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Expect the Unexpected 

Matthew 15:21-28 
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Big Question:  What should be our expectations of how God works? 

Big Idea:  Jesus is the God of unexpected grace. 

Introduction 

Expect the unexpected.  Expect the unexpected. 

It sounds like a stupid thing to say, doesn’t it? 

It’s a contradiction. 

If something’s unexpected, then by very definition, how could you possibly be expecting it? 

 

What the phrase means, of course, is “Don’t get caught off-guard.” 

Unexpected things are going to happen. 

So, you shouldn’t be surprised when something you weren’t expecting comes along. 

In fact, be waiting for it. 

 

In the naughties, the Queensland government taught us to “expect the unexpected” when 

we’re driving. 

When you’re cruising along down the road, it’s so easy for you mind to be elsewhere. 

And then a motorbike will appear out of nowhere and overtake you on double lines or in 

narrow street. 

Or you’re sitting at the lights and a cyclist just sails on through on red. 

As you drive down a quiet suburban street, expect that a child might run onto the road to 

get a ball without looking. 

Expect the unexpected because it does happen. 

 

Throughout his earthly ministry, what Jesus did was often unexpected. 

People were often surprised as he revealed more and more about what God is like and how 

he is at work in the world. 
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He turned peoples’ expectations on their heads. 

He continues to do the same thing today. 

As we read Matthew’s account of Jesus’ life two thousand years later we get caught off-

guard too, by the power, authority, kindness and mercy of Jesus and his heavenly father 

who he reveals to us. 

Outline 

After a three week break from the gospel of Matthew, we’re returning back to it this 

morning. 

We’re in a block of stories from Jesus’ life that starts at chapter 14 and goes through to 

chapter 17. 

This part of the gospel focuses on the question, “Who is this Messiah?” 

 

Who is this Messiah? 

Jesus is the God of unexpected grace. 

 An Unexpected Welcome 

 An Unexpected Response 

 An Unexpected Favour 

An Unexpected Welcome 

You might remember that as we’ve worked through chapters 14 and 15, we’ve seen Jesus 

and his disciples bouncing around Lake Galilee like a pinball. 

Matthew plots their journey as they go from one side to the other. 

First, Jesus does a little bit of ministry here and then he crosses the lake and ministers again 

to people on the other side. 

 

And by this stage of his ministry, things seem to be heating up. 

Jesus’ popularity is increasing. 

Large crowds of people come out to search for him, even coming to find him in the middle 

of nowhere. 

At the same time, animosity towards him – especially from the religious leaders of Israel – is 

growing too. 
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Earlier in chapter 15, the Scribes and the Pharisees came to Jesus asking why his disciples 

broke the traditions of the elders. 

Jesus responded by showing them how their own traditions actually contradicted what God 

had said. 

Their focus was on being clean on the outside. 

Jesus explains that he came to clean people from the inside. 

 

The religious leaders were very offended. 

They thought they were good enough already, couldn’t be better. 

The tension between Jesus and the religious leaders will keep increasing through the rest of 

the book. 

Their dislike of Jesus will take him to the cross. 

But not yet. 

 

Jesus ends the confrontation by turning his back on his opponents and walking away.1 

Only this time, he does something quite unexpected. 

Instead of heading across the lake again, he actually leaves the area around Lake Galilee and 

heads west towards the cities of Tyre and Sidon. 

This is part of the area is part of the land that the Lord gave Israel as an inheritance. 

But at that time and for hundreds of years before, it belonged to the region of Phoenicia. 

 

Just like famous people today, Jesus was trying to keep his location secret. 

He wasn’t advertising where he was. 

Mark gives us a little bit more detail than Matthew:  {DP} 

Mark 7:24b (NIV11)  He entered a house and did not want anyone to know it; yet he 

could not keep his presence secret. 

 

A number of years ago, I met a pastor who was the General Secretary of his denomination in 

his part of Africa. 

He knew a thing or two about the cost of serving Jesus. 
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As a young man, he was fortunate enough to have been sponsored to study theology in 

Australia. 

The cost was that it meant leaving his wife behind in Africa for a few years to be able to do 

it. 

 

He was telling me that one of the hardest things about ministry in his context was that he 

couldn’t get a break. 

His family couldn’t afford to go anywhere for holidays. 

You can turn off your phone or take it off the hook, but you can’t turn off your front door. 

People would often come looking for help when he most needed a break. 

It was the same for Jesus. 

 

Even though Jesus was trying to keep a low profile, there was a woman who came to see 

him. 

Her daughter was sick. 

More than that, Matthew tells us in verse 22 that the girl was demon possessed. 

Matthew doesn’t give us any details, but I take it that the demon was using the sickness to 

torture the girl and it’s clear that she was suffering terribly because of it. 

 

It doesn’t seem all that surprising that she comes to Jesus, wanting him to heal her 

daughter. 

If anyone was going to be able to fix her, then surely it’s going to be Jesus the great miracle 

worker. 

Well, it’s not all that unexpected to us. 

But it would’ve been quite unexpected for a Jew living in the first century. 

 

Firstly, she’s a woman. 

I’m not pointing that out just because it was International Women’s Day this week. 

A woman daring to approach a man like she did would’ve raised some eyebrows. 

A woman approaching a man?  It just wasn’t done. 

 

Secondly, she wasn’t considered a friendly. 
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Jesus wasn’t in Israel anymore. 

These were Greek cities in the area of Phoenicia. 

Mark tells us a little bit more about this woman – that she wasn’t a Jew:  {DP} 

Mark 7:26a (NIV11)  26 The woman was a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia. She 

begged Jesus to drive the demon out of her daughter. 

 

Matthew goes much further – he describes her as a Canaanite. 

What’s wrong with that? 

The Canaanites were the bitter enemies of the Jews. 

They were the people who were in the Promised Land before the Israelites. 

Matthew is highlighting just how wide the gulf was between this woman and Jesus. 

 

So, it’s not at all expected when she identifies Jesus as “Lord” in verse 22. 

She even recognises him as the “Son of David”. 

That’s a title that belongs the king of Israel. 

She approaches Jesus as the Messiah. 

 

This Canaanite woman is very different from many of the other people who came to Jesus 

looking for healing. 

she’s in a whole different league to the religious gurus of Israel. 

In spite of all their learning and knowledge of the Scriptures, they refused to recognise Jesus 

for who he is. 

But this gentile woman knows exactly who Jesus is.  She’s got him clocked. 

 

Isn’t that often the case? 

There are people in churches and Bible colleges who’ve spent their lives studying the Bible 

who don’t know Jesus. 

I’m not ashamed to say that many of them know their Bibles far better than I do. 

Yet they miss what a blind man on a galloping horse couldn’t help but notice. 

 

Jesus isn’t just any other bloke on the pages of history. 
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He truly is the Son of God, the promised Son of David, the Messiah. 

He is God himself who become one of us. 

That’s who Jesus is. 

 

Jesus leaves the religious opposition behind and finds an unexpected welcome from this 

gentile woman. 

She recognises Jesus for who he is. 

An Unexpected Response 

Secondly, Jesus’ response to this woman’s request is unexpected as well. 

What she’s asking seems reasonable enough. 

Here’s a woman whose clearly at her wit’s end because her daughter is suffering so terribly. 

Who wouldn’t want to help her? 

 

Imagine that you didn’t know much about Jesus and you were reading about his life and 

ministry for the first time in the gospel of Matthew. 

It’s true that when Jesus starts healing people at the beginning of chapter 8, it’s quite 

unexpected that he can make blind people see and lame people walk again. 

By chapter 15 though, our expectations have changed. 

 

I’ve lost track of the number of times in this gospel so far we’ve seen streams of people 

coming to Jesus. 

Everyone hears that Jesus the healer is in town. 

The cry goes out, “Bring out your nearly-dead!” 

And their friends, neighbours and rellies rush all the sick people to be healed by Jesus. 

 

Yes, she’s an outsider.   

As a Canaanite woman, she would’ve been reprehensible to a first-century Jew, but surely 

not to Jesus? 

Yet he healed the Centurion’s daughter, so we have the expectation that Jesus will make 

this woman’s daughter well too. 
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That’s why the way Jesus responds to this woman is quite surprising. 

Jesus doesn’t answer her question. 

Even worse, he just blanks her. 

Verse 23: 

Matthew 15:23a NIV11  23 Jesus did not answer a word. 

 

When I was 16, I went on a school exchange to Germany. 

I was on a very crowded tram separated from the rest of the group when a little old lady got 

onto the tram and started going off at me in German. 

She was like a woman possessed. 

That kind of situation would’ve been hard enough to know what to do in Australia. 

It was a whole lot harder when I didn’t speak the language well enough to have any idea 

what she was saying. 

All I could do was stare blankly at her. 

I don’t normally do that because it’s rude. 

 

Does Jesus reaction surprise you? 

Isn’t it part of his job description to help anyone and everyone who comes to him for help? 

It’s his job to heal this woman’s daughter. 

How could he possibly turn her away? 

 

This isn’t the Messiah that we all know and love. 

Isn’t Jesus meant to love everyone and care for them all the same way? 

The opposite of love is indifference. 

At least when you hate someone, you still care enough to have an emotional response 

towards them. 

Jesus seems like he couldn’t care any less. 

 

The disciples seem to be thinking exactly the same thing. 
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This woman was persistent; she kept trying, kept asking. 

So his posse come to Jesus, urging him to deal with her. 

It could be that they just want Jesus to get rid of her. 

I think it’s more likely that they expect Jesus to heal her and send her on her way. 

Can’t he just zap her daughter and everything will be okay? 

 

When I first read this, I wondered the same thing. 

Why it is that Jesus doesn’t just heal her? 

Jesus himself tells us in verse 24. 

Matthew 15:24 (NIV11)  24 He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” 

 

That might sound like a blanket ban on outsiders – that Jesus’ ministry was just confined to 

the people of Israel – but I’m not sure that Jesus meant it that way. 

Jesus doesn’t quite say, “No”. 

This isn’t the first time he’s healed a gentile. 

He healed the Roman centurion’s daughter (also a gentile) back in chapter 8. 

 

Jesus makes the point that it would not be right to change the focus of his ministry beyond 

the people of Israel at that time. 

He’s keeping to the same rules that he gave his disciples when he sent them out in chapter 

10:5-6 though – go only to the people of Israel. 

Restricting his ministry like that seems quite strange to us, but that’s exactly what he does. 

 

There’s method in the madness. 

The time for the gentiles to receive the gospel will come, but it’s not at that point in his 

ministry. 

Jesus even hints at that in 10:18, when he tells his disciples: 

Matthew 10:18 (NIV11)  18 On my account you will be brought before governors and 

kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles. 

And at the end of the Matthew’s gospel, we have the famous words in the great commission 

where Jesus sends his disciples out to make disciples of all nations. 
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There is a point after Jesus rose from the dead, at Pentecost, when all people come in to 

join faithful Jews in the kingdom. 

 

However, his mission primary mission at that time was to go and minister to the people of 

Israel because they were lost. 

Their religious leaders had failed them. 

The very people who were meant to point them towards God and his mercy were instead 

burdening them with a heavy load of man-made rules.  

They still needed the true shepherd that God had promised. 

 

The woman wasn’t taking “No” for an answer though. 

She comes and falls down at Jesus’ feet. 

She begs him. 

“But you don’t understand!  This is my daughter.  She’s in trouble. 

“Help me!” 

 

Jesus still won’t relent and give in. 

In fact, he actually ups the ante. 

Can’t you just imagine that if it was today, A Current Affair would be there with their 

cameras rolling to catch the greatest teacher the world has ever knowing calling this poor 

and helpless woman a dog. 

Matthew 15:26 (NIV11)  26 He replied, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and 

toss it to the dogs.” 

 

Jesus is using an analogy that would’ve been well-understood. 

Jews (who are the children here) often referred to gentiles as dogs. 

If you were a parent who looked after your animals and not your kids, you’d have child 

safety around quick-as-a-flash. 

Likewise, Jesus can’t abandon God’s chosen people. 

He’s basically saying, “Sorry, I can’t do that.  I can’t help you at the expense of others.” 

It wouldn’t be right to give my attention to you. 

It’s kind of hard to think that those words would even be on Jesus’ lips. 
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Is Jesus even allowed to do that? 

 

I think there’s two things going on here. 

Firstly, he’s concerned about having his ministry derailed. 

Jesus knows that opposition towards him will continue to grow when he ministers in Israel. 

In fact, that’s a necessary part of him fulfilling his mission of going to the cross. 

If he focused on healing gentiles, then that work would be almost certainly consume all his 

time and energy. 

 

Jesus didn’t just come to heal people on the outside though. 

Physical healing is a great blessing. 

But Jesus came to do something much greater. 

He came to heal people on the inside. 

He came to deal with the sin problem that affects all of us to the very core. 

And that required a sacrifice in our place – the righteous Son of God dying for us. 

Jesus had to go to the cross. 

 

Secondly, I think he was probably testing the Canaanite woman, seeing where she was at. 

Seeing whether her faith truly was genuine. 

Jesus wasn’t doing this to be mean. 

Of course, he could see into her heart… but we can’t! 

He responded in this quite unexpected way for her good, the good of the people of Israel 

and ultimately, for our good as well. 

 

Jesus doesn’t always give us the response that we expect. 

Often, he doesn’t answer our prayers in the ways that we want him to. 

Or he doesn’t respond in the timeframe that we’d like 

Sometimes, it even seems like he doesn’t answer at all. 

 

When God doesn’t answer the way we want, many of us fell frustrated. 
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When you’re in those moments, it’s tempting to think that God doesn’t care. 

I know people who have been angry at God and accused him of doing the wrong thing 

because he hasn’t answered their prayers in the way that they’d like. 

I’ve done the same thing and there are still times when I’m tempted to do it again. 

 

But can you see how absurdly arrogant it is when we do that? 

That we, human beings with our limited capacity, who at times find we have to struggle with 

every fibre of our beings – not even to be nice – but just to not be nasty to other people, 

would think that we know better than God. 

The God who is kind, gentle and loving, all-knowing God who created the universe and 

everything in it. 

The God who knows the end from the beginning and all the things that haven’t happened 

yet. 

 

No.  He’s the God who always responds with our best interests in mind. 

Even when it’s not the response we expect, it’s still for our good. 

Our God knows better than us and he cares for us more than we care for ourselves. 

As Paul writes: 

Romans 8:28 (NIV11)  28 And we know that in all things God works for the good of 

those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. 

God’s response is good, even if that response isn’t quite what we expect. 

An Unexpected Favour 

The third unexpected thing is the unexpected favour that the Canaanite woman receives 

from Jesus. 

 

Throughout the gospels, people are constantly trying to get the better of Jesus. 

The Pharisees especially try to trap Jesus by catching him out with their word games. 

It never works though, because Jesus teaches with the authority of God himself. 

How unexpected is it, then, when this Canaanite woman seems to get the better of him? 

That’s not what we expect. 
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It might sound like she’s contradicting Jesus in verse 27, but I don’t think she is. 

Instead she agrees with Jesus, affirming what he’s saying. 

She continues with the analogy that Jesus started. 

Kids make crumbs.  Lots of them.  You only have to look under our kitchen table after a meal 

to find evidence. 

“Yes, I agree with what you’re saying, but isn’t this also true that when you feed your kids 

then the dogs will still get some of the crumbs? 

“You don’t have to give me the bread – the full meal – but some crumbs will be enough. 

 

Although she understands that Jesus’ main mission shouldn’t be thwarted, she still asks for 

his help. 

She believes that Jesus is the Messiah and that he’s powerful enough to free her daughter. 

Have a look at verse 27: 

Matthew 15:27 (NIV11)  27 “Yes it is, Lord,” she said. “Even the dogs eat the crumbs 

that fall from their master’s table.” 

 

That’s what faith in Jesus looks like. 

The Canaanite woman makes her appeal by faith. 

Faith is really just another word for trust. 

She believes that Jesus has the power to save her daughter. 

 

I’d expect her to get an absolute blasting from Jesus. 

Yet Jesus applauds her. 

Her faith has made her daughter well. 

Jesus gives another unexpected response, verse 28: 

Matthew 15:28 (NIV11)  28 Then Jesus said to her, “Woman, you have great faith! 

Your request is granted.” And her daughter was healed at that moment. 

 

Did you notice that Jesus commends her, not just for her faith, but for her great faith. 
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This seems to be a repeated theme because you see exactly the same thing when the 

gentile centurion’s daughter was healed in chapter 8. 

Matthew 8:10 (NIV11)  10 When Jesus heard this, he was amazed and said to those 

following him, “Truly I tell you, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great 

faith. 

Many people in Israel – including many of the leaders – won’t put their faith in Jesus. 

Outside of Israel though, there were people who trusted. 

 

Compare this woman with Peter in chapter 14. 

Flip back a page with me and have a look at 14:31. 

In the midst of the wind and the waves, even after being able to walk on water, Peter has 

trouble trusting the Lord. 

Matthew 14:31 (NIV11)  31 Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. 

“You of little faith,” he said, “why did you doubt?” 

Peter’s faith was small. 

Not the Canaanite woman. 

Even when Jesus puts objections in her way, she continues to trust him. 

 

What’s this woman trusting in though? 

It’s not what she’s done. 

Even while she’s justifying why Jesus should heal her daughter, did you notice that she 

never once appeals to what she’s done? 

There’s no hint that it’s because of how religious she was. 

Or how much she’d kept the rules. 

How different her attitude is to the religious leaders! 

 

She trusted in Jesus’ grace. 

Grace is unexpected, isn’t it? 

That’s why we struggle with it so much. 

Everything has a catch; how could I possibly be getting something for nothing? 

How could grace really be available to someone like me? 
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Without me needing to do anything?  Really? 

 

This woman appeals to Jesus’ grace, his undeserved kindness. 

Jesus isn’t even meant to be her God, and yet she appeals to his grace. 

Having faith in God’s grace is all we need. 

We are saved by grace, through faith. 

Trusting in him alone is the only way to be restored back to God. 

 

This unlikely woman received far more than she could deserve. 

God’s favour is unexpected. 

But it’s available to everyone who places their trust in Jesus. 

Conclusion 

Expect the unexpected. 

That’s what Matthew’s account of this event teaches us – to expect the unexpected. 

 

We’re being challenged in our expectations about the way God works this morning. 

We often think that there are people who are too far off for Jesus. 

People who are just like this Canaanite woman. 

For some of us, those people are the prostitutes, drug users and prisoners. 

Yet often these are the very people that God saves because they know that they’re broken 

and need a saviour. 

 

This might hit closer to home for you personally. 

You might even think that you’ve someone who’s too far gone for Jesus to save. 

That’s just not true. 

What Jesus did on the cross was the perfect sacrifice to save even the worst sinner. 

God’s grace is enough to make even the worst person right with God. 
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Or we don’t think that our friends will really understand the gospel and believe in Jesus. 

Sure, we think that the gospel’s true and has power for salvation. 

But we’re convinced that they’ll think that it’s just silly. 

We might even be embarrassed or even think that we’ll be putting them off if we tell them 

about Jesus. 

 

I heard a quote from someone recently that I reckon nailed it. 

He said that our problem is that we believe in a God who can, but probably won’t. 

Isn’t that true? 

We believe that God is powerful to save people, but that he probably won’t. 

 

I reckon that belief infects the way we pray. 

It changes what we ask for. 

We’re afraid to ask that God would be at work in miraculous ways. 

We don’t ask, trusting that he would do the amazing work of bringing people from death to 

life. 

 

That’s not our God though. 

Our the God who can and does. 

I wonder how different our lives would look if we truly believed that? 

I wonder how our church might see the Lord work if we truly expected the unexpected? 

 

I’m going to finish with the words of James: 

James 1:6 (NIV11)  6 But when you ask, you must believe and not doubt, because the 

one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. 

It’s okay to ask with humility, expecting the unexpected. 

Knowing that God might not respond as we expect.

1 Just like in 12:15 and 14:13. 
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Big Question:  What should be our expectations of how God works? 

Big Idea:  Jesus is the God of unexpected grace. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What do you think it means to “expect the unexpected”? 

2. Compare the Canaanite woman with the Scribes and Pharisees.  True or False?  “The 

better you know the Bible, the better you know Jesus.” 

3. Were you surprised by how Jesus responded to this woman?  Why? 

4. Why do you think Jesus responded the way he did? 

5. How do you feel when Jesus doesn’t respond to your prayers the way you expect? 

6. What does Jesus mean when he says that she has “great faith”? 

7. Do you live as someone who expects the unexpected?  How does this shape what you 

pray and what you do? 

8. Do you think grace is unexpected? 

9. Do you really think that God will show grace to your family and friends? 

10. Is there a wrong way to boldly ask God for things? 


