
The people we think are closest to God are sometimes furthest from
God while those who appear furthest are sometimes actually closest.
When I was in Seminary, I worked at Cheesecake Factory, and there
was a co-worker who has very hostile to the gospel. To say the least,
he didn’t like me. One day though he walked up to me during a shift
and explained to me how he recently became a Christian, and then,
he did something unexpected. He apologized to me for how he treated
me previously. In my mind, this friend was furthest from God, but in
God’s plan, he had been very close. 

The same idea is found in Matthew 15. On the one hand, the religious
elite is spiritually proud and full of themselves. The disciples and the
people of Jesus’ day thought they were nearest to God. They were the
furthest. A Canaanite woman, on the other hand, and the large
crowds were empty, in pain, desperate for Jesus, and hungry. They
were much closer. Jesus turned from the spiritually proud Pharisees,
but he compassionately cared for the spiritually broken. 

The main idea of today’s sermon is that Kingdom citizens desperately
come to Jesus in their brokenness and receive compassionate care. As
we investigate this passage, we need to ask the question: how’s our
heart? Is it full of pride or is it desperate for Jesus? 

Let’s investigate this idea and this question now.
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Defiled Hearts: Matthew 15:1-20
First, Matthew demonstrates to us the condition of the hearts of the
religious elite in Matthew 15:1-20. The religious elite question why
Jesus’ disciples break the tradition of the elders (1). Notice that the
issue for the Pharisees is not if Jesus is breaking God’s commands:
he is not. Nowhere in the OT does God mandate that his people
wash their hands before eating. Simply put, the issue of washing
one’s hand before eating a meal has no spiritual significance in the
OT. Yet, this practice has great significance for the elders culturally
and spiritually. 

This question though is downright hypocrisy. The Pharisees rebuke
Jesus because his disciples break tradition while the Pharisees hold
to traditions that break God’s commandments (3). This is hypocrisy
because the Pharisees have replaced God’s commandments with
tradition. The tradition Jesus cites to prove his point is the tradition
of corban. This tradition breaks the commandment to “honor your
father and mother” (4) since this tradition mandated that a person
give money to God rather than to care for their parents if they made
an oath to do so. This tradition breaks the command to “honor your
father and mother” and reveals the hypocrisy of their heart: they
are not concerned about the Lord at all. 

Church family, any religion that elevates tradition and culture
above Scripture has no eternal value. Jesus makes this clear by
citing Isaiah 29:13 in verses 8-9. He says that although the Pharisees
worship the Lord with their lips, their hearts are far from God (8). 

Jesus responds with a parable about the hypocrisy of their heart in
verse 10 by turning from the religious elite to the crowds (10-11).
Notice in verses 10 how Jesus addresses not the Pharisees, but the
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people. In this parable, Jesus roots defilement not in the external
bodily practices of washing one’s hands, but in the internal state of
a person’s heart! The point here is important: church family, every
sin and disobedient act that we commit flows from our heart, not
from something external to us like temptation or an outside
circumstance. The fundamental reason why we sin is not that we
were extra tired, feeling a little sick, or stressed by work or COVID.
These are all circumstances, and our sin does not come from them,
but our heart. Our circumstances are all tests that help reveal what
is already in our hearts. The problem with the Pharisees is their
heart. 

The solution, then, to this problem is not changing our
circumstances. We often think that if only our situation changed: we
made more money, had less stress, moved to a different state, then
we’d have a better life. Church family, if the problem you are
dealing with is sin, then the solution is found in changing your
heart, not your circumstances. The good news, church family, is
that Jesus changes our hearts, we cannot. However, even though we
have changed hearts, we still need to walk according to our new
hearts. How can we walk as people with new hearts? Matthew will
return to this question soon.  

Those who root the solution to sin in behavior modification or
religious rule-keeping or cultural acceptability do not belong to
God’s kingdom. Jesus says in verse 13, “Every plant that my heavenly
Father has not planted will be rooted up.” In the OT, Israel was
described as God’s plant (Isaiah 60:21; see also Isaiah 5), but here
Jesus redefined the identity of God’s people. Simply being an
Israelite – even an Israelite who keeps the rules of the culture
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exactly – doesn’t make you a true child of God. Rather, as we will
soon see, faith in Jesus is what defines inclusion in God’s kingdom
(8).

A Desperate Heart: Matthew 15:21-28
Now Matthew turns to answer the question raised above: how do we
walk as people with new hearts? Matthew answers this question by
discussing the issue of a Canaanite woman. Now, whenever I
interpret a passage of Scripture, I keep a close eye on the
surrounding context. In other words, I believe that Matthew
arranged his gospel in a very intentional way. When you compare
the gospel accounts, you’ll quickly realize that the events and
miracles, and teachings are not all in the same order. The reason
why the orders differ is that each author communicates meaning
and theology not only with the words he says but also in the
structure of the passage. I think that is very important to
understand. So, for example, notice that Matthew just detailed for
us how the religious elite of Israel is far from God. When we
compare that idea, church family, to verses 21-28, we notice
something significant: although the religious elite of Israel is far
from God, a Canaanite woman is close to God. This fact is shocking
to any Israelite but serves to make the important point that
inclusion in God’s kingdom depends not on maintaining cultural
norms or performing certain behaviors, but depends on faith in
Jesus. 

Verses 24-26 highlight this important point. In these verses, there
are two interchanges between Jesus and this Canaanite woman.
First, Jesus tells her that he was not sent for her (24). Second, Jesus
explains how it would be inappropriate to give the children’s food
to
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the dogs (26). Jesus highlights how people like this Canaanite
woman are, in one sense, far from God to highlight the important
fact that she is very close to God! Notice her response. In verse 24
when Jesus says that he didn’t come for her, she responds
shamelessly: she continues to beg for help (25). Most cultures
understand begging as shameful, and this woman’s continual
begging is quite shameful as the disciples indicate in verse 13. This
woman, however, doesn’t let her culture define her actions. This is
evident by her second response to Jesus. After Jesus uses the image
of a dog to describe her, she again responds shamelessly. She is not
offended by this comparison but embraces this image. She responds
that even the dogs eat the crumbs of bread that fall from the
children (27). You see, unlike the Pharisees who come to Jesus full of
their righteousness, which was defined by their rule-keeping
record, this woman comes to Jesus empty of her righteousness.
Unlike the Pharisees who are offended by Jesus rebuking them, this
woman is not turned away even after being compared to a dog. How
do we walk according to our new hearts? We continually recognize
our needs and pursue Jesus. He can and delights to meet our needs. 

At this point, church family, let’s make an important point about
culture. Our culture – the customs for example – of our nation or
people group can blind us to Jesus. Notice how the Pharisees
inherited certain customs from the elders about hand washing and
giving gifts to God. These customs lead them to attack Jesus. Now,
notice the Canaanite woman. She certainly had a culture, a set of
customs of religious worship that had nothing to do with the
Messiah of Israel. Historically, her people worshiped other gods
such as Baal, not the Lord. Still, we know that foreign women did
not interact with Jewish men. We learned that fact with the
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Samaritan woman. Yet, here is this Canaanite woman defying her
culture because she knows she needs Jesus. Still, she cried out
repeatedly for Jesus to help her. The disciples were even
embarrassed by this shameless begging and asked Jesus to send her
away (13), but she wouldn’t be deterred by social norms, cultural
expectations, or people’s opinions. She needed Jesus, and she
wouldn’t stop until Jesus helped her. This is a heart desperate for
Jesus. 

There are customs in American society that can blind us to God. Did
you know that? For example, we live in an American society where
strength is prized. Asking for help is not something we do well, but
the Christian life demands it. We are called to carry one another’s
burdens. When we are in pain or worried our society tells us to hide
the pain, but the gospel tells us to expose it to others. When we are
hurting our society says hideaway by yourself until you are strong
while the gospel says run to the church in your pain and be built up. 

Jesus commands us to address one another in song. He commands
us to sing (Ephesians 5:18-21). Yet, our culture often tells us to be
much more reserved especially when a person, like myself, is not
good at singing. Will we let our culture and customs define us or
God’s word? 

How about sharing the gospel? We live in a culture where we can
talk about the weather, sports, and hobbies, but talking about Jesus
is off-limits. Yet, Jesus commands us to share the gospel with all
people. Will we listen to our social norms or Jesus?

Church family, when we elevate our culture above Scripture and
identify our righteousness with our cultural performance, we
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become like the Pharisees. May this never be of us, church family.
Rather, let’s remain empty of the righteousness of the world and
desperate for Jesus just like this Canaanite woman. Let’s recognize
our need and run to Jesus for help. 

Jesus Compassion for the Hurting and Hungry
Hearts: Matthew 15:29-39
In the final section of Matthew 15, Jesus travels to the Decapolis (see
Mark 7:31-9:10), a territory largely made up of Gentiles. This section,
therefore, makes an important point explicit: Jesus had compassion
for Gentiles (32). When we read about Jesus’ interaction with the
Canaanite woman, we might misinterpret Jesus’ attitude toward
her. Since Jesus says that he wasn’t sent for her and compares her
to a dog, we might assume that Jesus lacked compassion for her. In
my mind, this is wrong. Jesus emphasized the fact that he was not
sent for her and compared her to a dog to highlight the shocking
reality that kingdom citizens are not who we would expect: this
Canaanite woman is in and the religious elite or out because this
woman has faith in Jesus. That interpretation is confirmed now in
verses 29-39 where we see Jesus show compassion to the sick of this
region and heal them (29-31). Then, he knows that they are hunger,
and he compassionately feeds them (32-39). 

Church family, the religious elite were full of pride in their
adherence to their culture and customs, so Jesus pays them no
attention. He turns from them in verse 10. The Canaanite woman
and these Gentiles in the crowds are hurting, sick, and hungry. They
come to Jesus in their emptiness and Jesus heals them and fills
them. 
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Conclusion
How’s your heat? Every thought we think, every word we say, and
every act we do flow from our hearts. Are our thoughts, words, and
acts marked by pride that we have achieved certain cultural
customs and have maintained certain “Christian behaviors”? Or are
our thoughts, words, and acts marked by our spiritual emptiness
outside of Christ. Another way to put this question is this: are our
hearts desperate for Jesus? Do we reflect on our need and Jesus’
character to meet our needs? Do we think, speak, and act out of
these realities? How’s our heart, church family.

Non-Christian, would you come to Jesus today. He is the one who
can give you a new heart. Romans 10:9 says that if you believe in
your heart that God raised Jesus from the dead and confess with
your mouth that Jesus is Lord, you will be saved. Do you believe that
Jesus died for you and rose again from the dead? Will you follow
him as Lord today? A yes to both of these questions is saving faith.
Would you believe today? 
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Prayer
God, help us to be like this Canaanite
woman who came to Jesus in her immense
need. Help us to see our needs and your
grace to care for us amid our needs. We
pray these things in Jesus’ name, amen. 
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