Isaiah 35:4–7a 

4 Say to those who have an anxious heart, “Be strong; fear not! Behold, your God will come with vengeance, with the recompense of God. He will come and save you.” 5Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 6 then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy. For waters break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert; 7 the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water; 

James 2:1–10, 14–18;

My brothers,﻿ show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory. 2 For if a man wearing a gold ring and fine clothing comes into your assembly, and a poor man in shabby clothing also comes in, 3 and if you pay attention to the one who wears the fine clothing and say, “You sit here in a good place,” while you say to the poor man, “You stand over there,” or, “Sit down at my feet,” 4 have you not then made distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? 5 Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he has promised to those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and the ones who drag you into court? 7 Are they not the ones who blaspheme the honorable name by which you were called? 

8 If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. 9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it. 

14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what good﻿ is that? 17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 

18 But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by my works. 

Mark 7:(24–30) 31–37

31 Then he returned from the region of Tyre and went through Sidon to the Sea of Galilee, in the region of the Decapolis. 32 And they brought to him a man who was deaf and had a speech impediment, and they begged him to lay his hand on him. 33 And taking him aside from the crowd privately, he put his fingers into his ears, and after spitting touched his tongue. 34 And looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.” 35 And his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. 36 And Jesus﻿ charged them to tell no one. But the more he charged them, the more zealously they proclaimed it. 37 And they were astonished beyond measure, saying, “He has done all things well. He even makes the deaf hear and the mute speak.” 

What do you say about Jesus?

Or the difference between the theology of glory and the theology of the cross.

In our Gospel lesson for this morning, we are immediately introduced to a deaf mute whom Jesus miraculously healed, giving him the gift of hearing and the gift of speech.  I know the text says that the guy had a "speech impediment."  Understand: This wasn't a simple matter of not being able to say his "r's and l's" or a common speech impediment as we would think of it today.  The original Greek lets us know that this guy's tongue was essentially bound up and dead.  However, because of Christ, this guy was now able to speak plainly.  Normally, when we hear this, we automatically assume that the man was now able to simply speak and sound like everyone else who has good, healthy hearing, but that’s not what the Greek says.  The Greek tells us that the man was now able to laleōs orthos, which means that he was able to preach, teach, and evangelize true and faithfully, and correctly.  So this man who had never been able to hear or speak would now be proclaiming a right, faithful, evangelistic proclamation.  

It is at this point that irony is introduced into this particular text.  Yes, irony!  See Jesus heals a man, giving him the ability to hear and speak, and then turns around and tells the rest of the healthy crowd to not say a thing; to actually be mute in their proclamation; a command they clearly don't hear and obey.  Now as ironic as this appears when presented like this, the real irony comes into play when you get into the original Greek.  You see, while the healed man is now able to hear Christ and rightly proclaim Christ, the rest of the "healthy" crowd instead proclaims their own message about Jesus.  Two very distinct and different words.  The man’s evangelistic witness and proclamation, and the crowd’s simple proclamation.  When the word for proclamation is used in the contest of preaching elsewhere in the Bible the text explains it as “preach the Gospel.”  This is what we as children of God, are called to do. 

This is where the crowd's proclamation is all wrong.  In fact, they're so wrong in their proclamation that Jesus actually tells them to be quiet.  Now, at first there doesn’t appear to be anything wrong with what the crowd is saying about Jesus?  It's not as if they're blaspheming Him or cursing Him.  They're singing His praises.  In fact, they're even quoting Isaiah.  So why would Jesus want to muzzle this specific proclamation?  Well, let’s look at what exactly they are saying about Jesus.  

Listen.  "He does all things well.  He even makes the deaf hear and the mute speak."  While we may not hear anything wrong in their words, it's important to understand that the problem with the crowd's proclamation is in what they don't say; it's in what you don't hear.  You don't hear a single evangelistic word about Christ.  Remember: The Greek made it very clear that the deaf mute was now speaking and proclaiming what Christ had given him.  This man's actions matched his confession.  His practice matched his doctrine.  He practiced and preached what he believed in his heart.  

Ironically, the same thing can be said for the crowd.  Their words and actions did match their confession, their beliefs.  Their practice did match their doctrine.  The crowd's proclamation had nothing to do with evangelism, salvation, or forgiveness.  Why should it?  That sort of stuff didn't concern them.  It's sad when you think about it, but the crowd’s proclamation really had nothing to do with the reality of Jesus; the reality of Immanuel dwelling among us, taking on our flesh and sin in order to crucify that sin and completely redeem us.  Their proclamation was selfishly grounded in the age-old understanding of "what you can do for me."  That's what they cared about.  "Hey, got a problem that ails you?  Jesus can fix it!  He can help you get a job.  He can help you get out of debt and increase your wealth.  He can help you make friends.  Yes!  Jesus can help you get a date!  Jesus is so good that He can even cure sickness and birth defects, even death!  Imagine!  The fountain of youth is real!  His name is Jesus."  

Here's the problem though.  What happens when you're still unemployed, even after "giving yourself over to Jesus?"  What happens when your marriage still fails, even after you decided to give Jesus a try?  What happens when the medical test results are the worst news possible, even after you showed up to church for a couple of months straight, praying and putting extra in the offering plate?  Do you think that these sorts of negative outcomes can kill real, faithful ministry?  Do you think people can actually turn a deaf ear to Christ and His gifts; the Good News that they are completely forgiven and redeemed in Jesus' all-atoning death and resurrection simply because the other material things they were looking for didn't quite pan out?  It's truly sad to say, but this sort of thing happens all the time.  This is exactly what Christ didn't want to happen.  This is why He told the crowd to be silent.  They were doing more harm than good.  They weren't presenting the whole Jesus, the true Jesus.  

So now my brothers and sisters in Christ, what do you say about Jesus?  I'm not just talking about the words that come out of your mouth around certain people in certain settings at certain times.  I'm talking about what St. James speaks of in the Epistle lesson.  What do you say about Jesus with your words and deeds; with your whole life?  Do your words and deeds match what you believe in your heart?  Does your practice display your doctrine, or does your practice instead contradict your doctrine?  Would anyone ever accuse you of being a Christian, a Lutheran Christian outside of Sunday services?

Maybe it’s because our actions are doing the talking.  Maybe it's because our practice is matching our doctrine.  Believe it or not, but the two always go together.  There is never a disconnect.  Perhaps the big problem isn't necessarily with our daily sinful practices, the good we want to do but don't do and the bad we don't want to do but keep on doing, but with what we truly believe in our hearts.  Remember from last week: "What proceeds from the heart is what defiles a person."

  

You know, it's awfully difficult to love and forgive people we don't care for in the first place, isn't it?  We'll turn the other cheek a million times to someone we love, but the other guy?  They get one strike and that's it.  We say that we believe that Christ lived, died, and rose again for the entire world, everyone, unconditionally, and yet do we practice this in our own daily lives, loving as we've been loved, forgiving as we've been forgiven?  We say that we believe that we are but mere stewards who have been entrusted by God with all these bounteous blessings in our life, and yet do we practice this by simply and joyfully returning the first fruits of this bounteous trust back to Him in true humble thankfulness?  Or do we instead take care of everything else first and then give God whatever is left over?  Do we serve God by serving our neighbor with our time, talents, and treasures, or do we look around and show partiality, claiming that "so-and-so has more money, more time, more talent; let them do it!"  What do these practices and actions say to others about the truth of what we believe in our heart? 

It is this sort of spiritual witness (which we're all guilty of) that does harm faithful, confessional outreach and evangelism.  This is how our sin makes the devil’s job easy!   

Let me be clear: I am NOT talking here about works-righteousness; that is, doing your part/your good deed in order to earn or merit God's favor.  Nor am I saying that you must do this, that, and the other thing in order to meet the criteria for a "proper level of sanctification."  That's not at all what I'm talking about.  God gives all of us differing degrees of stewardship blessings.  Some are given one talent worth of time, talent, or treasure.  Some are given two.  Some are given five.  We're not all equal in terms of stewardship, but that doesn't mean that we're not all equally redeemed and thankful for what Christ has done for us in our stead.  That's what sanctification is.  It's our response, our own personal thankfulness to God for our free and unmerited gift of salvation, which is ours because of His grace alone; grace which He bestows upon us because of Christ alone.  Our sanctification is our personal thanksgiving response to God for all that we have and all that we are in Christ, because of Christ. 

I pray that God continues to grant you the open ears and unloosed tongues and unbound lives of true, saving faith; gifts that He gives to you by means of His life-giving Word and Sacraments; the same gifts that He gave to the deaf mute, hearing and speaking; word and deed; doctrine and practice, that was grounded firmly in the truth of Christ Jesus.  Remember: Faithful "hearing and doing" go together like two sides of a one coin.  Scripture doesn't know of a faith that has one without the other.  There is no disconnect, ever.  What goes in the ears and the heart and the soul is, by God's design, also supposed to go out among the nations through what we say and do daily.  Hear Christ, receive Christ, share Christ, in all our thoughts, words, and deeds.  For He, and He alone, is the sole source of all life, forgiveness, and salvation.  In Him, and Him alone, are we all unbound and made well, unconditionally and eternally well. 

AMEN

