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“The Lesson of the Loosened Tongue”      Text – Mark 7:31-37      OT Reading – Isaiah 35

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
It was my privilege to lead the studies at the recent family camp up North.  There were 220 people in attendance.  And while they are all family-campers and all human beings, the more you get to know them the more you see that no two of them are exactly alike.  Family circumstances, health circumstances, financial circumstances, spiritual circumstances; all these differ from person to person.  
And similarly, while you could say that there are a lot of people who get healed in Mark’s Gospel, as you take the time to consider each one carefully, it soon becomes obvious that each one is also unique in one way or another.  Whether it is the particular circumstances of the person being healed or the way that Jesus heals them, no two are exactly alike.  So it is our task to consider these different circumstances to try and discover in them what the Holy Spirit is revealing about the Lord Jesus and how He deals with people.
Well, it has been a few weeks since we were last looking at Mark together, so let’s begin with a brief review.  As we have repeatedly said, perhaps the key question in relation to Jesus that is to the fore in the events of the first 8 chapters of Mark is Who is This?  Again and again we have been forced to answer that question in relation to what Jesus says and does.  And that question will be explicitly and definitively answered towards the end of ch. 8, but this event also helps us answer that question.  

But what we have also seen throughout the Gospel is that Jesus is very much in control of the ‘temperature’ in the tensions that exist between Him and especially the leaders of the Jews.  After interactions with them and the people, He typically withdraws for a time or moves elsewhere to let things ‘cool down’ a bit.  So after the ‘heated’ interaction at the beginning of ch. 7, the Lord Jesus has left the region of Galilee and ministry to the Jewish people and has travelled North to Gentile land.  
· And last time we looked at his interaction with the Greek woman from Syro-Phoenicia.  And we were struck by how Jesus talked to her and her remarkable faith.
· But now, as v31 explains, Jesus travels South again and around the top of the Sea of Galilee to the region of the Decapolis – which means Ten cities.  
· And this is a return for Jesus because we read about Him in that region in ch. 5.  And you boys and girls will surely remember that story as Jesus delivered a man from a host of demons and sent them into a herd of pigs, which then rushed into the lake and were drowned.  
· And you may remember at the end of that story that the man wanted to stay with Jesus but was told instead to go to his family and “tell them how much the Lord had done for [him] and how He … had mercy on [him].”  And the man did exactly that and we are told “that all the people were amazed.”  So it is possible then that the preaching of that man has kind of ‘paved the way’ for what happens here in ch. 7.  It may be that the news of Jesus’ healing power is at least part of the reason why these people bring this man to Jesus for healing.  But it may also simply be that as Jesus heals in that region, news spreads, as it invariably would, and so they bring this man to Him.

And so, today we consider The Lesson of the Opened Ears and Loosened Tongue.  And we simply consider the request of v32, the response of Jesus in vv33-35, and then the reaction of the people in vv36-37.  And we do so noting, again, what this healing reveals about Who Jesus is? and especially His particular care for this man and his situation and the powerful message in that for each one of us today. 
So firstly, the request.
1. Some people come to Jesus with a man who is deaf and who has some sort of severe speech impediment that means he can hardly talk or be understood.  So this is a considerable disability.  
a. One commentator described him as like a closed city with nothing going in or going out.  He cannot hear teaching or explanations, he cannot ask questions or express himself.  And of course, the advances in things like sign language were not yet known.
i. Just imagine not being able to hear or speak, boys and girls.  And you are trying to imagine that now because you have heard me ask you to imagine it!  If you could not hear, everyone else would be doing it except you.  How frustrating it must have been not to have these two abilities, which most of us very often take for granted.
b. But if you look back at ch. 6:5, you will see there that a typical way in which Jesus healed people was to lay His hands upon them.  And so, most likely, those who brought this man to Jesus have seen Him doing this.  And so, they come to Him with a request that He do the same for this man also.  
2. But as we come to the response of Jesus in vv33-35, the first thing we note is that Jesus did not do what these people asked.  And He could have.  v33 could say that Jesus placed His hands on this man and He was healed.  It could say that Jesus spoke a word and this man was healed.  It could say that this man touched the corner of Jesus’ garment and He was healed.  All of these ways of healing happening we have already seen in the gospel.  But instead we see a very detailed and personal ‘process’ of Jesus effecting healing in this man.  And so, we wonder why this is the case?  
a. Well, it demonstrates for one thing that Jesus is not tied to one method of healing.  He heals people using different ‘methods.’  And each ‘method’ reveals something about God’s grace that is appropriate to that person or that crowd or that situation.  
i. And to understand the importance of this point, perhaps it will help us to recall a kind of parallel healing story in the OT.  It is the story of Naaman.  And I am sure you boys and girls will remember that story.  Naaman was a Gentile who was a general of the Syrian army.  But he had that dreaded disease, leprosy.  However, he had a Jewish girl as a slave in his household and she told him that if he would just go to the prophet in Samaria, he could be healed of his leprosy.  So Naaman went to Elisha the prophet.  And he came to his house, but Elisha didn’t even come out of the house.  He just sent out a message: “Go, wash yourself seven times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be restored and you will be cleansed.”  Well, Naaman was furious!  We are told that he “went away angry and said, "I thought that he would surely come out to me and stand and call on the name of the LORD his God, wave his hand over the spot and cure me of my leprosy.  Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than any of the waters of Israel?  Couldn't I wash in them and be cleansed?" So he turned and went off in a rage.”  But then Naaman’s servants came to him and convinced him to do as the prophet had said.  They said, “If the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it?  How much more, then, when he tells you, 'Wash and be cleansed'!” So Naaman did as the prophet had instructed him to do and he was healed.  And we read,  “Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God.  He stood before him and said, "Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel."”  If you are familiar with the Bible, you will know that leprosy was healed at different times in different ways.  But for Naaman, it was necessary that he humbled himself and entered the dirty waters of the Jordan seven times.  That is what it took for him to learn that God is God and that there is no other.
b. So even the way that someone is healed can reveal something about the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.  So let’s think about that as we consider the healing of this man by Jesus.  And remember that this man also was a Gentile.  The people here are not familiar with the OT.  They are those who live in the paganism of idols and demons and gods and goddesses.  
i. So note firstly that Jesus takes him aside, “away from the crowd.”  
A. This man has not heard the preaching of Jesus.  He cannot.  For years he has suffered the torment of disconnection from everyone else; of missing out on what is going on; of being unable to ask for explanations.  For most there that day, the healing touch of Jesus comes together with what He is saying about the kingdom.  But that is not so for this man.  A simple touch from Jesus would have lacked a gospel context because this man could not hear anything Jesus preached.  So Jesus creates private and quiet space for this man to be able to encounter the grace of God in a way suited to his needs and his situation in life.  
1) And we shall say more about this later on but just in this act of taking him aside, already we see the deeply personal interest of this Saviour in His people.  Every act of Jesus here is part of the grace of God that this man needs at this moment in these circumstances. 
ii. But secondly then, because the Lord Jesus could not reach this man by speaking, He puts His fingers in the man’s ears, and then He spits, which probably means He put His own saliva on His fingers, and then He touched the man’s tongue.  
A. And while you might be thinking about germs and bugs, this sort of thing was common in connection with healing at that time.  
B. But note the very human compassion of Jesus that is seen in His touch.  We noted this in connection with the leper that Jesus healed and the dead girl that Jesus raised earlier in the Gospel.  Jesus touched the untouchables of those societies.  And here, Jesus touches this man in the very location of his disabilities.  This is our sympathetic and gentle Saviour at work.  
C. But there is something even more grand and glorious that is seen in the touch of Jesus also.  For remember that this is the Saviour who took our flesh to Himself in the incarnation; who though He was God became like you and me with ears and a tongue and all that goes with being human.  
1) So as He touches this man and his disabilities, Jesus is identifying Himself in a very intimate way with what the consequences of sin’s curse has brought to humanity.  
2) You see, we mustn’t make the mistake of thinking of Jesus just as a soul Saviour.  No, He is a soul and body Saviour.  He came to rid the whole of creation from every aspect of sin’s curse.  
3) So even the touch of Jesus broadcasts the gospel of the kingdom!    
iii. Well, as you can imagine, with His touch, Jesus has this man’s attention now!  The expectations of this man are aroused.  Whatever is going to happen now has to do with his ears and his tongue as Jesus has visibly and physically indicated the two areas of this man’s suffering.  So what does Jesus do next?  v34, “He looked up to heaven.”  
A. And because we know that this man was not blind, and that he would have seen Jesus do this, he too would have looked up to heaven.  I mean, what do you do when you see someone looking up?  You look up, right?  Jesus is directing the attention of this man to His Father in heaven.  He is visibly teaching him that if there is to be healing, it will come from above.
iv. And then we read that “with a deep sigh…”  
A. And we should not quickly skip over that phrase either.  Do you boys and girls remember what Jesus did when He stood outside the tomb of His dead friend, Lazarus?  John 11:35 – “Jesus wept.”  
1) Oh how He loved the people He came into contact with.  
2) Oh how He was physically and emotionally moved by their suffering.  
3) But this is more than just a personal empathy; this sigh expresses Jesus’ deep sorrow over sin, the fallen creation, and the work of the evil one.  It is a sigh that anticipates the agonies that await Him on the cross where He must suffer to remove sin’s curse.  
a) This is the deep sigh of sorrow, suffering, and salvation.
B. When the prophet Jeremiah considered the exile as a consequence of the sin of the people of Israel, He said, “Oh, that my head were a spring of water and my eyes a fountain of tears!  I would weep day and night for the slain of my people.”  
1) Do you weep over sin, believer?  Does your own sin, at times, move you to tears?  Do things like the ravages of diseases like cancer and the rubbish bins filled with aborted babies and the devastation that comes in the wake of divorce upset you, physically?  
2) It did, Jesus.  And it surely ought to prompt us to more urgent prayer that He would come soon and usher in the new heavens and the new earth.  
v. Well next, Jesus says, “Ephphatha!” And this is an Aramiac word, which was the daily language Jesus spoke and which Mark translates for those reading his Gospel who don’t speak Aramaic.  It means “Be opened!”  And we are told, “At this, the man’s ears were opened, his tongue was loosened and he began to speak plainly.”  
A. And I can’t help imagining a sort of popping sound in this man’s ears and that moment when his rigid tongue is loosened and the first clear words he has spoken roll up his throat and over his tongue and out between his lips into the air where they are heard.  And I guess ‘thank you’ was probably the first or one of the first words he spoke?  
Well, we will wrap this all up in one concluding point in a moment.  But before we do that, let us briefly consider the response of the people in vv36-37.  
1. Jesus commands the people “not to tell anyone.  But,” we are told, “the more He did so, the more they kept talking about it.”  
a. And in these words, surely everyone of us sees something of ourselves and our sin reflected, do we not?  
i. I have two apples trees at home beside the alleyway that no one touches.  But if I was to put up a sign saying ‘Please don’t pick the apples!’ the trees would be empty in a day or two.   
ii. The author Mark Twain once spoke of “swimming pools that were forbidden us and therefore much frequented.”  
iii. But these aren’t silly young boys.  These are adults who disobey a direct command of Jesus who does not want to be known simply as a miracle worker.  
2. But notice how even in their sin, there is truth revealed in terms of Who Jesus is?  
a. Jesus said, “Be opened,” and the man’s ears were opened and his tongue was loosened.  Just by His word of command, it was so!  
i. And Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, that ought to remind us of creation.  God said, ““Let there be light,” and there was light.”  As Psalm 33:9 says, “For He spoke, and it came to be.”  
ii. We are supposed to see in how Jesus effects this healing something of the power of the Creator!  
iii. And this is doubly reinforced in the admiration of the people, who say, “He has done everything well.”  
A. For without knowing it, they are using language that calls to mind what God said at the end of the creation week as recorded in Genesis 1:31, “And God saw all that He had made and behold it was very good.”  
B. What God did in creation was all very good.  What Jesus does in re-creation is wonderful.  
C. And it is for this reason that the Apostle Paul will later describe Jesus as the one by whom God is reconciling to Himself all things on earth and in heaven.  
D. Who is Jesus?  He is one with creation power!  He is God!
b. But you will recall also that our earlier reading from Isaiah 35 looked forward to the time of Messiah when “the eyes of the blind [will] be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped.  [And] the lame leap[ing] like a deer, and the mute tongue shout[ing] for joy.”  And these Gentile people who refuse to keep quiet about what Jesus is doing, unwittingly also point to Jesus as the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy: “He even makes the deaf hear and the mute speak.”
i. Who is Jesus?  He is the one that the prophets said would come and bring deliverance to His people!
And so, as we draw to a close, this is one healing account of many in Mark’s Gospel.  But we see again the very personal and particular way that the Lord works in His people.

1. Think of the psalmist’s words in Psalm 139, “O LORD, you have searched me and you know me.  You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar.  You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways.”  
a. It shouldn’t surprise us then that while it will always be by His Word and Spirit, exactly how and when the Lord brings each of those He has chosen to faith in Christ will differ from person to person – it maybe in a worship service as a result of one sermon, it maybe in a hospital bed after a serious injury or illness or as death approaches, it maybe while privately reading the Bible, it maybe over a period of months or even years as every bit of resistance to the truth of Jesus is slowly eroded away.  
i. So let us be at prayer for our loved ones or our neighbours or work colleagues or friends who are not walking with the Lord, that in His time and by His ‘method’ they may come to faith and repentance, even as we faithfully show them the love of Christ and speak the truth about sin and salvation. 
b. And along these same lines, Hebrews 12 tells us that “the Lord disciplines those He loves … Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in His holiness.”  
i. There is not a parent in this room who would say that they have disciplined every one of their children in exactly the same way in every situation, never taking into account the external circumstances or the personality or maturity differences between one child and the next.  
ii. So we too must be very careful to leave room for God to work in His children at His pace and in His time and in His way.  
iii. There are God’s ‘ordinary’ means of grace, like preaching and the sacraments, there is the official discipline of the church, there are spiritual disciplines like Bible study and fasting and prayer.  
iv. So, should we exhort one another to grow in godliness by the use of these ‘means’?  Absolutely.  We are called to do this often in Scripture.  
v. But it is the Lord alone who looks into the heart and knows the thoughts of His children.  It is the Lord alone who knows the beginning from the end.  And the unexpected and at times seemingly bizarre accounts of how God worked His grace in and through the lives of those we read about in the Bible cautions us to be careful about imposing our timelines and our expectations and our experiences upon others.

vi. When Paul wrote to the believers in Philippi, he had much to say to them about the way of the Lord.  But listen to how he began, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” 
A. And this was his confidence – it is the work of God by His Spirit.
B. And this is why all he said and did was bathed with prayer.
This is the lesson of the opened ears and the loosened tongue.  

Praise God for His patience with each one of us.  

Praise God that we are His workmanship.  

And praise God that He has opened our ears to the gospel of Jesus Christ and loosened our tongues that we may sing His praises.  Amen.

