness of the sea;
There’s a kindness in His justice,

which is more than liberty.

For the love of God is broader
than the measure of our mind;

And the heart of the Eternal
is most wonderfully kind.

But we make His love too narrow
by false limits of our own;

And we magnify His strictness
with a zeal He will not own.

Was there ever a kinder shepherd,
half so gentle, half so sweet,

As the Savior who would have us
come and gather at His feet?

I encourage you all to be as faithful as you can.  Sure, be religious, if that’s what you feel.  Just be
careful ... don’t let your righteousness stand in the way of God’s infinite mercy, grace and love.  

IT’S A DOG’S LIFE ... be eager to please and willing to take your place at the Master’s feet.
Amen and Amen.


