
Is it better to be nice or to be kind? Is there even a difference? I think the most common answer would be 

no, there is no difference, the two words are interchangeable. But this would be a mistake. And we see this 

confusion of terms play out in our everyday lives. The culture we inhabit is obsessed with being nice at all costs, 

but has forgotten the virtue of being kind. The concept of being nice is really nothing more than politeness. To be 

nice is simply to be accepting and understanding and accommodating; to tolerate others despite your true feelings 

about them. The concept of being kind, on the other hand, is genuine care and concern for a person as an 

individual. Niceness pertains to external outward behavior, kindness pertains to the inner workings of the 

character. Niceness glosses over the person, kindness embraces the person. Niceness is about coexisting, kindness 

is about progressing and moving forward. Niceness is a shrug of the shoulders, a feigned smile, a blind eye toward 

truth. Kindness is a helping hand, a compassionate gesture, an honest word. So while it is nice to be nice, it is 

essential to be kind.  

With this distinction in mind, we can safely say Jesus was not a nice guy. After all, He never said what 

people wanted to hear nor did He act as people wanted him to act. He wasn’t agreeable or palatable or 

impressionable. His personality wasn’t chameleon like blending with all sorts in some type of socially tolerable 

amalgamation. He challenged the social norms. He spoke out against the status quo. He rocked the proverbial 

boat. He cut against the grain. Our account this morning bears this out. Christ offends our delicate sensibilities 

with how he treated the Canaanite woman. He was not nice to her at all. Jesus was rude and combative and 

quarrelsome. He treated her as if she were beneath His station. He even verbally insulted her by calling her ‘dog’, 

which would have been heard by her as a type of ethnic slur against the Canaanite culture for the Jews did not 

look favorably on the mixed bloodline of the Canaanites. Jesus’ actions this morning challenge our preconceived 

notions about God. God is not nice, but He is kind. Jesus acted the way He did this morning for good reason. He 

was not nice because niceness rarely gets it done. Christ came to this world to turn it upside down. Foolishness 

became wisdom, weakness became strength, the last moved into first place, suffering brought healing, death 

brought life.  Christ was not nice to the Canaanite woman in the same way a doctor might be considered not nice 

for inflicting pain on a patient to bring about healing or a teacher for assigning extra homework to help a struggling 

student.  Not nice, but necessary. Not nice, but kind beyond measure. Our God is a God who will stop at nothing 



to bring us into the light of His presence and sometimes He has to be insensitive to get it done. That’s exactly 

what Jesus did this morning. How far are you willing to go to search out the truth? Jesus had to know the nature 

of this woman’s faith or better yet He put her to the test so that she might know the nature of her own faith.   

God tempts no one to sin, but God does test His people of faith. When He tests us we are not always 

willing recipients, though.  We are not always pleased with our thorns in the flesh or the crosses we are asked to 

bear. Testing the true nature of our faith sometimes brings with it very painful consequences. It is not always 

pleasant to be tested, but such testing is necessary to prove anew the depth of our faith. And this is a kindness. 

Jesus tested the Canaanite woman, but it was not for His benefit that He did so. God knows the hearts of all 

people. He did not test her so that He might know for certain she was serious in her convictions. He tested her for 

her own benefit. Do we believe that Christ has the words of eternal life? She did. And she pestered Him until the 

very Word of Life answered her. Knock and it shall be given unto you. Seek and ye shall find. Draw nearer to 

God and God will draw nearer to you. The person of faith recognizes the source of help is not found in him/herself, 

but in Christ alone. She did not come self-entitled with her credentials in hand spouting off all the wonderful 

things she had done in her life to make her worthy of His respect. Instead, she came to Christ in great humility. 

Her posture was bent low. Her speech was free of arrogance. Her attitude was one of a beggar. She asked of God 

in a gesture of prayer, she worshipped Him in spirit and in truth- “Lord, help me”. Kyrie Eleison, Lord have mercy 

upon me a poor miserable sinner.  

“O woman, great is your faith! Let it be to you as you desire.” Christ wasn’t nice to the woman, but He 

was kind to her beyond measure. Abraham was tested by being asked to sacrifice his son Isaac. Jacob wrestled 

with God. Job lost everything. Joshua had to conquer fortified cities before claiming the Promised Land. David 

fought Goliath and lived in exile before becoming king. And this Canaanite woman was placed under scrutiny. 

But each test brought with it greater clarity and perspective; a deeper reliance on God. So let it be to us. Let us 

welcome the ways that God puts our faith to the test. Whatever we receive in this life, good or bad, whatever 

befalls us--- may we accept it all as from the hand of the Lord and for our ultimate good. For persistence in faith 

clings to the belief in God’s kindness even when it appears to be otherwise. Amen.  

 


