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Isaiah 56.1, 6–8 
Matthew 15.21–28 
 
NB This is not the text of the sermon that was preached. The sermon that was preached 
was extemporary. These are my preparatory notes. 
 
Introduction 
Questions of who can be in relationship with God. 
 
Isaiah 56.1, 6–8 
 
The background here is that God has created a temple for his glory in which humanity 
are to be his image, to reflect his character. Yet sin has entered through humanity’s 
rebellion against God. God responds with both justice and mercy, beginning with the 
first animal sacrifice in the Garden of Eden, to make clothing for Adam and Eve (Genesis 
3.21), and in the bow in the sky after the flood, which indicates that the rap for 
humanity’s rebellion will be taken by God: the arrow is pointing at God (Genesis 9.14). A 
special relationship in the form of a covenant is then made with Abraham, providing a 
way for a people to be the image of God in creation, later described as a “light to the 
nations” by Isaiah (e.g. Isaiah 42.6; 49.6; 60.3). 
 
Yet the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and those drawn out of slavery in 
Egypt with whom God made and renewed a covenant at Horeb, known as Israel, 
persisted in rebelling against the relationship with God. The prophecy of Isaiah is a book 
of judgement and promise: God’s judgement of Israel, meted out through the actions of 
the nations around them, and then the promise of one who would gather not only Israel, 
but also those whom Israel as the light to the nations were supposed to gather to God. 
God himself, in the form of the Servant, will gather not only Israel but also those whom 
Israel considered as outcasts. 
 
The idea of gathering was introduced in Isaiah 40.11: 
 
He will feed his flock like a shepherd; 
  he will gather the lambs in his arms, 
 and carry them in his bosom, 
  and gently lead the mother sheep. (Isaiah 40.11) 
 
and is expanded in v.8 of our reading today to include all those who are in right 
relationship with God, regardless of social status: 
 
Thus says the Lord GOD, 
  who gathers the outcasts of Israel, 
 I will gather others to them 
  besides those already gathered. (Isaiah 56.8) 



 
1 Thus says the LORD: 
Maintain justice, and do what is right, 
for soon my salvation will come, 
and my deliverance be revealed. 
 
The key words here, and throughout today’s passage, are the words that are translated 
as ‘maintain’, ‘keep’, and ‘hold fast’ in verse 1 and subsequently, especially in verses 2-
5, which are excluded from today’s reading. These are the key words because they 
describe those who are in right relationship with God.  
 
Verse 2 comments on the impact of verse 1:  
 
2 Happy is the mortal who does this, 
the one who holds it fast, 
who keeps the sabbath, not profaning it, 
and refrains from doing any evil. 
 
Verses 3-5 address the tensions in the community about those to whom this applies.  
 
3 Do not let the foreigner joined to the LORD say, 
“The LORD will surely separate me from his people”; 
and do not let the eunuch say, 
“I am just a dry tree.” 
 
For Isaiah, there is no question as regards whether foreigners and eunuchs will 
somehow be excluded from God’s gathering. Social status is not the question: 
relationship with God is the question.   
 
4 For thus says the LORD: 
To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, 
who choose the things that please me 
and hold fast my covenant, 
5 I will give, in my house and within my walls, 
a monument and a name 
better than sons and daughters; 
I will give them an everlasting name 
that shall not be cut off. 
 
In verses 2-5, it is made clear that some of the supposed outcasts, Eunuchs, will not be 
“cut off”. Here the pun is surely intentional as a literary device? Not only can they be in 
right relationship with God by keeping the covenant, but these Eunuchs, who appear 
incapable of leaving an inheritance in the form of physical offspring, will leave 
something better. They will leave an everlasting name in the house of God, in the place 
where it was assumed that they would have no social status.  
 
6 And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, 



minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, 
and to be his servants, 
all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, 
and hold fast my covenant— 
7 these I will bring to my holy mountain, 
and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices 
will be accepted on my altar; 
for my house shall be called a house of prayer   for all peoples. 
 
Likewise, the foreigners who are in right relationship with God by keeping the covenant, 
who would have assumed exclusion from the places and practices of worship, will find 
themselves not just allowed to access the places, but will be joyfully and fully integrated 
into worshipping life of the community.  
 
So, the gathering will be not just of Israel herself, but all those whom she was called to 
gather to the Lord through being a light to the nations.  
 
8 Thus says the Lord GOD, 
who gathers the outcasts of Israel, 
I will gather others to them 
besides those already gathered. 
 
Matthew 15.21–28 
21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 
 
In this passage, Jesus withdraws (went away) from the Pharisees. This is not the first 
time that he has withdrawn from rising tensions with Israel’s leaders, the Pharisees. 
Matthew paints a strong contrast between Jesus and these Gentiles. Jesus has been 
sent as the Jewish Messiah, the Saviour of Israel; the Canaanites were Israel’s 
archetypal enemies. Matthew emphasises this difference by not only noting the 
location, but also by noting the woman’s ethnicity: a Canaanite, one who did not 
worship God as the Jews worshipped God. Furthermore, in contrast with previous 
appeals for mercy from a householder, here Jesus does not enter the woman’s house. 
How could he? It is the house of a Canaanite. So, the social setting of their conversation 
stands out in the context of Matthew’s gospel: here is a conversation between the 
representatives of two opposing religious and ethnic groups.  
 
22 Just then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have 
mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”  
 
Yet, these religious-ethnic differences appear to be of no consequence to the 
Canaanite woman. It does not matter to her that Jesus is a Jew, or even a Jewish 
Messiah. Using language that becomes normative in Christian liturgy, and in a form that 
reflects the wrestling with controversy that we express in the psalms, the woman makes 
a bold appeal to Jesus. She approaches Jesus by coming out of her house, and shouts, 
“Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” 



 
There is a further contrast here. Whereas in the preceding passage, the leaders of those 
to whom Jesus has been sent as Messiah are suspicious of him at best, here, in that 
culture, an alien and a woman appeals to Jesus to be her Messiah.  
 
I wonder if we can imagine what this might feel like? For me, as we celebrate having 
raised £100,000 of the needed £600,000 to complete fundraising for the organ project, 
it’s a bit like someone walking through the door and offering us that balance. How would 
you expect us to respond? Well, you’d expect us to welcome them with open arms and – 
having completed all necessary diligence about the money – to joyfully accept the offer 
with gratitude.  
 
So Jesus, this is your big opportunity to show that you’re not just the Saviour of the Jews, 
but the Saviour of the whole world. How does he respond? 
 
23 But he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, “Send 
her away, for she keeps shouting after us.”  
 
Is this a dramatic pause? We don’t know. 
 
The disciples, clearly feeling uncomfortable at best, if not demonstrating their prejudice 
against this Canaanite woman, then came to him, urging him to send this alien woman 
away, “for she keeps shouting after us”. It sounds like the appeals of the Canaanite 
woman had been not been singular, but were ongoing.  
 
There then follows the familiar form of a controversy dialogue, with which we as readers 
of Matthew’s gospel this year will be familiar. The form comprises a situation or event 
which gives rise to a hostile question, normally to Jesus, which Jesus normally responds 
to with a correcting or reproving question and then a final flourish that drives his point 
home. However, there is a twist in this instance. The hostile question does not come 
from an onlooker, it comes from Jesus, the response comes from the Canaanite 
woman, and then Jesus performs the healing.  
 
The situation is the realm of Jesus’ ministry.  Who has Jesus been sent to? 
 

24 [Jesus answered the appeal of the disciples to send the woman away,  by making a 
statement about his ministry, saying], “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of 
Israel.” 25 But [the Canaanite woman] came and [adopting the posture of a worshipper] 
knelt before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” 
 
26 [Jesus] answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  
Here, “the children” refers to Israel, and “the dogs” refer to the Gentiles. 
Jesus is saying that it is not fair to take what has been allocated to the Jews and then to 
allocate it to the Gentiles. 
 



27 She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ 
table.” 28 Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as 
you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly. 
 
Conclusion 
Anyone can be in relationship with God: all that is required is faith in Jesus Christ, which 
involves following him, keeping the covenant. 
In this time in which questions of who is in and who is out are rife in our society, what 
might our response to that look like as we follow Jesus? 


