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It’s the middle of August right now so our thoughts are hardly turned toward winter but 

the calendar does tell us that we are a little over four months away from Christmas. If you’ve 

lived in California for a while, you know that Christmas does not necessarily mean cooler 

weather but we can hope, can’t we? 

And for those with remembrances of Christmases past, and I mean way past . . . like the 

fifties and sixties past . . . and who were raising children about 12 years of age or under at the 

time, there’s something else you might remember and that was the annual tradition of assembling 

the children’s toys late on Christmas Eve after the little tykes had gone to bed with visions of 

sugarplums dancing in their heads. 

Yes, there was a time when few, if any, large toys came out of the box fully assembled 

and ready to go. Bicycles, slot car tracks, model railroads, baby doll buggies and a whole bunch 

of other Christmas morning staples of the day had to be put together before they could be used. 

I remember, for instance, when I must have been six or seven there was this really cool 

space base toy that I desperately wanted for Christmas. It kind of anticipated the lunar lander that 

the Apollo astronauts would later use. It was big, almost as tall as I was, and had a bunch of 

gadgets and buttons and things on it that simulated what somebody thought the space technology 

of the future was going to look like. And, apparently, it came out of the box in about fifty pieces, 

some of them very small. I later learned that my poor father was up until like 3:00 in the morning 

assembling my space base so it would be ready on Christmas morning. 
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Not only did many of the popular toys of the day require assembly but they were often 

accompanied by instructions that would have been unintelligible to an MIT engineering 

professor. Parts were either poorly identified or misidentified. The Slot C that was supposed to 

accommodate Part B was too small for Part B. And the instructions often gave no clue about the 

order in which the parts should be assembled. Many a grown man was reduced to tears by the 

realization that two hours’ worth of assembly had to be torn back down because there was other 

assembly work that should have been done first. You can’t start at Step 7. You have to start at 

Step 1. And you’re in for a lot of wasted motion if you don’t. 

First things first. It’s an important practical principle in the realm of do-it-yourself 

assembly and it’s an important theological principle in understanding the meaning of Jesus’ 

earthly ministry. 

Many generations of preachers have nobly tried to explain away Jesus’ shocking 

statement in today’s passage: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” Taken at face value 

without any kind of context, that one sentence utterly destroys any notion that Jesus came to 

bring universal salvation. If Jesus truly only came to the lost sheep of Israel, then there could be 

no salvation for Gentiles. This sentence could be read to limit completely Jesus’ mission to that 

of being the Jewish Messiah, leaving the rest of us out of luck. 

Jesus Himself elsewhere uses language that at least suggests a universal mission and 

Paul’s letters confirm that in a very big way. We’ve spent two thousand years building a 

worldwide Christian church on the understanding that Jesus came to bring forgiveness and 

salvation to all. Has the church been built on a faulty assumption? 

Not at all. Jesus did not come to found a brand-new religion with no roots in history. 
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Jesus proudly stood in Old Testament traditions that stretch back literally to the creation of the 

Universe. Those traditions were the foundation of Jesus’ ministry. They were the starting point. 

Before Jesus could bring salvation to the lost sheep of all the nations of the world, He had 

to rescue the lost sheep of Israel. The Jews of the Palestine of Jesus’ day were politically under 

the thumb of the Roman Empire and theologically under the thumb of a corrupt priestly 

establishment that had turned the teachings of the Old Testament upside down. 

Step One was Israel. Step Two was the rest of the world. The crucifixion and the 

resurrection were turning points of cosmic significance. Let’s keep in mind that the idea of a 

universal religion, cutting across national and ethnic lines, was a brand-new idea when Jesus was 

born. You couldn’t just jump to universal salvation without laying some groundwork first. 

When this unnamed Canaanite woman, a Gentile who had probably never heard of Moses 

or the Ten Commandments, courageously confronted Jesus and pleaded for her daughter’s 

healing, she gave Matthew a tremendous opportunity to foreshadow the future of Jesus’ ministry. 

Jesus would offer the gifts of healing and salvation to all of humanity, Jew and Gentile alike. But 

that was in the future. First, Jesus had some work do in His own theological back yard. 

First things first. It’s one of those common sense principles we all may agree upon but we 

forget to put into practice all too often. Fortunately, Jesus did all of the right things in the right 

order. And the free gift of grace now is there for all of us, every man, woman and child on the 

planet. 

 


