
Initial Exegetical Analysis: Sample (created by Christopher T. Holmes) 

Passage: Matthew 15:21–28  

Attend to the Text:  
• Jesus left that place: 

o The study notes suggest that the location of “that place” is likely Gennesaret (see 

Matt 14:34: “When they had crossed over, they came to the land at Gennesaret.”).  

o What else do we know about Gennesaret? What else occurs in Gennesaret? 

According to a concordance search, Matt 14:34 is the sole reference to Gennesaret 

in Matthew’s gospel. Is it important to know more about Gennesaret? 

• and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon: 

o Jesus’s time in Tyre and Sidon, at least in this instance, is confined to his 

interaction with the Canaanite woman. In 15:29, he is said to leave “that place” to 

pass by the Sea of Galilee.  

o The study notes suggest that “Tyre and Sidon” indicate that Jesus is in Gentile 

territory. The only other references to either “Tyre” or “Sidon” appear to occur in 

Matt 11:21, 22. Both locations, along with Sodom, are used as negative 

counterparts to Chorazin and Bethsaida in terms of repentance.  

• a Canaanite woman from that region came out: 

o The study bible’s notes suggest that although “Canaanite” signifies Ancient 

Israel’s enemies (see Deut 7:1), here it is used simply to denote the woman as a 

Gentile.   
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§ What if we allow a certain amount of animosity to remain with the term 

“Canaanite”? Wouldn’t it shed some light on Jesus’s response that he has 

come only for those in the “house of Israel” (v. 24)? 

o What is the relationship between Tyre and Sidon and Canaanites? Was this area 

populated by Canaanites? Or, does the text name her as Canaanite because it was 

an oddity? 

• and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David: 

o This appears to be an important way to address Jesus. The notes to this verse 

suggest looking at the notes to Matt 9:27. Apparently, this “request and title are 

often present in Matthew’s healing miracles” (HCSB 1874). These include: 

§ 9:27 = Jesus Heals Two Blind Men (9:27–31). The two men cry out, 

“Have mercy on us, Son of David!” see similar story in Matt 20:29–34 

§ 12:23 = Jesus and Beezebul (12:22–32). Following the healing of a blind 

and mute demoniac, the crowds ask, “Can this be the Son of David?” 

§ 17:15 = Jesus Heals a Boy with a Demon (17:14–21). The boy’s father 

addresses Jesus, “Lord, have mercy on my son…” 

§ 20:30–31 

o Is there something significant about the overlap in these stories (identifying Jesus 

as Lord and/or Son of David? Kneeling before Jesus? Healing of children afflicted 

by demons? 

o Concordance search says that “Son of David” occurs 10x in Matt’s gospel: (1:1, 

20 (of Joseph); 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30, 31; 21:9, 15; 22:42 
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o Concordance search says that “have mercy” occurs 5x in Matthew: 9:27; 15:22; 

17:15; 20:30, 31 

o Is this woman the only one to address Jesus as both Lord and Son of David? 

• “…my daughter is tormented by a demon”: 

o There is no note about what it means to be “tormented by a demon.” How do 

other translations refer to this? NIV: “is demon-possessed and suffering terribly”; 

ESV: “severely oppressed by a demon”; NLT: “is possessed by a demon that 

torments her severely”.  

o Where else does “torment” occur in Matt? Is the cause of torment always a 

demon?  

o When else does Jesus deal with demon-possessed people? 

• But he did not answer her at all: 

o What? Why not? Does Jesus ignore anyone else who comes to him for healing?  

o The text at this point does not tell us why Jesus did not answer her, just that he 

didn’t 

• And his disciples…”Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.”: 

o What is the tone of this verse? Are the disciples annoyed by her?  Do they just 

want to get rid of her? Are they not able to “send her away”? Why not? 

o Why do the disciples seem so intent on keeping people quiet or away from Jesus 

(e.g. the little children in Matt 19:13–15)? 

• He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”: 

o Who is Jesus answering? The text seems ambiguous. It is the disciples who have 

last spoken to Jesus. But, how is this an answer to their request that the woman be 
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sent away? Does this suggest that sending her away is, at least for the disciples, 

the same thing as healing her?  

o If this is addressed to the disciples, why does Jesus say what he is saying? Is he 

saying that he won’t heal her? That he won’t send her away? That he won’t have 

any thing at all to do with her? 

o What does “lost sheep of the house of Israel” mean anyway? 

§ The study bible suggests that this could refer to either a group within 

Israel or all of Israel itself. Cross-references include Matt 9:36, the 

statement that Jesus had compassion on the crowds because they were 

“like sheep without a shepherd” (aka lost?); Matt 10:35–36: “Go nowhere 

among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to 

the lost sheep of the house of Israel”. 

§ The restriction to the house of Israel stands in contrast with the Great 

Commission in Matt 28:19, “Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations…” 

§ What is Jesus’s relationship with non-Jews according to Matthew? 

• But she came and knelt before him, saying: 

o The woman moves into the presence of Jesus. She is no longer a voice shouting 

“out there” but a woman kneeling before Jesus. The change in location and even 

the manner of addressing (saying vs. shouting) is significant. The story attains a 

sort of intimacy lacking in the first encounter. 

o The study bible suggests that “kneeling” implies worship, with a note to 2:2. 

References from the note there include Matt 2:8, 11; 14:33; 28:9, 17. 
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• “Lord, help me.”: 

o The woman once again addresses Jesus as “Lord.” Her request is no longer “have 

mercy on me” but “help me.” 

o Is there a significant difference between “help me” and “have mercy on me”?  

• He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.”: 

o Presumably, Jesus is answering the woman.  

o A few questions related to the meanings of words: 

§ Fair: ESV: “it is not RIGHT”; NIV: “it is not RIGHT”; NLT: “it isn’t 

RIGHT”. What’s the difference between something being fair and 

something being right? 

§ Children: the study notes suggest that “children” refers to the Israelites, 

and references Deut 14:1 (“You are the children of the Lord…”) and Isa 

1:2 (“…I reared children and brought them up…”).  

§ Dogs: so, the dogs are non-Israelites? All non-Israelites? 

• What is the social significance of calling someone or some group 

“dogs”? I can’t imagine it has any particularly positive valence. 

§ Bread: In this analogy, what does “bread” signify? Is it Jesus’s healing 

power? Does it refer to Jesus’s (or God’s???) blessings? 

• What, if anything, does this reference to bread here have to do with 

the reference to bread in the Lord’s prayer (Matt 6:11)? 

• If there’s a connection with above, is Jesus saying that he has come 

to bring life ONLY to the Israelites? 

• She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” 
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o The woman (1) does not contest the analogy Jesus has given (i.e. the superiority 

of Israelites to non-Israelites) and (2) responds within the structures/hierarchies of 

Jesus’s response. In other words, her response depends on the “logic” of Jesus’s 

response to her. 

o Yet, the woman pushes the logic further than Jesus. The “children” in Jesus’s 

response become the “masters” in her response. She moves from a general 

hierarchy (children are better than dogs) to one based in domination (dogs are 

owned or subservient to masters).  

§ There seems to be a lot going on here that follows a cultural or social 

script that is not entirely accessible to me as a modern reader. What sort of 

power dynamics are imagined here? How is the hierarchy set up? Both 

dogs and children are lower than the “masters,” right? 

o “crumbs”: in other words, both the dogs and the children share in the “bread” of 

the masters’ table, though in different ways and in different quantities.  

• Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith!”: 

o Two things strike me about this. First, Jesus finally addresses the woman. In both 

of his previous response (vv. 24, 26), the person or persons he addresses are 

ambiguous, or at least they are not directly addressed. Here, Jesus addresses the 

woman directly—“Woman, great is your faith!” 

o The second significant thing about this response is the reference to her faith. The 

study notes helpfully point to Matt 8:10, which is another instant of a Gentile’s 

faith. This is the story of the centurion’s servant (8:5–13). Interestingly, this story 

also has overtones of proximity to Jesus (“I am not worthy to have you come 
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under my roof,” 8:8) and authority (“For I am also a man under authority,” 8:9). 

Jesus responds in amazement to the centurion’s request: “Truly I tell you, in no 

one in Israel have I found such faith” (8:10).  

o A potentially fruitful word-study of “faith” in Matthew’s gospel could help fill out 

this story. 

o The parallels with this story suggest again the question of the relationship 

between Jesus and non-Israelites  

• “Let it be done for you as you wish”: 

o “as you wish”. See other translations. NIV: “Your request is granted.”; ESV: “Be 

it done for you as you desire.”; NLT: “Your request is granted.”; NASB: “It shall 

be done as you wish” 

§ The NRSV and the ESV both have an imperative form: “Let it be” and “be 

it done.” 

§ The NIV and the NLT translate as if it is already happened.  

§ What’s up with this? 

§ Does Jesus change his mind? Does his response here change or reframe 

his first responses to the disciples and the woman? If so, how does this 

reframing occur? Through the woman’s agency or persistence?  

o Wish vs. desire: What’s the difference between this being a “wish” (NRSV; 

NASB) and it being a “desire”? 

o How is desire related to faith?  

• “And her daughter was healed instantly”: 
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o The story ends with the narrator adding that the woman’s daughter is healed 

instantly. The story of the centurion’s servant ends in a very similar way (8:13).  

Placing the Passage: Considering Structure and Literary Context 
• Outline:  

I. Jesus goes to the district of Tyre and Sidon (v. 21)  
II. The woman’s addresses Jesus from afar (vv. 22–24) 

A. The woman shouts at Jesus and explains her need (v. 22) 
B. Jesus’s silence, the disciples’ annoyance, and Jesus’ s response (vv. 23–

24) 
III. The woman’s request at the feet of Jesus (vv. 25–28a) 

A. The woman’s request and Jesus’s response (vv. 25–26) 
B. The woman’s persistent response and Jesus’s surprised response (vv. 27–

28a) 
IV. The resolution: the daughter is healed (v. 28b) 

 
• Transition words and/or movement in the text:  

o “Jesus left that place” (v. 21); “Just then” (v. 22); “but he…” (v. 23); “but she…” 

(v. 25); “Then Jesus…” (v. 28)” 

o The “action” in the passage centers around the interaction of Jesus with the 

Canaanite woman; the story really “slows down” in vv. 25–28. Jesus and the 

woman dialogue; she kneels/worships before him; 

• Literary Context 

o Immediate context: (1) the healing of many people (14:35–36); (2) a conflict with 

the “Pharisees and scribes” over hand washing (15:1–9); (3) a pronouncement 

based on the previous about the nature of defilement (15:10–20); (4) this passage; 

(5) the healing of many people (15:29–31); (6) the feeding of the 4,000.  

o Larger context: Based on the introduction to Matthew in the study bible, this 

passage occurs towards the end of the middle section of Matthew, based on the 

“temporal statements in 4.17 and 16.21 (“from that time Jesus began…”)” (HCSB 

1858). This middle section is characterized by the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5–
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7), several healing stories and summaries, the mission discourse (Matt 10), a 

collection of parables (Matt 13), and a few nature miracles. It is also a time in 

which Jesus’s identity is confessed, questioned, and outright challenged.  

• There are similar stories in Matthew, including the healing of the two blind men (Matt 9, 

21) and the healing of the centurion’s servant (Matt 8).  

Considering the Parallel Accounts: 
• Pericope §116 in Throckmorton: 

• The first thing to point out is that Luke does not have this story 

• Matthew differs from Mark in places:  

o Matthew adds the woman’s first address (v. 22), the response of the disciples (v. 

23), and Jesus’s first response (v. 24). In other words, Matthew heightens the 

tensions between Israelites and non-Israelites in Mark’s version 

§ The woman is a Canaanite in Matthew but a Gentile/Syro-Phoenician 

woman in Mark 

o Matthew adds “Woman, great is your faith”; Mark does not have any mention of 

faith, but places Jesus response simply on what she said; nor does Mark have any 

note about the woman’s wish 

o Matthew’s note that the daughter “is tormented by a demon” is more vivid than 

Mark’s “cast the demon out of her daughter” 

o In Mark, it is the “children’s crumbs” but in Matthew it is “the crumbs that fell 

from their masters’ table” 

o Mark’s account of the resolution is longer and more detailed: it does not just 

reference the instance of healing, but the woman’s actually going home and 

finding her daughter well 
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• I highlighted most of the differences above in my reading of the Matthew passage alone. 

In other words, much of what stood out to me may be indicators of Matthew’s editorial 

hand 

Focusing on the Passage: 
• Based on what I’ve noted above, here are some of the questions that I am most interested 

in and/or need the most help from secondary sources: 

o Social-Historical-Cultural Context: What is the significance of the location of this 

story in the district of Tyre and Sidon? What was the place of Canaanites in this 

location? What is implied by Jesus’s two responses? What is meant by “dog” and 

“masters” and “bread/crumbs”? 

o The Woman’s Encounter with Jesus: The text suggests a progression in her 

approach to Jesus, in spatial, verbal, and possibly even confessional terms. How 

does this progression relate to Jesus’s responses and apparent change of heart? 

o The Nature of Faith: The nature of faith is an important component in this story. 

What about the woman’s response or persistence is an indicator of her faith? In 

whom or in what does she have faith? 

o Jesus the exclusivist and flip-flopper?: What does this text say about Jesus and his 

view of the Gentiles? What is more, Jesus seems to change his mind. How do we 

make sense of this? 

o Overhearing this dialogue: How might this story surprise its ancient and modern 

hearers? How is Jesus surprising or unnerving? Who might the audience identify 

with? The woman? The disciples? Jesus (or at least his initial perspective)? How 

might this story challenge cultural expectations?  
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o Is this a text meant to be solved (i.e. explain away what is hard)? Is it meant to 

challenge us as readers? 

Teaching and Proclaiming the Passage: 
• Getting Jesus’s Attention: Focus on the woman’s movement and progression in the text 

and how it seems to reflect Jesus’s own movement or progression: 

• Faith as Belief and Desire: Explore the ways in which the woman’s faith carries with it 

aspects of belief and desire. In the first place, the woman’s persistence is an indicator that 

she believes certain things about Jesus or God: Jesus can heal her daughter; even with the 

priority of Israel, she assumes that God cares for non-Israelites as well. In addition, Jesus 

commends her faith and says that it will be done according to her desire. How might our 

desires reflect the objects of our faith? This is not fully developed yet.  

• What about the disciples?: It’s somewhat strange that the disciples aren’t mentioned 

again after v. 23. Do they, like us, overhear the dialogue between Jesus and the woman? 

If so, how might the dialogue surprise them? 

• Context is Key: This story is nestled within a series of controversy stories, including a 

question about the nature of impurity (15:1–20). How does this story “speak” within that 

context?  

Progression of Woman:  Progression of Jesus: 
From shouting to saying  responding to disciples (ignoring woman) 
From distance to kneeling/worshiping  responding to woman 
From shouting at to dialoguing with   addressing, commending woman 
 
 


