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Q: In the context of the book of Matthew, what do the stories of the Centurion and the Canaanite woman 

show us about having an encounter with Jesus? 

A: These encounters show us that Jesus was widening the divine embrace (opening the gospel up to the 

Gentiles in addition to the Jews) therefore we should also widen the divine embrace. 

 

Key Verses: Matthew 8:5-13 and Matthew 15:21-28 

 

Secondary Verses: Genesis 22:17-18 (covenant with Abraham), Matthew 2:1-2 (Wise men), Matthew 28:16-20 

(Great Commission), and Matthew 10:5-8 (Jesus’ primary mission). 

 

Move 1: Jesus' primary mission was to the Jews, God’s chosen people. 

Move 2: In Matthew, Jesus encounters two gentiles – a centurion and a Canaanite woman. 

Move 3: In these encounters, Jesus models what it looks like to widen his own divine embrace. 

Move 4: Because of our encounters with Jesus, we, too, can widen the divine embrace. 

 

(Message Starts Here) Introduction 

A few years into my college career here at MU, I met a pastor who challenged me with a question – 

should there be churches for the unchurched? I had grown up in a Christian home, in a Christian 

community, with Christian friends. I was isolated from anyone who looked or believed radically 

different than I did, and I was content. This pastor’s question was a question I had never thought 

about. 

 

Yet I thought about my friends and co-workers at the McDonald’s on campus and I didn’t have an 

answer. There were 80 to 100 of them from all separate places, belief systems, and walks of life. And 

most of them didn’t have any interest in God or church. It was the first time I felt like an outsider, 

especially as it related to my faith. 

 

The next years and even decades would prove to be a learning opportunity for me to widen my divine 

embrace. To learn how to have encounters (or really just normal conversations) with people about 

God and faith. For the first time, I found myself buying Bibles for my friends and studying with them 

about Jesus in the gospels. Some of my learning and teaching came from stories in scripture much 

like the ones we’re going to look at today – the story of the Centurion in Matthew 8 and the 

Canaanite woman in Matthew 15, where Jesus encounters the Gentiles, those outside his identity as 

a Jew. In Matthew’s time, and to the people he was writing, there was much debate about whether 

the Gentiles could be included among the people of God. The hot topic of the time was how wide was 

God’s embrace? 

 

Jesus' primary mission was to the Jews, God’s chosen people. 

To understand this tension and these stories, we have to ask ourselves - who were the Gentiles? The 

Greek word for Gentiles means nations or people. The term Gentile doesn’t really describe who 



someone is, but rather that they are not of Jewish descent. A Gentile is one belonging to any nation 

or people group other than the Jewish people group.  

 

The concept of Gentiles is found first in the Old Testament. From the beginning, God designated the 

descendants of Abraham, the Israelites, as His chosen people. They were to be a witness to other 

nations. He made a covenant with them and revealed His commandments to them, which they were 

to live according to. Those outside of the nation of Israel were considered Gentiles. Gentile would 

also broadly describe people who don’t believe in God. 

 

And so throughout both the Old and New Testament, there is this differentiation between the Jews 

and the Gentiles. In the NT book of Ephesians, Paul describes the Gentiles this way, So, I tell you this, 

and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their 

thinking. They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the 

ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost all sensitivity, they have 

given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, and they are full of 

greed. (Ephesians 4:17-19). Here they are seen as those who don’t have access to God’s truth and 

therefore don’t follow it or Him. 

 

Yet in the Old Testament book of Genesis, God foretells of his plan to include all nations and all 

people in his kingdom. We call these verses the Abrahamic covenant. 

 

I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and as the sand 
that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of his enemies, and in your offspring 
shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice. - Genesis 22:17-18 
 
And we also find Gentiles in Jesus’ lineage, including Ruth, Rahab, and Tamar.  
 

As God story unfolds, Jesus becomes the bridge between the gentiles and God. Jesus’ message of 

repentance, salvation, His death and resurrection all extend to not only Jewish people, but to 

gentiles, as well. The disciples who went on to build the early Church were intentional to bring the 

Gospel message to all nations, which fulfilled the promise that God had made that all nations would 

be able to worship and serve Him. 

 

But in this space in the book of Matthew, we’re not quite there yet. People are not yet clear about 

God’s love for the Gentiles, and the gospel hasn’t gone out to all the Gentile nations. In fact, Jesus is 

clear that his primary mission is to the Jewish people. We read about it in Matthew 10 when he sends 

out the apostles. 

 

Jesus Sends Out the Twelve Apostles 
These twelve Jesus sent out, instructing them, “Go nowhere among the Gentiles and enter no town 
of the Samaritans but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. And proclaim as you go, 
saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.’ Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out 
demons. You received without paying; give without pay. - Matthew 10:5-8 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/ephesians/passage/?q=ephesians+4:17-19


And yet, we also see Jesus’ encounter two Gentiles in his ministry. One before he clarifies his mission 
and one after. Let’s join in this tension between the Jews and Gentiles as we read about these 
encounters. 
 
In Matthew, Jesus encounters two Gentiles – a centurion and a Canaanite woman. 

The Faith of a Centurion (Leave scripture up while I go through the points of interest) 

When he had entered Capernaum, a centurion came forward to him, appealing to him, “Lord, my 
servant is lying paralyzed at home, suffering terribly.” And he said to him, “I will come and heal him.” 
But the centurion replied, “Lord, I am not worthy to have you come under my roof, but only say the 
word, and my servant will be healed. For I too am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. 
And I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my servant, ‘Do 
this,’ and he does it.” 

 
When Jesus heard this, he marveled and said to those who followed him, “Truly, I tell you, with no 
one in Israel have I found such faith. I tell you, many will come from east and west and recline at table 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the kingdom will be 
thrown into the outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” And to 
the centurion Jesus said, “Go; let it be done for you as you have believed.” And the servant was 
healed at that very moment. - Matthew 8:5-13 
 
Points of Interest 

• He was an outsider on three counts – a foreigner, an enforcer of Roman imperial rule, and a 
Gentile. 

• He is a man of authority who comes to Jesus with a request. 

• In ESV, Jesus answers with a statement, “I will come and heal him.” But in Greek sentence 
structure, it reads more like a question - “Am I to go and heal him?” As we will see in just a 
minute, this interpretation parallels what is happening with the Canaanite woman as well. 
This is a question, even a hesitation, as Jesus thinks about his mission and knows that meeting 
this centurion’s need would involve him both entering the house of a Gentile and touching a 
Gentile who is sick. 

• The centurion responds by appealing to Jesus’ authority. It is a statement of humility and 
great faith. 

• As we look at this passage and the one to come, we begin to see a pattern. A Gentile makes a 
humble request. Jesus seems resistant, the Gentile evidences great faith, and Jesus, in wonder 
at finding a Gentile with such faith even more than his Jewish people, responds by meeting 
the need and honoring the request. 

• Here we begin to see Jesus’ encounters supporting the mission to the Gentiles. Jesus’ 
messianic authority extends beyond the boundaries of Israel. Birthright is no longer a 
guarantee. 

 

The Faith of a Canaanite Woman (Leave scripture up while I go through the points of interest) 

And Jesus went away from there and withdrew to the district of Tyre and Sidon. And behold, a 
Canaanite woman from that region came out and was crying, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of 
David; my daughter is severely oppressed by a demon.” But he did not answer her a word. And his 
disciples came and begged him, saying, “Send her away, for she is crying out after us.” He answered, 



“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” But she came and knelt before him, saying, 
“Lord, help me.” And he answered, “It is not right to take the children's bread and throw it to the 
dogs.” She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table.” 
Then Jesus answered her, “O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire.” And her 
daughter was healed instantly. - Matthew 15:21-28 
 
Points of Interest 

• After an altercation with the Pharisees, Jesus withdraws to the district of Tyre and Sidon. This 
was Gentile territory and known for being wicked. Commentators disagree on whether “to” 
means he went toward the region or into the region. Was he violating his instructions to the 
disciples to go nowhere among the Gentiles, or is he near the border? Either way, Jesus or the 
woman was crossing the border line to encounter the other. 

• In Jesus’ time, Gentiles from this area were known as Syrophoenicians. The term “Canaanite” 
had not been used for centuries. It was obsolete. It would be like referring to Pastor Steve as 
an Anglo Saxon. But the word “Canaanite” had theological overtones. 

“The Canaanites were those who lived in the Promised Land prior to the arrival of the 
Israelites. They worshipped idols and thus were a threat to God’s people. The 
Canaanites were considered the enemies of God’s people, indeed, the enemies of 
God. To call this woman a Canaanite is to make her a total outsider, unworthy of 
God’s grace.” - Bishop Andy Taylor 

• Given these hostile relations, it was a bit audacious for this Canaanite woman to approach 
Jesus at all. Her gender as well as her ethnicity is a hindrance. 

“In first-century Palestine society, women were supposed to be invisible. No Jewish 
man, especially one with a religious task or vocation, expected to be approached by a 
woman, unless she was a prostitute.” - Sharon H. Ringe 

• The woman calls Jesus “Lord, Son of David,” indicating she clearly understands that Jesus is 
the Messiah. 

• The woman comes crying out (not crying) or shouting, demanding her seat at the table/her 
share in God’s blessing and challenging the ideology of the day. 

• Jesus ignores her at first and the disciples suggest sending her away.  

• She asks again. And Jesus does something interesting. He makes a statement that’s more of a 
rhetorical question and then listens for her answer, which is a statement of great faith. He 
says, “Is it not right to take the children's bread and throw it to the dogs?” She said, “Yes, 
Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table.” (Is it okay to take 
something that belongs to the Jews and give it to the Gentiles? – Yes, because even the 
Gentiles deserve a place at God’s table.) 

• Her boldness, persistence, and remarkable faith – even though she is a woman, a Gentile, and 
even a despised Canaanite – empower her to cross the boundaries that circumscribe her. In a 
sense, she empowers Jesus to do the same. She reminds him of God’s larger purposes to cross 
the line into Gentile territory and share the gospel to those who were seen as unworthy to 
understand or have access to it. 

 
What a cool thread to be weaving through this book of Matthew. Where the primary focus is on the 
Jews and the Jewish community, we still see the full tapestry of God’s plan to all the nations revealing 
itself. I love the way Anna Case Winters puts it. 



“The story of the Canaanite woman continues and extends the theme that was begun with the 
homage of the wise men from the East (Chapter 2) and will culminate in the final chapter (Chapter 
28) where the mission bursts its boundaries and extends into ‘all the world.’” - Anna Case-Winters 
 
So, what can we learn from these encounters and how does that apply to our encounters today? 
 
“It is important to remember that there are many expressions of the image of God in His Church. One 

must not see itself as the orienting center for another. One is not seen as “normal” and others as 

“different.” As gentiles, we are all welcomed outsiders, grafted in, welcomed by the blood of Jesus, 

who get to find ways to decenter ourselves and celebrate others for the sake of our neighbor.” – 

David Swanson 

 

How did Jesus model that for us in his encounters with the Centurion and the Canaanite woman? 

 
In these encounters, Jesus models what it looks like to widen his divine embrace. 

• Jesus was present where they were present. 

• He recognized the need. (which in this case was healing) 

• He asked questions with humility. (when they initiated, he responded) 

• He listened with a heart intent on learning. (he’s moved by the depth of their faith which 

reminded him of his wider calling) 

• He gave more than he took. (the encounters were mutually beneficial. He met their need 

while their faith strengthened his) 

 

Because of our encounters with Jesus, we, too, can widen the divine embrace. 

 

Who is on your heart for God? Or Who has God put in your path? (Someone of a different nation, 

culture, belief system or faith background). PAUSE FOR THEM TO THINK 

 

Because of our encounters with Jesus, you, too, can widen the divine embrace. 

• Are you present where they’re present? 

• Is there a need you can meet? 

• Are you asking questions with humility? 

• Are you listening with a heart intent on learning? 

• Are you giving more than you’re taking? 

 

“If we are to change the world, we must do an about face, a change of direction, and believe the 

good news that Jesus is Lord and King. As Jewish messiah, and therefore Savior of the world, Jesus 

came to make us and the whole world new. Nothing and no one is left out!” - Robert Chao Romero 

 

What do the stories of the Centurion and the Canaanite woman show us about having an encounter 

with Jesus? These encounters show us that Jesus was widening the divine embrace and we can too.  
 

Transition to ministry time 



Closing Prayer 

Lord, may we have the same calling, the same Spirit—the Spirit of wide embrace, God’s Spirit, who 
hovered over the waters breathing creation into being. God’s Spirit, who inspired and empowered 
the prophets of old to tear off religious facades and call God’s people back to their true calling to be a 
blessing to those outside their borders. God’s Spirit, who anointed Jesus to tell and live the truth of 
God’s love all the way to the cross, touching the untouchable, uplifting the marginalized, affirming 
the dignity of those society undervalued. May that same Spirit come alive in all of us as Jesus’ 
followers, yearning to write us into a story of belonging in God’s story of love. 

May we allow the Spirit to break down our prejudices and barriers, be they racial, ethnic, cultural, 
religious, or ideological. May we respond to the promptings of the Spirit that urge us to question 
structures and strictures that keep some people in and some people out, or treat some as first and 
others as second class? May we become communities of living examples of Christ’s good news and 
step into this story of God’s expansive and reordering embrace. Amen. 

Adapted from Ruth Padilla DeBorst’s “Rewriting Belonging” 
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