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“Irrevocable Gifts” / Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32 / Matthew 15: (10-20), 21-28  

We are finishing Romans chapters 9-11, where Paul continues to discuss the fate of his Jewish 
brothers and sisters. Let’s turn to the passage, beginning at chapter 11, verse 1:   

Romans 11:1-2a: I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! I myself am an Israelite, 
a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin.  2 God has not rejected his people 
whom he foreknew.   

Romans 11:29-32: for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.  30 Just as you were once 
disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their disobedience, 31 so they have 
now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive 
mercy.  32 For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all.  

Throughout history, even up to the present day, there has been the idea, the theology that since 
the Jews do not recognize Jesus as Messiah, they will not be saved.  We are all familiar with 
John 14:6, where Jesus says, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through me.”  So, what part of “no one” don’t we understand?   

On the other hand, Scripture declares the Jews are God’s chosen people.  God made his promise 
to Abraham.  God gave the law to Moses in the wilderness.  Throughout the Old Testament, in 
spite of their unfaithfulness, God remained faithful.  God keeps his promises.  How can God 
reject his people?  A few years ago, I worked as a chaplain at a large hospital, and there was an 
Orthodox Jewish Rabbi on staff.  He was a devoted loyal man of God.  He followed every one of 
the 613 laws, as best he could.  Was I to say to him, “Sorry, you’re not going to heaven, since 
you don’t accept Jesus as God”?    

Verse 1: Has God rejected his people?  By no means!  God has not rejected his people whom he 
foreknew.  The point is this – Just because Israel has rejected God’s mercy does not mean that 
God has rejected them.  God will return, and a remnant of Israel will recognize Jesus as Messiah.  
A remnant will be saved.  God does not reject his people.    

Wow – what do you suppose this means to us?  Just because we might be estranged from God, 
does that mean God has rejected us?  As Paul says, by no means!  I know of many folks who 
come to Christ at an early age, only to drift away over time.  Does the salvation of God have an 
expiration date, a shelf life?  God does not reject his people.    

My friends, Paul has already told us, Romans 8:38-39, neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 
rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything 
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

Let’s turn to the last four verses since, believe it or not, this applies to all of us, not just the Jews.    

First, look at verse 29 – the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.  If God says he is going 
to do something, he does it.  If God gives us something, he does not take it back.  Trust me; God 
is certainly more reliable than any of us!  His calling and gifts are irrevocable.   
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The next few verses might be more problematic, but the truth they proclaim is awesome.  
Remember, Paul is writing to a primarily Gentile community, and again, he is addressing the 
situation facing the Jews. I am going to read it again, and insert some additional words so it 
might become clearer to us.    

Romans 11:30-32:  Just as [we] were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy 
because of [the Jews] disobedience, 31 so [the Jews] have now been disobedient in order that, by 
the mercy shown to [us], [the Jews also] may now receive mercy.    

Remember a few weeks ago, when we read Romans 8:28? “We know that all things work 
together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.” As 
distressing as it was to Paul to have the Jews reject Jesus as Messiah, this enabled the Gentiles to 
come into the family of God.  As we just read, because of the Jews’ disobedience, we have 
received mercy.  Following this, because of the mercy shown to us, the Jews will also receive 
mercy.    

Finally, and this is important: For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be 
merciful to all.  If we all agree that God is in charge, and we all agree that, regarding salvation, 
God does all the work, God gives all the grace, then we must agree with Paul’s last statement.  
God has imprisoned all of us in disobedience so he may be merciful to every one of us.    

Let me ask you something – God has imprisoned every one of us in disobedience so he may be 
merciful.  Does that make any sense?  Is anyone here able to figure that out?  I read somewhere: 
Do our attempts to understand this end in failure, or in an astonished realization of the grace of 
God?  In the end, our only response to this is adoration.    

We all recognize and admit our disobedience.  We should thank God for putting us there and 
thank God even more for his grace and mercy.    

Let’s move to the Matthew passage, a narrative that I would rather not preach on.  I will only 
read the second half of the lectionary passage for today, Matthew 15:21-28:   

Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.  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."  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."  24 He answered, 
"I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel."  25 But she came and knelt before him, 
saying, "Lord, help me."  26 He answered, "It is not fair to take the children's food and throw it to 
the dogs."  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.  

As I noted before, this is a most difficult passage.  Why does Jesus behave like he does?  There 
are so many more accounts in all four gospels of him reaching out to the unclean, tax collectors, 
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lepers, prostitutes, and “sinners.”  Why does he say what he says this time?  Let’s see what God 
has to say to us.     

First, let’s look at where we are.  When we read the words Tyre and Sidon, we can also say, 
“Welcome to paganland.”  Further, this is the only recorded time that Jesus spent outside of 
Palestine or Jewish territory.  Why did he go there?  Was it because he needed to get away from 
the crush of the crowds?  Maybe not as many folks knew about him in a non-Jewish area.    

Also, the woman was a Canaanite.  Next signal!  Not only was he in “paganland,” this screaming 
woman who came after them was a Canaanite!  The word Canaanite meant everything 
dangerous to a Jew.  She comes out screaming at them, obviously very uncouth.    

Scholars believe there are at least three ways to interpret this passage:    

 

Inauthentic 
o As we know, Paul’s letters were written first, and the four gospels came later  
o Some think this was originally credited to Jesus by conservative Jewish Christians 

who were opposed to the Gentile mission 
o Jesus is represented as refusing to minister to the Gentiles 
o Later “corrected” to give it a happy ending   

 

Authentic, but argues that Jesus’ behavior is not so harsh as modern readers think 
o Greek word for “dogs” is diminutive, so not as offensive 

 

Maybe Jesus was just being “playful” with this woman who was in distress  

 

(Jesus’ Aramaic contained no such diminutive) 
o Jesus statement not the final word to the woman, but as a test of her faith – if she 

passes the test, he will accede to her request  

 

Accept the story as it stands, in all its harshness 
o Jesus is a Jewish man of his day, in all his chauvinism towards women and non-Jews 
o His limited perspective is corrected by the clever retort of a desperately bold woman, 

who convinces him that Gentiles must also share in God’s bounty   

There are even others who think the delay by Jesus, and the subsequent exchange with the 
woman, was an effort by Jesus to stall, because he didn’t know at that time if he was allowed by 
his father to take his mission to the Gentiles!  We all accept that Jesus is fully human, fully 
divine – maybe during this exchange, his humanity was more in force.  I don’t buy this view – 
Jesus is fully human, fully divine.  He is God, and he is eternal and all-knowing.  He knew 
exactly what he was doing.    

Let’s get back to the story.  First, let’s look at the woman’s approach to Jesus.  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.”  
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Well, she does address him as “Lord, Son of David.”  This could be seen as a reference to him 
being the Messiah.  Also, she obviously loves her daughter very much, since she asks Jesus to 
have mercy on her.  Her daughter’s torment is so severe it has affected this mother very much.    

On the other hand, she shouted at him!  Think about it – do we have any right to demand 
anything from Jesus?  I realize our prayers are often full of anger, even at God.  But who are we 
to demand his help?  Yes, we can beg, plead, cry out for his hand – I have often done as much.  
But when we think of it, we are not in a position to demand anything.    

And what does Jesus do?  He did not answer her at all.    

Of course, the disciples are at their best.  This is why we can say that Scripture is absolutely 
authentic.  If it was made up, do you think it would have so many embarrassing moments?    

And his disciples came and urged him, saying, "Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us."  
Do you suppose they were thinking about the trouble this woman was causing Jesus, or were 
they thinking of themselves?  I think I know the answer.  This is not the only time this happens.  
They do it with the blind man Bartimaeus, and with the children.  Jesus’ handlers are like secret 
service men.  Their answer is most unimpressive.    

[Jesus] answered, "I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel."  Obviously, the 
woman is still standing there.  Was Jesus talking to her, or to the disciples?  Regardless, Jesus 
does not answer the woman’s demands, or the disciples’ demands.  As I noted, Jesus has healed 
Gentiles before, but only in Jewish territory!  Here, he encounters a Gentile woman in Gentile 
territory!    

On the other hand, we need to be aware of the mission of God.  The kingdom must first be 
offered to the Jews.  In John 4:22 Jesus says, “Salvation is from the Jews.”  He said this to the 
Samaritan woman at the well.  This Canaanite woman had to recognize this, even if a time was 
coming when true worship would transcend such racial lines.    

Let’s look at things from the woman’s point-of-view:  

 

First: “At least he came to my territory” 

 

Second: “At least Jesus did not say no to me the first time I asked.”  

 

Third: “At least he did not send me away like the disciples demanded”   

This resident of “paganland,” this screaming mother in distress, saw these three points and 
continued to have faith that this Jesus, this Lord, this Son of David could hear her demon-
possessed daughter.  These three were enough.    

QUESTION – WHAT IS ENOUGH FOR US?  How many times will we go back to our Savior 
and Lord, even if we think he is not answering us?  We often think we are so pious, so prayer-
filled, so Christian.  How do our own prayer lives compare to this uncouth, screaming, foreign 
resident of paganland?    
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The exchange continues: But she came and knelt before him, saying, "Lord, help me."  Her 
screams and her demands have ceased.  She kneels at his feet and begs for his help.    

Been there?  I know I have.  This woman is an example for us.  How many of us have found 
ourselves at the very end, hoarse with demands of God, and have simply fallen at his feet and 
begged for assistance.  Praise God for the persistence, humility, and faith of this woman.    

But what does Jesus do?  I find his response absolutely astonishing.  "It is not fair to take the 
children's food and throw it to the dogs."  This is not exactly “let the little children come to me” 
is it?  He calls her a dog!  As you may know, in this culture, to call someone a dog was a huge 
insult.    

In the Greek, the word he uses is the diminutive form of dog, so some have suggested he was 
being playful. It’s like us calling someone a rascal, or something like that.  I really can’t accept 
this.  This woman was at his feet, begging for mercy, and he is playing around?  Calling her a 
playful name?    

Again, Jesus is faithful to God’s plan.  His mission is to the Jews, the children, first.  After that, 
non-Jews, otherwise known as dogs, are fed.  Uh-oh!  If non-Jews are called dogs, what does that 
make us?  That’s right folks, we are under the table.    

To me, this is further evidence of the authenticity of Scripture.  Jesus calls this woman a dog!  
The language is absolutely tremendous.  Nothing is held back.  Are we to think that someone 
made this up later?  Any construction would not have included this exchange.    

Put yourself in the woman’s sandals.  Ready to give up?  “Well, I guess God doesn’t want to 
help me.  Even worse, he just called me a dog!  Even if it was a playful word!  What kind of God 
is that?  Maybe not the kind I want!”    

“Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table.”   

The faith of this woman brings me to shame.  It makes me weep.  Really – could we ever be so 
faithful and persistent as this pagan woman?  Listen to a quote from the Expositor’s 
Commentary:    

Those two words "yet even" reveal immense wisdom and faith. She does not phrase her 
answer as a counterstroke but as a profound acquiescence with the further implications of 
"dogs." She does not argue that her needs make her an exception, or that she has a right to 
Israel's covenanted mercies, or that the mysterious ways of divine election and justice are 
unfair. She abandons mention of Jesus as "Son of David" and simply asks for help; "and 
she is confident that even if she is not entitled to sit down as a guest at Messiah's table, 
Gentile `dog' that she is, yet at least she may be allowed to receive a crumb of the 
uncovenanted mercies of God."    

"Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish." And her daughter was healed 
instantly. 
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The faith that simply seeks mercy is honored.  Jesus speaks, but this time with emotion.  The 
woman’s daughter is healed instantly.  This story is so well-known that almost 300 years later, in 
the writings of Clementine, this woman is named Justa and her daughter Berenice.    

So what are we to make of this?  As I approached this passage this week, I could not get past the 
attitude of Jesus.  Who does he think he is, talking to this poor woman like that?  I never learned 
this technique in my pastoral care classes!  

Do we think we deserve better treatment than this woman received?  In our pious Christianity, 
should Jesus be nice to us?  After all, we worship regularly, we read our Bibles each day, we 
give generously, we go to church suppers.  Jesus had better not respond to our fancy prayers like 
he did this woman!    

But as I continued to wade through this passage, and the Romans passage, God gave me 
something else.  Let’s return to verse 32 from the Romans passage:  For God has imprisoned all 
in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all.  

And, let’s look at what this woman said at Jesus’ feet: “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the 
crumbs that fall from their masters' table.”   

This is where we are to begin when we ask God for mercy.  We are in a prison of sin, mere dogs 
under God’s table.  We have no right to even be in his house!  And yet, beyond all belief, God is 
still merciful to us.  The crumbs fall from the master’s table, but they are crumbs of salvation and 
mercy.  There is enough for all of us to taste and eat.   


