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Be Opened!
Mark 7:31–37

31 And again He went out from the region of Tyre, and came through Sidon to the Sea of
Galilee, within the region of Decapolis. 32 And they brought to Him one who was deaf and
spoke with difficulty, and they entreated Him to lay His hand upon him. 33 And He took him
aside from the multitude by himself, and put His fingers into his ears, and after spitting, He
touched his tongue with the saliva; 34 and looking up to heaven with a deep sigh, He said to
him, “Ephphatha!” that is, “Be opened!” 35 And his ears were opened, and the impediment
of his tongue was removed, and he began speaking plainly. 36 And He gave them orders not
to tell anyone; but the more He ordered them, the more widely they continued to proclaim
it. 37 And they were utterly astonished, saying, “He has done all things well; He makes even
the deaf to hear, and the dumb to speak.”

In thousands of Lutheran Churches throughout the world today, Christians are
singing the same Hymn of Praise we’ve just sung: “Glory to God in the highest, and peace
to His people on earth.”

In tens of thousands of churches today, Christians of all stripes are praying the
same Psalm we’ve prayed: “The Lord is the strength of his people; he is the saving refuge
of his anointed” (Introit).

In countless churches across the globe today, Christians are hearing the prophecy
from Isaiah: “Your God will come . . . He will come to save you . . . then shall the ears of
the deaf be unstopped . . . and the tongue of the mute will sing for joy.”  And they’re
listening to the Lord Jesus as He teaches them about true praise and worship in the words
of the Holy Gospel.

You know the story.  Some people brought a man to Jesus who was deaf and could
hardly talk.  Jesus took him aside, put His fingers in his ears, spit, and touched his tongue,
then looked up to heaven and with a deep sigh said to him, “Ephphatha!” (which means,
“Be opened!”)  At once, the man’s ears were opened, his tongue was loosed, and he
began to speak plainly . . . correctly!  (“Ortho” is the word used in the Gospel – as in ortho-
pedics – to walk correctly.  Well, this man finally spoke correctly.)  Then Jesus commanded
the crowd not to tell anyone.  But the more He said it, the more they kept talking about it. 
They were utterly amazed, and said, “He has done all things well; He even makes the deaf
to hear and the dumb (mute) to speak.”

Now, is this merely a story about an amazing thing that happened one day to some
lucky guy, who found himself in the right place at the right time, a long time ago? . . . Sort-
of an inspirational, “don’t give up the hope” kind of thing?  I don’t think so!
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Or is this account just an example of Jesus’ power over the miserable human
condition . . . a condition that suffers all kinds of sickness, disease, and misery . . . a
condition that infected the entire creation when sin entered the world?  Is that what God’s
Word is proclaiming to us today?  Well, that’s part of it.

Today’s Old Testament does prophesy that “God will come with a vengeance . . .
and the ears of the deaf will be unstopped . . . and the mute tongue will sing for joy.”  But
is that all?  Was Isaiah’s prophecy fulfilled completely – and only – during the few years
of Jesus’ earthly ministry?  Was the prophet only talking about a handful of physical
miracles?  Is that what Jesus came to do?  Is that God’s only promise to you – that you can
expect to be healed from all your physical problems . . . just like this man?  Again . . . I
don’t think that’s it.

No, this Gospel is about a profoundly greater need that each and every one of us
has.  It’s really about you and me – poor, miserable sinners that we are, by nature sinful
and unclean.  It’s not just about that guy back then.  And it’s not just about some folks
today who don’t know what we know.  It’s not even a picture of what we were before our
baptism.  It’s a picture of you and me right now, in all of our sinfulness, but especially in our
tendency to be deaf to God’s Word and mute when it comes to speaking back to Him in
prayer and praise.  It’s our spiritual disabilities that are at issue here.

So, how does spiritual deafness exhibit itself in your life?  Ask yourself: Do you listen
attentively to the preaching and teaching of God’s Word?  Do you ponder it when you leave
here and strive to put it into practice?  Or is that something your sinful flesh struggles
against?

I think, if we’re honest, we’ll find that there are times when we prefer not to hear the
preaching of God’s Word, or choose not to do what it says, that we rather prefer to hold on
to erroneous ideas because they’re more convenient for the way we live or more in
harmony with the world around us.  When we choose to shut God’s Word and its influence
out of our lives, we’re exhibiting spiritual deafness – a deafness that isolates people from
their Creator.  And that spiritual isolation is the cause of so much of our trouble.  Our faith
gets weak.  We’re more fearful.  Problems in the world and society bother us more.  And
it’s all because of what we do to ourselves.  You see, no one can cut you off from God but
you.  And we do this a lot.  And it’s not healthy.  In fact, it’s spiritually deadly.

But that’s not even all of it.  Spiritual deafness also hinders our speech.  The man
in today’s Gospel was not only deaf; he was also tongue-tied.  Have you ever noticed that
when a husband or wife stops listening to their spouse, their speech is affected?  The
quality of their conversation suffers.  They used to talk about all sorts of things – things that
interest them, current events, funny stories.  But, when one of them – or both of them –
stops listening, their conversation is reduced to only those things that have to be said:
“Would you pick up the kids from school today?  Did you go the bank?  Do we need
groceries?”  The pleasure of communication goes away; they may even stop talking to
each other altogether.
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When sin makes us deaf to what God says to us, our speech back to Him is
affected; our prayers and our worship suffer.  We may lose the desire to pray.  Or we may
even forget how to pray, not knowing what to ask for, what to say.  We become tongue-tied

and say silly things – even false things – back to God.  When Liz and I play spelling games
or word games with our granddaughters, sometimes they’ll throw out a bunch of random
letters.  “What’s that spell?”  “Uh . . . nothing!”  I think that’s sometimes how we must sound
to God.  We’re not learning anymore how to speak from what we hear, but we’re making
up our own noises and senseless utterances.  Our whole communication with God
becomes distorted and we’re left self-centered, isolated, living in our own world, miserable
and unable to help ourselves.  Our spiritual deafness is infinitely worse than even the most

acute physical deafness, for it renders us profoundly alone, profoundly self-serving, and
profoundly hopeless.

Our only real hope – for this life and the next – is found in the mercy of God.  For
without Him we are beggars – deaf, mute, sinful beggars – who can only say, “Lord, have
mercy upon us!”

But that’s precisely what your Lord is here to do for you today.  For He is the Great
Physician who has done all things well!  He’s the Heavenly Healer, who for us men and for
our salvation, came down from Heaven . . . and was made man.

And He was completely without disabilities such as we have.  Jesus never turned
a deaf ear – not to cries for healing from people like that man in our text – and most
importantly, He never turned a deaf ear to the will of His Father.  The Son of God obeyed
His Father’s will – even to the point of renouncing His own life – even to the point of
humble submission and devoted service to everyone else.  Our Lord heard, and humbly
accepted, the Father’s Word.

And His faithful hearing led to His faithful speaking.  It led Him to look up to heaven
yet one more time in His life, and with a deep sigh this time to say, “It is finished!”  The
oppression of sin was finished!  The alienation of creation was finished!  The finality of
death was finished!

Beloved, it’s the crucified, risen, and ascended Lord who now continues to serve
you in His Church today – as the Great Physician – so that those who have ears can hear!

In Holy Baptism He opens your ears to hear and believe the Gospel by the power
of the Holy Spirit whom He sends into you.  In the preached Word and Holy Absolution He
says to you again, “Ephphatha!”  Be opened!  As often as you come begging for mercy,
“Be opened!”  Not only your ears, but your entire being!  “Be opened!”  For again today
He’s meeting you to heal you.  He’s taking you aside to fill you with mercy!  You are
forgiven!

Be opened, dear Christian, and receive!  As He places on your tongue His own
healing body given into death . . . to loosen the chains of sin, to untie your tongue and
restore your speech.  Take and eat.  For He gives it to you, for the forgiveness of your sins
and the healing of your soul.
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In receiving God’s gifts, we’re given the ability to speak rightly, correctly.  With ears
that are opened and tongues that are touched we, too, are enabled to give God our “ortho-
doxology” – the right praise, and true worship that is due His name.

O Lord, open my lips.
And my mouth shall declare Your praise.

In the name of the Father, and of the T Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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