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Midweek Advent 4 ~ December 20, 2006

Sing with Joyful Tongue

The text for (today) this evening is our Gospel, Mark 7:31-37, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Throughout Advent our midweek services have been following the theme “From Heaven Above to Earth I Come,” based on Martin Luther’s Christmas hymn of the same name.  Each week we have looked at one or more of the verses in greater detail.  Tonight (today), we will look specifically at stanza 14:

My heart for very joy must leap; 

My lips no more can silence keep. 

I, too, must sing with joyful tongue

That sweetest ancient cradlesong:

In Advent, we rejoice that our Lord Jesus comes from heaven above to earth to be our Savior.  We recall the incarnation of “Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made Himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to death—even death on the cross.”

We anticipate Christ’s return, when “at the name of Jesus every knee [will] bow in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

(Most of) You know this story well.  You have the opportunity to hear this Good News every week.  In liturgy and hymns you confess Jesus Christ as Lord in every Divine Service.  As a Christian you have the privilege to share this message with your friends, family, and neighbors every day.  (And, as a pastor, you have been called by God to proclaim this message publicly every week.)  

But have you ever stopped to think what it would be like to never be able to hear this Good News?   What would it be like if your lips were permanently silent and you could never sing with joyful tongue?

That is the condition that the deaf and mute man of our text experienced.  He lived in a world of silence; and that is a horrible, awful, deadly place to live.  This poor soul was unable to hear a horse whinny or marvel at the dove’s mournful song.  The deaf man never heard the tones and words of a chanted psalm, the thumping beat on a drum, or his mother say: “I love you and so does the Lord.”  He could not hear his father’s prayer at the table or a child’s cry in the night.  

Had he gone to the synagogue, he would have been only able to watch a man mouth the words.  He would’ve had to wonder: “What was the meaning of these words that the man of God was reading and proclaiming?  Was there a message for him… for the deaf man?  If the communication was meant for him, if there was an application to this man, if there was Good News for this man… well, as the saying goes, it fell on deaf ears.  Literally, it fell on deaf ears.

But dear friends, this man’s situation was even more pitiable.  The man had a speech impediment, too.  He could not confide a secret to a close friend or share a funny story.  He couldn’t tell a physician his symptoms or give counsel on a teenager’s problem.  He couldn’t shout for joy at the birth of a baby girl or join the great congregation in singing “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.”

With deaf ears and a muted tongue, this man lived on a silent planet.  A great chasm separated him from the others in this world.  Oh, there were those who cared for the deaf and mute man, but they could not open his ears and loosen his tongue.  That is something only God could do.

In relation to God, this is exactly how we are when we come into this world.  From the moment of our conception, we are sinful by nature and an enemy of God.  We are not able to hear His Word of life on our own and are incapable of uttering anything pleasing to the Lord.  The spiritually deaf do not hear God and not only are they incapable of doing so, they desire to plug their ears.  The spiritually mute have nothing to say to God and thus they ignore Him and His Word.

These two—spiritual deafness and spiritual dumbness—combine in an awful, ungodly duet of silence.  The one who does not listen to the Invocation of baptismal grace is not able to sing the “Amen.”  The person who has no Confession of sin hears no Absolution from the Lord.  The woman whose ears are closed to the preaching of the Word also has a gagged prayer.  There is no Nunc Dimittis, no departing in peace for the man who has never heard of the Agnus Dei… of Jesus, the Lamb of God Who takes away the sin of the world.  

Such a man, such a woman, such an infant needs to hear the Word of God’s promise… to have his or her ears opened and tongue loosened.  That is something only God can do.

Into this silent world comes Jesus, the Incarnate Son of God.  A man is brought to Him who is deaf and has a speech impediment.  Taking him aside, Jesus uses some exceptional sign language to make the man understand what He is about to do for him.  Jesus puts His finger in the man’s ears; He would give him hearing.  Jesus spits and touches his tongue; He would give him the ability to speak clearly.  Looking up to heaven and sighing deeply, Jesus shows the man the cure He was bringing him came from above.  

Then Jesus spoke one word, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.”  Immediately the man’s ears were opened and the impediment of his tongue was loosened, and he spoke plainly.  This is something only God could do.

The whole process seems rather gross.  Some say Jesus spit right in the man’s mouth.  However it happened, it was certainly a very physical, intimate thing.  But that’s what it takes to open ears and loosen tongues.  It requires Jesus taking on your filthy sin, washing your feet, touching your tongue, cleaning out your ears, and creating a clean heart, caring for your grossest parts.  In humbling Himself, in making Himself nothing, in taking the very nature of a human servant, in taking the man’s affliction upon Himself, Jesus set the deaf-mute man free.

Jesus broke the chains of sin, death, and the devil.  He stopped the cycle.  He stood in the gap and restored His good creation with health and wholeness.  As Isaiah prophesied: “Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy.”  That is who Jesus is.  It is what He does, why He came.     

The first word the man ever heard was the Word of Good News from Jesus: “Ephphatha, be opened.”  This man experienced a whole new world because of the Word spoken by the Creator of the universe.  He was now able to listen to the reading of the 23rd Psalm, hear his dearest say, “I love you,” or listen to the rain.  

In addition, the man’s tongue was loosened and he was able to speak and chant and sing.  What a joy to respond with a simple, yet heartfelt, “thank You” and to join in the singing and the confessing and the praising.  What a day!

So, why did Jesus do this?  That may seem like a silly question, but it really isn’t.  And the answer is the same for both the man on whom Jesus performed a miracle and for you in whom Jesus performed a greater miracle in your Baptism.  The reason why God creates ears in the first place, why Jesus opened the man’s ears, and why He has given you ears is the same.

Before you hear the answer of why Jesus has created and opened ears, listen to what is not the answer.  God did not give you or your children ears in order to hear words of ridicule (“You’re stupid!  You’ll never amount to anything!  I hate you!”)  He did not give you or your children ears to listen to filthy talk, salacious song lyrics, or back-biting gossip.  He did not give you a mouth to speak these words, either; and if any of these are ever uttered from your mouth then you are sinning and need to confess your sins.  

Most especially, Jesus did not give you or your children ears to hear or mouths to speak false doctrine or blasphemy so that the ears are filled with lies.

The reason why God has created and opened ears is to hear the Gospel… the Good News that Jesus… true God begotten of His Father from eternity and true man born of the virgin Mary… lived a perfect life in your place, endured the onslaught of Satan, suffered the wrath of God on account of all sins, and paid the price for every sin of ear, mouth, mind, and deed when He was crucified.

When Jesus declared from that cursed, barren tree upon which He was willingly pinned, “It is finished!” (John 19:30), it is the same as saying to heaven, on our behalf, “Ephphatha!  Be opened.”  People hear this Gospel and the doors of heaven are opened.    

Martin Luther noted the connection of this healing miracle to the cleansing miracle of Baptism.  If you have ever heard or read his baptismal rite, it seems so troublingly medieval, even a bit gross: hand-laying, exorcism, chrism oil, salt, signation, and a touchy-feeliness that makes the rite of Baptism so physical and yet so intimate. 

Following the Apostles’ Creed, and preceding the actual Baptism, Luther instructs the pastor to put spit on his finger, touch the right ear of the baptized with it and say: “Ephphatha, that is, Be thou opened.”  Then the nose and the left ear are touched as the baptizer says, “But thou, devil, flee; for God’s judgment cometh speedily.”  Then the infant is brought into the church as the pastor says, “The Lord preserve thy coming in and thy going out now and for evermore.”

Ephphatha!  What a wonderful word!  The man’s ears were not opened just for that day and then rendered deaf and mute for the rest of his life.  Jesus opened the man’s ears and loosened his tongue, intending them to be open and remain in that condition so he could hear the Word and at the appropriate time of response, speak of this Good News.

He wants the same for you in the spiritual application of the Word.  He has wrought faith in your heart through the hearing of His Word, freeing you from the devil’s stranglehold, bringing you and your children into His Church.  The Lord intends for you to remain in His Presence from the first day that He opened your ears in receiving the Good News until the day you depart this life and be with Christ in Paradise.  

The reason why God has created and opened ears is to hear the Gospel… the Good News that Jesus… true God begotten of His Father from eternity and true man born of the virgin Mary… Who, though He was crucified, dead and buried, did not remain in the tomb, but rose again demonstrating the defeat of death, the devil, and the grave.  He proclaimed victory over hell and ascended into heaven.  

Because He lives, so also shall His people live with Him forever.  Thus, according to His promise, He will return on the Last Day, and the cemeteries, urns, and watery graves will hear the Word of Jesus… “Ephphatha!  Be opened!”  Then will we be reunited with our resurrected bodies and will be with the Holy God forever and ever.  

Hearing this Good News, we join in the glorious refrain: “My lips no more can silence keep.  I, too, must sing with joyful tongue.”  Our Advent King comes and speaks “Ephphatha.  Be opened.”  Jesus, the very Word made flesh, comes and speaks the Word of truth into our deaf ears.  He takes away whatever would keep us from hearing His Word and tunes our untamed tongues to sing the glorious praises of Him who has called us out of darkness into His marvelous light.  

Through His Word and Sacraments, He tells us again and again these wondrous, miraculous words: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

