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What the Canaanite Woman Knew 
 
Quite often we read sayings of Jesus that bring great help in our relationship with 
Him, edifying insights into Him, and ways of deeper growth. And then, we also 
run into things He tells us that simply lie beyond our comprehension. What He 
says moves us deeper into our growth and appreciation of grace, but so often He 
also is telling us that there are aspects of grace, of God’s ways, of understanding 
life that are deep in the mind of God. And there we just do not have the right or 
the capacity to venture.  
 
Such a saying is found in the exchange we heard this morning between Jesus 
and the Canaanite woman.  
 
Jesus and His disciples had ventured outside of Judea. They were in the pagan 
territory of Tyre and Sidon. And there they were interrupted by a woman with a 
demon-possessed daughter. Not only was she a pagan; she was a Canaanite 
woman. Matthew has chosen this description as a reminder to his Jewish readers 
that the Canaanites were the ancient enemies of the Jews. This woman was one 
of them, a Canaanite. 
 
Jesus initially refused to notice her, but she persisted. Then Jesus said this to 
her, “It is not right to take the children’s food and give it to the dogs.”  
 
To that the woman replied, “Yes, I know, Lord, that is right. But even the dogs eat 
the crumbs that fall from the table.” That brought this commendation from Jesus: 
“You have answered with wisdom and faith. Your child is healed.” 
 
I want to look at that exchange and see what we can see clearly about God’s 
working of grace, but also acknowledge what He is saying that is beyond our 
comprehension and lying deep in the heart of God.  
 
What Jesus was saying to this non-Jewish woman is that the “children” are the 
Jews. They are the elect, the chosen of God. Then, now, and always. The food 
He refers to is reserved for them and them alone. The food is the mercy of God’s 
covenant, the assurance of pardon for the penitent. That promise is given to the 
Jews. And for the others, the dogs, it is not right for them to take the children’s 
food. 
 
To this the woman makes an extraordinary reply. She does not plead for Christ to 
make an exception in her case. She does not confront Him with the claim that 
this is not fair. She says, “Yes, Lord, I know the Jews are the chosen of God, and 



that the covenant is meant for them.  But I also know that the mercy of God 
extends beyond the Jews. I am sure that His covenant also includes those 
Gentiles who come to you in faith. Those are the crumbs that we Gentiles, the 
nations of the world, eat from the table prepared for the children.” 
 
She knew! She was sure of the extent of God’s mercy, and on that basis made 
her claim on His loving and healing power. And to that the Lord replied that she 
had wisdom and faith, and thus healed her daughter. 
 
Let me put this in the context of what had just happened and also in the context 
of Paul’s text from Romans 11. 
 
Just before going to Tyre and Sidon, Jesus had had a confrontation with the 
Pharisees and Scribes. They were incensed and thought they had caught Jesus 
red-handed. “Some of your disciples did not wash their hands before eating!” As 
if to say, “Now we know that you are a false teacher, since some of your 
followers break some of our traditions.”  
 
To this Jesus replied, something like, “Oh, come on!” And from there He blistered 
them about their unbelief. “You have trivialized God’s sacred laws by insisting on 
this human custom.” Then He quotes from Isaiah, “This people honors me with 
their lips but their hearts are far from me.” He also states that they are plants that 
His Father will dig up and toss away.  
 
What this does, for Matthew’s Gospel, is introduce the reality that the Jews of 
that day were refusing to acknowledge Jesus as the Lord from heaven, the Son 
of God. The Jews refused the Gospel. 
 
When we turn to Paul’s letter and the 11th chapter, we see that he knows this 
reality also and puts it in the context of the unfolding of God’s history of salvation. 
He sees greater and greater numbers of Gentiles coming to the Lord in faith but 
barely any Jews. Then he goes so far as to put an interpretation on this. He goes 
beyond merely saying what is happening; he connects this to God’s eternal plan. 
 
Stating Paul’s position positively, he says in a paraphrase of verse 12 and 15, 
“About the refusal of the Jews to accept Christ as their Lord, while they are 
refusing, the rest of the world is finding reconciliation in Christ. So their refusal 
means riches for the Gentiles. If that is so now, just think what it will mean for the 
Jews when they begin to accept Christ.”  
 
Then he amplifies this interpretation, in verse 25. “While there is a blindness in 
the Jews as to faith, so there is a time of fullness for the Gentiles to come into the 
kingdom. But when the full number of Gentiles comes in, then will the gate be 
open for the Jews and in great number they will come in.” 
 



In these statements note that Paul is not just reporting. He is interpreting. In fact 
he includes a purpose statement in there. It is as if he said, “The Jews are 
experiencing now a hardness of heart so that the Gentiles will come in with great 
number. Then will be the time for the Jews to enter and in great number.” 
 
That is Paul speaking of the salvation history of God. He affirms that the 
covenant is as it was at first––“for the Jew first and then for the Greek.” But it is 
also affirming that the Greeks, the Gentiles, will have full opportunity to hear and 
respond to the Gospel. And not until then will it be the time for the Jews.  
 
This is what the Canaanite woman knew. She was persuaded of the crumbs 
falling from the table of the children––that the Jews are the chosen and 
privileged, but that the Gentiles also have a place in God’s covenant. On that 
basis she made her case, and because of that the Lord noted her wisdom and 
faith. 
 
Where are we today in this salvation history Paul outlines? Has the full number of 
Gentiles come into the kingdom? Do we see a lifting of the hardening of the 
Jewish heart and great numbers of them coming into the kingdom? The answer 
to both questions is “No, not yet.” 
 
About the Gentiles, the better terminology is about the nations. Ever since Babel 
the world has been segmented into linguistic/ethnic groups, separated by 
language and sociological distinctions. These are the nations that the Bible 
speaks of. At the end of Matthew’s Gospel Jesus tells us that we are to go and 
make disciples of each and every nation.  
 
As you can imagine, a lot of research goes into tracking this progress. And there 
has been much recent progress. In 1980 there were about 14,000 nations 
without disciples and without any way to hear the Gospel. Today there are about 
7,200. Progress indeed. But these 7,200 nations represent about 25% of the 
world, about two billion people who have not yet heard the Good News for the 
first time. 
 
Some of these are remote, like the Tajakant of Mauritania, and the Fulani of 
Nigeria. Some are small, like those along the Amazon River network. Others are 
hostile, like the Uighers of China and the Pushtun of Central Asia. No, we cannot 
say the full number of nations or of Gentiles has heard and has come in. 
 
What about the Jews and their turning to Jesus? Of the 8 million Jews in the 
state of Israel, a high estimate is that 20,000 of them are followers of Jesus. No, 
we do not want to say that the day of Jewish response has arrived. The 
worldwide population of Jews is about 14 million, and the estimate is that about 
2.5% of them are followers of Jesus. Do we not want to see more, thousands 
more coming to the Gospel before we claim that the day of their ingathering has 
arrived?  



 
When that glorious day does arrive, it will largely be because of the groundwork 
of organizations like the Christian Ministry among Jews (CMJ) and Jews for 
Jesus that has prepared the way.  
 
The exchange of Jesus and the Canaanite woman does open up our view of 
God’s plan for the world hearing the Gospel––from Babel until today.  
 
But along with those insights lie some truths that are simply beyond our 
understanding. We have hints but nothing solid, and the hints raise questions. 
Why do the Jews have a partial hardening? Why the purpose of their being 
hardened on behalf of the Gentiles? And why not simply open it up for as many 
as possible to be converted, Jews and/or Gentiles?  
 
Paul knew those questions, and more like them. He wrestled with them also. In 
the close of this chapter he gives two resolutions. Not answers, but resolutions 
that take us as far was we can go and then put our questions in the right 
perspective. 
 
The first is in verse 32, the last verse of today’s Epistle. “For God has committed 
all to disobedience that He might have mercy on all.” 
 
Nothing here about our faith, hearing, repentance, or any other human response. 
In this starkly stated truth Paul is reminding us that all is from God, all our faith, 
all our grace, all our hope. It is God from beginning to end. We have our part, but 
before, during, and after, all is of God. He has put all under disobedience so that 
He and He alone will have the work of mercy. That we must remember. 
 
The second resolution closes the argument of these three chapters. We have 
heard all there is to hear, we have understood all we can. And we know there is 
more, but we shall not arrive at the place of knowing what God alone knows. And 
so what Paul writes takes us about as far as we can go. There  wefind peace and 
contentment. This is what we need to know: 
 
“Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and the knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are His ways, how inscrutable are His judgments. ‘For who has 
known the mind of the Lord, or who has been His counselor? Or who has given 
Him a gift that it should be repaid?’ For of Him and through Him and to Him are 
all things, to whom be glory forever.” 
 
Let me close with this prayer for missions: 
 
O God who has made of one blood all the nations of people to dwell on the face 
of the whole earth, and did send thy Son to preach peace to them that are far off 
and to them that are near; grant that all nations everywhere may seek after you 
and find you, especially the 7,200 who yet have not heard the Gospel. Bring the 



nations into thy fold, pour out thy Spirit upon all flesh, especially upon your 
people the Jews, and hasten the coming of thy kingdom, through the same thy 
Son Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
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