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No “them” in Heaven * Matthew 15:21-28 

February 24, 2019 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I don’t know about you, but I’m a bit of a sucker for a good sweepstakes.  You know, enter to win a trip 

to Florida or a cruise to the Bahamas – if I see something like that, I’m apt to put my name in.  Sadly 

though, I never had Ed McMahon show up at my house to say I’ve won, but who knows, maybe Ryan 

Seacrest will take over for him and I’ll get that giant novelty cheque after all someday.   

 

Now, when I do enter a contest like that, I do do my due diligence and check the fine print and I’ve been 

interested to see a common trend lately.  Let me read you some examples and see if you can pick it out.   

 

1. CruiseCritic - Romantic River Cruise Getaway Sweepstakes 

Enter to win a seven-night Danube river cruise for two people valued at nearly $8,200. 

Eligibility: Open to the U.S. and Canada (void in PQ) 

 

2. Good Housekeeping - Cayman Islands Getaway Sweepstakes 

One lucky person will receive a free trip for four people to Cayman Islands, a prize worth over $6,000. 

Eligibility: Open to the U.S. and Canada (void in PQ) 

 

3. Food Network Magazine - Italy Getaway Sweepstakes 

Here's your chance to win an eight-day self-guided walking tour of Italy including wine tastings and 

more. 

Eligibility: Open to the U.S. and Canada (void in PQ) 

 

4. Visit Orlando - Win an Orlando Family Vacation Sweepstakes 

Enter to win a free family vacation in Orlando, Florida. 

Eligibility: Open to the U.S. and Canada (void in PQ) 

 

30. Celebrity Cruises - Caribbean Getaway Sweepstakes 

Enter for a chance to win a seven-night Caribbean cruise for two people valued at almost $4,000. 

Eligibility: Open to the U.S. and Canada (void in PQ) 

 

Did you catch the common trend there?  “Void in Quebec.”  It turns out that the legislation on contests 

is much tighter in Quebec than in the other provinces, and so rather than jump through all the hoops, a 

lot of companies just choose not to offer these opportunities to the people of Quebec. 

 

But just imagine how that must feel.  You come across this chance to win a romantic getaway on the 

Danube river and then it says ‘oh, nope, not for you.  You’re not eligible for this because of where you’re 

from.” 

 

Now the reason that I bring that up is that that’s the issue at the heart of today’s passage.  Yes, this is a 

miracle story, and we shouldn’t take away from that.  This passage is clearly intended to show us who 

Jesus is – a man capable of miracles who MUST be sent by God - but at its heart, this passage is more 

than who Jesus is.  It’s also about who is eligible for God’s grace.   You’ve got a woman here who is 
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technically outside of the scope of Jesus’ mission; will Jesus grant her request for mercy and heal her 

daughter?  Or will she be excluded on the basis of who she is?  Is grace tied to race?  Is the offer of 

salvation void is you’re not from the right place?   

 

Because any first century Jew watching this event unfold would say – ‘yes, grace IS tied to race.  If the 

Hebrew God has come to earth, then His priority will be to bless the Hebrew people.’   

 

But this passage pushes us to ask: Is God’s mercy something that abides by ethnicity and national 

borders, or is it something that transcends them both?  I suspect that you already know the answer, so 

just be thinking as we unpack this passage: how does God’s colour blind love impact the way we think 

about and interact with people of other ethnicities? 

 

If you’re not already there, turn with me to Matthew 15, starting at verse 21, and we’ll dig deeper into 

this passage to see what it’s saying.  So Matthew 15, starting in verse 21.   

 

Now at this point, Jesus is up in Northern Israel, not too far from His hometown of Nazareth.  Verse 21 

says: 

 

21 Leaving that place, Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon. 

 

So He’s going farther north, into a region that is predominantly Gentile.  He spends much of His time in 

Jewish territory, but for some reason, He decides to go up into Tyre and Sidon. 

 

Why is He going into Gentile territory?  Well, my best guess is that He is taking His disciples on 

something of a retreat, where they won’t be recognized, so that they can rest and refocus before they 

get back into ministry.  (CF: 24 Jesus left that place and went to the vicinity of Tyre. He entered a house 

and did not want anyone to know it; yet he could not keep his presence secret (Mark 7:24). 

Because at this point, Jesus in Jewish country is a bit like Brad Pitt walking down the street – EVERYBODY 

knows who He is and EVERYBODY wants to take a selfie with Him.   

 

But it turns out that Jesus’ reputation has preceded Him and so even in Gentile country, Jesus attracted 

attention.   

 

So here’s Jesus, surrounded by people – Gentile people – who are looking for His help. 

 

And in their midst was a woman whose daughter was suffering terribly from demon possession.  I’m 

sure that as a mother, she would have moved heaven and earth to help her daughter, but so far, she’d 

had no luck.  So when Jesus showed up in town, Jesus, who had a reputation as a miracle worker, she 

went to Him, hoping that He would heal her daughter.  She got as close to Jesus as she could and began 

crying out to Him “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me.  Heal my daughter.”  

 

22 A Canaanite woman from that vicinity came to him, crying out, "Lord, Son of David, have mercy on 

me! My daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession." 
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Now this is a really interesting moment.  Here’s this Gentile woman, calling Jesus by very Jewish names.  

‘Lord,’ ‘Son of David’ – those are very Jewish expressions that identify Jesus – rightly I might add – as the 

one sent by YHWH to rule on the throne of David forever.  This Gentile woman is bang on in her 

understanding of who Jesus is and she’s appealing to Him on the basis of who He truly is. 

 

But here’s the thing.  Who is SHE?  She’s a Gentile.  She is ‘other’ par excellence.  In an us-vs-them 

situation, the Jews are the US and she is THEM.  And more than that, she’s a CANAANITE.  If you’re a 

first century Jew, what does that word make you think?  Adversary.  Enemy.  ‘Canaanites’ are the 

enemies of God’s people.  They were the pagans who led their ancestors into idolatry when those 

ancestors failed to wipe them out.  Remember Joshua?  Remember the Judges?  The Canaanites caused 

Israel no shortage of trouble and now here’s this Canaanite woman appealing to Jesus for help.  If you’re 

a first century Jew, your instinct is going to be to say ‘God’s mercy is open to all Israelites, void in 

Canaan’ so sorry lady, you’re outta luck.   

 

And yet, here she was, humbling herself before Jesus and asking Him to have mercy on her.   

 

How do you think Jesus is going to respond?  He’s probably going to blow everybody’s mind and heal her 

daughter, right?   

 

Verse 23 - 23 Jesus did not answer a word.  

 

He heard her asking Him to heal her daughter and yet He said nothing.   

 

Well, that’s different.  Sort of unexpected.  Why would Jesus not respond?  Was He blind to this 

woman’s suffering?  Was He acting on Jewish racial prejudice that said that non-Jew deserved no 

mercy?  Because that sentiment WAS there in His day.  But I don’t think that’s what causes Jesus’ 

silence. 

 

I think it’s most likely that Jesus was trying to get a better sense of what this woman expected of Him 

and thought of Him.  I mean, here in Gentile territory, magicians and wonder workers were a dime a 

dozen who could show up and take money to utter a few spells and then move on down the road, and I 

think Jesus probably wondered if that was the way that this Canaanite mother saw Him too?  I suspect 

that He was probing her motives to see if she saw Him as a heavenly vending machine who could be 

paid to get what she wanted, or if she really believed that He WAS in fact, the Son of David, the King 

who would rule forever.  At any rate, I think that this silence was intended to invite further conversation.   

 

And further conversate she did, because she kept on crying out - "Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me! 

My daughter is suffering terribly from demon-possession."  

 

She kept with it.  So much so that it started to drive the disciples crazy and so his disciples came to him 

and urged him, "Send her away, for she keeps crying out after us." 

 

24 He answered, "I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel." 
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Now this is a really interesting statement and I think it goes a long way to explaining why He was silent 

at first.  Jesus knew that His job number one was to reach the lost sheep of Israel, who had wandering 

from God, in order to bring them back to the Good Shepherd.   

 

Jesus’ purpose on earth, stretching back even before He was born, was to reach the lost sheep of Israel.  

That was the message at Christmas – “He will save HIS people from their sin”; that’s what He told His 

disciples when He sent them out five chapters ago: 

 

5 "Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. 

 6 Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel” (Matthew 10:5-6). 

 

His job, was to announce in word and in deed the forgiveness of sin and the inauguration of the 

Kingdom that God had promised to the people of Israel.  Period.  That was His job.  That was His duty.  

That was why He was here on earth.  And unlike the starship captain who gets a distress call and pulls 

his ship off course to investigate, thus endangering both his crew and his mission, Jesus is going to stay 

focused on His mission.   

 

Nevertheless, this Canaanite mother persisted. 

 

 25 The woman came and knelt before him. "Lord, help me!" she said. 

 

She humbles herself before Him; she brings nothing but her need and her belief that He can do 

something about it and she says ‘Help.’ 

 

 26 He replied, "It is not right to take the children's bread and toss it to their dogs." 

 

Now again, Jesus is thinking in terms of His mission.  His mission is to bring the blessings that God 

promised to Israel TO Israel and taking Israel’s blessings to them entirely to the Gentiles would make 

about as much sense as stealing food from the kids to feed the dogs.   

 

 27 "Yes, Lord," she said, [you’re right.] "but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' 

table." 

 

And just like that, this mother reveals that she really understands who Jesus is – He is not some 

heavenly vending machine – He is not just king of the Jews.  He is indeed the Davidic king who will rule 

an eternal and worldwide kingdom.  A WORLD wide kingdom.  A kingdom made up of many nations, not 

just the Jews.  To put it another way, she understands that Jesus’ mission is to show mercy to the Jews 

first, but she trusts that Jesus has more than enough mercy to share with Gentiles too. 

 

And she is absolutely right.  Jesus’ grace is not tied to race.  His mercy is not limited to one people group.  

And frankly, I think He’s been playing a little coy here, playing His cards close to the chest – and I have 

been too – because even Jesus knew that His mission was not only to the Jews, but to the Jews first, and 

then to the Gentiles.  Yes, He was sent to reach the lost sheep of Israel, but that was only the beachhead 

from which the Gospel could spread to the nations.  God promised that way back in the Abrahamic 
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covenant – remember Genesis 12.  God had said to Abraham – “I will bless you and make you into a 

nation, and in you, all the nations will be blessed.”  And Jesus understood that He was fulfilling that 

promise.  Notice the order there.  God’s intention was always to bless the Jews first, so that through 

them, God could bless the Gentiles.  And that’s what Jesus is doing here – He has come through the 

Jewish people and He is here now to bless them and to bless the rest of the world.   

 

And this Canaanite woman understood and trusted Him to do what He had come to do.   

 

And look what Jesus said. 

 

28 Then Jesus answered, "Woman, you have great faith! (You have understood who I really am.  You 

have grasped the bottomless supply of my mercy.  And you have put your trust in the right person, the 

Sovereign God).  Your request is granted." And her daughter was healed from that very hour (Mat 15:21-

28 NIV). 

 

That’s a powerful moment and the way that Jesus heals that girl is a picture of Jesus heals the nations.  

Right?  He’s not just talking about healing and exorcisms and miracles; Jesus is talking about salvation.   

 

And on the basis of this passage, on the basis of the NT, who is eligible for it?  Anyone and everyone.   

 

There is no one excluded from the grace of God on the basis of race; God’s mercy is available to anyone 

who is willing to come humbly to Him and receive His mercy by faith.   

 

Let me unpack that a bit – God’s mercy is available to anyone who is willing to come humbly to Him and 

receive His mercy by faith.   

 

At first, Jesus’ priority was to the lost sheep of Israel – He came, to keep the promises God had made to 

Abraham, to restore the people of Israel to Himself and to be their God and Shepherd.  And so His job 

number one was to reach ‘the lost sheep of Israel’ with the mercy of God.  A lot of Jewish people at that 

time got to thinking that that meant that their Messiah’s mission would end there – salvation for the 

Jews, void everywhere else.   

 

But the mercy of God is too great to be limited to one nation.  He could pour out enough mercy for 

every person in Israel and STILL HAVE an infinite supply of mercy left, and so just as God had promised, 

God’s blessings would flow through Israel to the nations.  To people like us.  God’s mercy is available to 

anyone… 

 

The only stipulation is that people would receive those blessings by faith, coming humbly to Jesus to say 

‘yes Lord, I have wandered; forgive me and lead me in Your good paths.’  We can’t just presume on the 

grace of God; we need, each of us, to come to Jesus as this woman did, to say ‘Lord, I need Your help 

and your salvation.’  And He will respond to anyone who asks, no matter where they are from.       

 

God’s mercy is available to anyone who is willing to come humbly to Him and receive His mercy by faith.   
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Now that would have been I think a stunning idea to the Jewish people in Jesus’ day.  A Gentile person, 

eligible for the grace of God?  That’s unheard of.  That’s impossible.  And I think that that’s why 

Matthew was specifically tells us: “THIS IS A CANAANITE WOMAN” – he wants us to see just how radical 

and radically inclusive Jesus’ love is.  Even the ancient enemy of God’s people could receive His grace.   

 

And we need to hear that too – to realize how borders and ethnicities mean nothing in the Kingdom of 

Heaven.  We have a tendency to think ‘us’ and ‘them’ but in the Kingdom.  There is no ‘them’.  Only ‘us’ 

– an ‘us’ who are made up of all people who have put their faith in Jesus’ redeeming love, no matter 

where they come from.  There’s not going to be a ‘Little India’ in Heaven and a ‘Chinatown’ in Heaven; 

just the mass of all of the people who have trusted in and received the redeeming grace of God.  And if 

that’s the case, if there’s no ‘them’ in Heaven, only we who have trusted Jesus, when we act the same 

way on earth.   

 

Since Jesus’ mercy is not limited by ethnicity, neither should ours be. 

Since Jesus’ mercy is not limited by ethnicity, neither should ours be. 

 

Jesus was able to overcome the racial prejudices of His culture, because He realized that the mercy of 

God was not for the Jews only.  It was for everyone.  It was for Gentiles, it was for pagans, it was for 

Wiccans, it was for Aboriginal peoples, it was for Muslims, it was for Hindus and He treated people not 

according to their ethnicity, but God’s mercy.  There was no ‘them’ in His mind; only all those people 

who needed God’s love. 

 

How about us? 

 

I know that there is a real human tendency to say ‘here’s us’ and ‘here’s them’ and the people who are 

like me will get my attention and the ‘them’ well, they’re on their own.  And that perspective can creep 

very easily into the church.  We subconsciously say ‘well, we can reach white people with the Gospel, 

but those other people?  Well, they’re not interested, or they’re too different or I’m too scared or ‘God’s 

grace isn’t for them’?  Not true.  A woman in a hijab needs Jesus’ mercy as much as a woman in a spring 

bonnet, and that mercy is for ANYONE who will receive it by faith.   

 

And maybe you’re not there yet.  Maybe you’re not ready to witness to a Muslim neighbour.  But I want 

you to think carefully about the racial prejudices of our culture.  There are stereotypes about the 

Natives, stereotypes about the Muslims; Trump certainly wants people to think a certain way about 

refugees, but listen, is your thinking about those people shaped more by those stereotypes, or by the 

limitless mercy of God?   

 

Before we can think about extending mercy the way Jesus did, we need to be sure that we are thinking 

about all people the way that Jesus did.  Jesus’ mercy transcends borders, so we need to be careful and 

to look honestly at our hearts, to be sure that we are seeing people according to His grace, not our 

culture’s prejudices.  We need to be careful that we are not minimizing people on the basis of race, and 

instead treat them with the dignity that Jesus would, because they are made in the image of God, just as 

much as we are. 
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To that end, I want to share with you a quick video about a Muslim man who came to faith in Jesus.  It’s 

a neat story and hopefully it will be an encouragement to you as you seek to live this out.   

 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

. 2 Cor. 13:11 - Finally, brothers, rejoice. Aim for restoration, comfort one another, agree with one 

another, live in peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you. 


