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THE TEXT
MATTHEW 15:10Jesus called the crowd to him and said to them: “Listen and understand—11 what goes into someone’s mouth does not make them unclean, but what comes out of their mouth, that is what makes them unclean.” 

12Then the disciples came to him and asked: “Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard you say this?” 

13Jesus replied: “Every plant that my Heavenly Father has not planted will be pulled up by the roots. 14Leave them; they are blind guides. And if the blind guide the blind they will both fall into a pit.” 

15Peter said to him: “Explain this parable to us.” 

16“Are you still so dull?” Jesus asked them. 17“Don’t you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? 18But the things that come out of a person’s mouth come from the heart, and these make them unclean. 19For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. 20These are what make a person unclean, but eating with unwashed hands doesn’t make them unclean. 

21Leaving that place, Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon. 22A 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. 

23Jesus did not answer a word. So his disciples came to him, and urged him: “Send her away, for she keeps crying out after us.” 

24He answered: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 

25The woman came and knelt before him. “Lord help me!” she said. 

26He replied: “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.”

27“Yes Lord” she said. ‘But even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall
 from their masters’ table. 

28Then Jesus said to her: “Woman, great is your faith! Your request is granted And her daughter was healed from that very hour. 

TIME WITH THE CHILDREN
Can you remember a time where you got really filthy dirty? Maybe it was out in the rain, or playing sport, or working. I got really dirty once—when I was a kid playing school football in the middle of winter, diving and sliding around on a muddy oval. From memory, we were diving and sliding in the mud even when the ball was down the other end of the ground. We thought it was great fun getting so muddy. My mum didn’t think it was great fun let me tell you. I ended up being caked with mud from head to foot, even all over my face, and it was so bad that my dad decided to rinse me off with the garden hose on the back lawn before I could go inside for a bath.

I needed a bath to make me clean so that I could be inside the family home. Being clean comes up in today’s Gospel reading. The religious leaders of the day believed that if they ate without washing their hands it would make them spiritually unclean and God wouldn’t show them his blessing.

Being clean before God is not just washing dirt away but washing our sin away. We can’t do that by obeying human rules. We can’t be right with God by having clean hands. Jesus said that it is out of the heart comes things like evil thoughts, lying and hatred. That’s what makes us unclean before God.
Look how dirty this heart is! [TAKE HEART OUT OF GOOP
The issue is that we need to have a clean heart. We can wash our hands, but how do we clean our hearts? Well, we can’t—not by ourselves anyway. See, we are all born sinful and spiritually unclean before God. We can’t clean our hearts by anything that we do.

Remember I said when I got so dirty I needed my father to clean me off before I could go inside the family home? That’s like what God does for us. Our Father in Heaven has sent Jesus who has washed away the sin of the world when he died on the Cross. And the Father sends the Holy Spirit through Jesus to give us faith in him and make us clean and holy by taking our sin away personally. Wash heart in font

And look at what happens! The heart is clean now. But while the dirt has disappeared from the heart, it doesn’t disappear completely. It goes on Jesus! He takes our sin away from us and wears it himself, swapping it for his very own perfect purity. This happened in your baptism but it happens every time we turn to Jesus. How good it is that we don’t have to keep trying to make ourselves clean! God has gone to work to make our hearts clean and give us a place in his family home through faith as his children.
Growing in faith at home prayer

SERMON
We’ve all been taught as children to make sure we wash our hands before we eat. Eating with dirty hands could make us really sick. But it wouldn’t jeopardise our righteousness before God—for a person’s righteousness before God is through faith. It is not by the works of our hands, but the trust in our heart.

This is what Jesus explains in today’s text. Jesus called the crowd to him and said to them: “Listen and understand—It is not what goes into the mouth that makes a person unclean, but what comes from out of the mouth, that is what makes them unclean.”

Jesus had said this because some Pharisees and teachers of the law had asked him: “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don’t wash their hands before they eat!” The Pharisees understood that all people are sinful and unclean before God, but they had lost sight of God’s own word. They established a framework of human traditions, derived from some 600 man-made rules, which they thought would make them pure in God’s sight and his special, favoured people of privilege—them, and no one else.

Recently in Matthew’s Gospel we heard how Jesus had healed those who were seriously ill, raised a dead girl back to life, and freed those oppressed by demons. Obeying human rules and traditions wasn’t going to help these people who couldn’t help themselves. A huge crowd had followed Jesus; thousands of people who saw in him God’s power and authority to make them free. He was their hope, their grace, and their compassion. Jesus healed them. But by then it had become late. The people would need to eat.

Despite Jesus again showing God’s compassion by his miraculous feeding of the crowd with a few fish and five loaves, the Pharisees would have insisted that it wouldn’t have been right to feed the people—they hadn’t washed their hands and for them, it wouldn’t be right for any God-respecting Rabbi to serve such unclean people. They would rather the people go hungry.

You see how life-limiting their legalistic framework was?! They loved walking around in flowing robes and being acknowledged and having the most important seats of honour, yet they robbed the vulnerable and needy, devouring widows’ homes by taking from them the little they had left (Mark 12:38-40). What is more important to God? They said it was unlawful to heal a person on the Sabbath, because that would be doing work. So they’d rather let someone die than compromise their tradition. Yet if they had an ox that fell into a well on the Sabbath, they would immediately pull it out…because oxen were worth a lot of money. What is more important to God? They gave a tenth of their spices and herbs to please God, yet neglected justice, and love of God (Matthew 23:23; Luke 11:42). What is more important to God? 

All the while the religious leaders behaved as the ‘holier than thous’—but they weren’t holy at all. The saying goes: “Home is where the heart is”, meaning one’s home will always be the place for which you feel the deepest affection, no matter where you are. For the religious leaders of Israel, their home; their heart, was in their appearance, human traditions, and performance. They claimed to know God, claimed to be holy, appeared outwardly righteous, but their hearts were far from God, full of hypocrisy and evil. They needed a new heart. Jesus explained it was not eating with unclean hands, but what came out of a person’s heart that defiled them: “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, theft, false testimony, slander.” 

The Canaanite woman, on the other hand, had her home with God. Even though she was a Gentile; from beyond the geographical borders of Israel, she was a member of God’s family. Her heart shows that. Her heart for Jesus whom she boldly comes to and addresses as “Lord, Son of David”—showing that she understands Jesus’ to be the Messiah—the Saviour King promised from of old through the line of David. She begs him for mercy—his divine help for her poor daughter who is severely afflicted by a demon. She recognises that in him there is divine help for those helpless to free themselves from entrapment to the kingdom of darkness. Freedom that futile human traditions and rules cannot give.

Jesus seems to dismiss her initially: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel”. But somewhere this Gentile woman had heard and believed the prophecy of the Old Testament that God’s glory would not only be given to his people Israel but be a light for revelation to all nations (Isaiah 49:6-7). And so the woman came to that light for the nations, and she persists in crying out to Jesus for help—because she is so convinced he will indeed bring mercy and freedom to her daughter. It is not rules and traditions that will free her dear daughter. It is only Jesus.

In our text, it wasn’t only the Canaanite woman’s daughter that was oppressed by the kingdom of darkness. The Pharisees and religious leaders of Israel were as well. They believed the devil’s lie that it was up to how well they lived that would cause God to be pleased with them. But the woman bows before Jesus. Her posture shows where her heart is—it is her heart that kneels before Jesus’ throne. “Lord, help me” she says.

Jesus answered: “It is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to their dogs.” With our modern sensitivities, this sounds quite harsh, but Jesus is using the illustration of a family household. A parent sets a place for their children at the table and seats them there with their food in front of them—a picture of how God had intended to feed his children Israel with the bread from heaven, Jesus himself. A parent wouldn’t prepare a meal for their child only to put it in the pet puppy’s bowl.

Aware of the promise in Isaiah, that foreigners would be able to come to God’s Temple and through faith have a place in the household of God, the Canaanite woman takes up Jesus’ own picture! While the Gentiles like the Canaanites are not children from the chosen nation Israel, they are, through faith, just as much a part of the family home as a pet puppy is, waiting at their masters’ feet for the crumbs to fall to the floor. So she says: “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” 

In total contrast to the Pharisees, the Canaanite woman boldly makes a beautiful confession of faith. She knows that Jesus is the Christ in whom there is God’s mercy, she confesses that God has not excluded anyone from Jesus’ ministry of grace because of their nationality, and that the only hope for her and her daughter is the mercy of God in Christ to make her holy and whole.

So then Jesus said to her: “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done to you as you will. And her daughter was healed in that instant. 
How might today’s Gospel reading relate to us? What is our hope to receive the mercy of God and his compassionate, saving help? How often does Satan tempt us to think that we are capable of making ourselves holy? How often does he tempt us to think like the Pharisees—that God will approve of us more if we do better, and work harder at climbing the ladder of outward moral appearance? Or that God would be more pleased with us after our prayers, or works of service, or worship, than he was before we offered them? How often does he tempt us to think that God wouldn’t love us or forgive us for the wrong we have done, and we need to make it up to him before he will bless us? How often does he tempt us to deal with our sin and guilt and conflict through human ways—of blaming others, or covering it up, or justifying ourselves—rather than God’s way of confessing our sin and asking for, and granting forgiveness, for Jesus’ sake? He tempts us to have the same attitude as the Pharisees, to frown down and cast off those who don’t measure up to our human standards and expectations that obscure God’s word, and think of ourselves as more deserving of God’s blessing than they.

There is really no difference between this and the Pharisees’ religious worldview, because under the surface is the same issue: of trying to be pleasing to God through human efforts at righteousness—righteous acts that are like filthy rags in God’s sight, God says in Isaiah (Isaiah 64:6)—rather than seeing righteousness in Christ alone as a completely free gift, received through faith.  

We are not here because we are good. We are here despite the times we are not good. For we were also once Gentiles, far off from God. Our hearts were spiritually dead and unable to know or love God, or truly love our neighbour. Like the Pharisees, our default condition is self-centredness. Like the Canaanite woman’s daughter, we were captive under the power of Satan, and powerless to free ourselves. In our natural state we are all unclean, defiled not by what we eat, but by the thoughts and motives that come from out of our hearts. 

But we are here because God is good. We are here because God loves us and has freed us from sin, death, hell and the condemnation of the law. It was while we were sinners—while we were unrighteous, while we were not calling out to him—that God sent his only Son. You are here because he has saved you, and gathered you into his holy communion of saints of all times and places. You are here because of Christ’s effort, his work, his righteousness, his perfect obedience, his death, his precious blood. You are here because God did not exclude you from his ministry of grace, but sent you his Holy Spirit to call you to Jesus, so that through faith in him, you are no are no longer foreigners and aliens, but have the right to be called the children of God. 

As children of God who are pleasing to him through faith alone in Christ, your Heavenly Father invites you to his family table, where he has intentionally set a place of honour for you. This is where Jesus again feeds the multitudes of his church of all times and places, not with fish and loaves, but with his own precious body and blood, for forgiveness, life and salvation. This is where you can be sure that God’s love is for you, and where you receive God’s merciful help he gives to you. Here is where he restores your body and soul to life everlasting. Here is where Christ feeds you with the food and drink that makes you clean from the inside out. Through faith, you depart holy, and favoured by God, so that together with the Canaanite woman and her daughter, you also have received God’s mercy in Christ, the son of David and the Son of God, the Saviour of the world. Amen.
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