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Mark 7:31-37 

Pentecost 16B (Proper 18B)  

September 9, 2018 

“Sign Language” 

(American Sign Language) Jesus loves you.  Jesus loves me.  The Bible tells us so.  Amen. 

As you drive around these days, how do you know, from looking around, that Fall is 

approaching?  It’s been in the high 80s or 90s for the most part.  It doesn’t seem like Fall is 

approaching.  But there are signs pointing to Fall.  School has started.  Football season has 

begun.  Starbucks is selling Pumpkin Spiced Lattes.  And, we’re starting to see some yellow and 

red leaves in the trees.  These are all signs pointing to the fact that, soon, we’ll be moving from 

the heat of Summer into the cool of Fall.  But, these signs, if we didn’t understand them well, we 

could simply walk right on by them, not noticing what was happening.  Then suddenly one day, 

we’ll wake up, it’s cold, and we’re unprepared.  

The world is filled with signs … some we see, but misinterpret.  Some we miss.  However, 

God often communicates to us through signs. 

Our gospel today is no exception.  It’s filled with signs.  If we don’t understand them, we’ll 

miss the actual point of God’s Word in this account of the healing of the deaf mute.  You’ve got 

somewhat unfamiliar territories named.  You’ve got groans and commands to be silent from 

Jesus.  You’ve even got what sounds a little like a “wet willy” and “spit!”  Jesus uses these signs 

to communicate His major point … which isn’t that He healed a deaf and mute man. 

When we hear miracle stories, especially healing stories, we often go straight to the healing 

as the point, “That’s amazing!  Jesus healed that deaf and mute guy!”  The problem with this 

way of thinking is that we can be tempted to see Jesus as a “vending machine” who gives us 

things we want from God.  We see people bring a deaf, mute to Jesus and ask for healing … and 

the man hears.  So … we naturally assume that if we ask God for healing … healing will happen.  
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Sometimes it does … sometimes it doesn’t … so … what then?  Too often in our world we see 

Jesus’ blessings … healing, wealth, good times … as signs that we’re His children destined for 

eternal happiness in this world and the next.  We see troubles and pitfalls … illness, poverty, bad 

times … as signs that we’re not His children ... we need to do more … we need to do better.  

When we find ourselves thinking this way, we’ve misread the signs Jesus has shown us. 

God never promises that bad things won’t happen to good people … or that good things 

won’t happen to bad people.  Good and bad things happen in life … they aren’t necessarily signs 

from God or commentaries on your faith.  Sometimes, stuff happens in this fallen, sin-filled 

world we live in.  Jesus tells His disciples, (Matthew 5:45) “For (your Father in heaven) makes 

His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.” 

In gospel, Jesus has journeyed to the Decapolis, a non-Jewish area, in an attempt to have 

some time to reflect.  He hoped He could get away from the conflict and crowds in Jewish 

Jerusalem and Galilee.  Needless to say, based on the testimony of others and rumors of signs 

Jesus had done, it was anything but restful.  Even Gentiles in the Decapolis were convinced He 

was a special man … powerful enough to do great things.  So … they brought their sick and 

injured and demon-possessed to Him. 

One man in particular was both deaf and mute.  He can’t hear.  He can’t speak properly.  

He’s probably never heard about Jesus or His signs, but His friends have.  So, they thrust him in 

front of Jesus … the man’s circumstance has led him into Jesus’ presence.  Can you imagine 

being dragged in front of Jesus like this?   

Sooner or later you and I are, like the deaf mute in our gospel account, brought before God 

by a situation out of our control.  Someone pulls out in front of us as we’re zooming home along 

Route 4 … the doctor’s office calls with our test results … there’s an unexpected “pink slip” on 
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our desk.  Like the deaf mute, we didn’t do anything, good or bad, to deserve this … but we’ve 

been dragged by circumstance before God.  Like the deaf mute, there is no word we can utter … 

no gesture we can make … no sign we can do to warrant God’s mercy in our lives.  We bring 

nothing to the table … God doesn’t owe us a thing.  After all, He gives us everything we have … 

life, family, our physical abilities such as they are, even our possessions … we didn’t earn any of 

it.  It’s all a gift from God our Father to be used, as He sees fit, in response to His love for us in 

loving service to Him and His creation. 

Kate Bowler is a wife and mother.  She grew up in and around the church with loving faithful 

parents.  She met her husband Toban at Bible Camp when they were kids.  She worked hard at 

school and earned a Ph.D. in History of Religion.  She was immediately hired to a professorship 

at Duke University.  Eventually she even overcame infertility and had a baby named Zach.  In 

her world, she says, “Faith and happiness were intertwined.  Work hard, stay right with God and 

life would work out somehow.”  The signs she had seen in her own life reinforced that idea.  The 

signs … receiving good things and blessings … indicated that all was right with God.  Then, at 

the age of 35, she received word from her doctor, “That abdominal pain … it’s not a damaged 

gall bladder.  You have incurable Stage IV cancer.”   

What happened to the bargain?  The signs … I do all the right stuff.  You give me blessings.  

So, back to work Kate went.  This had to be a temporary setback.  She reasoned, “It had to be.  

After all, hadn’t I been a faithful Christian all along?”  But, as she entered into a trial for a new 

cancer treatment, she realized most everything affecting her was out of her control.  She was 

living two months at a time through tests, treatments, and more tests … hoping for a sign of 

some sort so she could see Zach’s next birthday or celebrate another anniversary with Toban.  

She longed for the certainty of her deal … the certainty of a sign that all would be well. 
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Imagine this … you’re the deaf mute in our gospel and you come before Jesus … with 

nothing, not even words, to offer.  But Jesus, in love, takes you away from the commotion and 

distractions of the world into His presence … you’re taken out of the fallen world and brought 

into the Kingdom of God.  Jesus stoops to speak to you.  But, since you can’t hear or speak, He 

speaks to you through signs, telling you He will open your ears and loosen your tongue.   

First, He sticks His fingers into your ears to unplug your hearing.  Then, using His own 

saliva, thought to have healing powers, Jesus spits and touches your tongue to loosen your 

speech.  But Jesus is more than a magic man or powerful healer.  He communicates this through 

another sign.  Jesus looks up to heaven, showing you where the healing comes from, and groans, 

“Be opened.”  And immediately, you can hear clearly … you can speak plainly.  It’s a miracle!  

It is indeed … but it is actually much more. 

“And now,” as Paul Harvey says, “the rest … of the story.”  Through Jesus’ signs, He 

communicates the point of the healing … He is the fulfillment of the Prophet Isaiah’s words 

(Isaiah 35:4,5,6) “He will come and save you … then the ears of the deaf (shall) be opened … the 

tongue of the mute (shall) sing for joy.”  He is the Messiah, the Son of God, come down from 

heaven, ushering in His eternal kingdom where He is making all things right in His creation.   

What’s happened is a miracle indeed … but it’s so much more.  Even His command to the 

crowds to keep silent about what’s happened … this too is a sign. 

The world wasn’t yet ready to absorb the full impact of these signs.  Jesus, the Messiah and 

Son of God had many more signs to reveal.  Signs that would reveal the fullness of who the 

Messiah truly was … and He wasn’t an earthly king come to overthrow the world’s oppressors.  

He is the King of kings, come to save and redeem all of creation … both Jews and Gentiles and 

everything else groaning under the oppression of Satan and his penalties of sin and death. 
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Jesus had yet to reveal the signs for how He would fulfill this mission … through His own 

sacrificial death on the cross and His resurrection from the dead three days later.  In these signs, 

Jesus reveals His Kingdom, defeating the power of sin and death to separate us from eternal life 

with God.  He paid the price for our sins with His own death and removed their deadly effects 

from our lives by His resurrection to new life.  Our King has rescued us from the power of evil, 

winning our forgiveness, giving to us new life.  Through His signs, Jesus tells His creation, in no 

uncertain terms, “I am the Son of God.  Believe in me and receive eternal life in my name.” 

Just as with the deaf mute, 2000 years ago, because you today are the presence of God, your 

ears have been opened.  You also can now hear clearly … the Word of God.  Because you are in 

the presence of God, your tongue has been loosed.  You also can also now speak plainly to others 

… the wonderful, amazing, good news found in the Word of God that you’ve heard!  Ears have 

been opened … tongues shall sing for joy! 

One day Kate was driving home. It was another appointment with the oncologist to review 

her results.  More of the same.  No signs of certainty about anything … other than, she still had 

incurable Stage IV cancer.  She thought about the deal, “Work hard, stay right with God … and 

… life will work out.”  She realized something … the word “and” … she realized she’d been 

trying to control her relationship with God … bargain with Him.  She realized that no amount of 

work on her part, no amount of effort would bring any guarantees from God that she, despite her 

faith, would be exempt from tragedy.  She understood now, “Jesus never says that God offers us 

certainty.  Jesus says God offers us love.”  The certainty He gives us is God’s love … not 

worldly pleasures, benefits, and things.  What is certain is this, “God will never leave me.”  No 

more deals need to be made … Kate saw God’s signs more clearly … in her words, “I stop, take 

a deep breath, and let the beauty of every good thing seep in until my heart is full at last.” 
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In a way, we’re all a part of today’s gospel account.  His signs show us that he is the Son of 

God, come to save and redeem His creation.  The Holy Spirit has called us into Jesus’ presence 

through our Baptism.  By the same Holy Spirit our ears have been opened to hear and believe 

His Word and promises.  And … in His presence through His Word … we hear His promises of 

forgiveness and eternal life.  In His presence with us in our prayers … He hears us and answers 

us.  And, in His presence in His Sacraments … His body and blood, broken and shed for us for 

the forgiveness of our sins and eternal life … our faith is nourished, strengthened, and sustained. 

Thus, emboldened by His presence in our lives through Word, Sacrament, and prayers, our 

tongues have been loosed to proclaim His Word … as the Holy Spirit moves each of us to 

become His living signs in the world to those struggling in unbelief through spiritual deafness … 

unable to speak to a God they do not know.  But through us, God calls them into His presence. 

Just like the changing colors of the leaves and rhythms of life point to a change in seasons … 

through each of us in His church, living signs of God’s love in the world, Jesus points those in 

His creation to His eternal Kingdom of heaven.  His signs show all creation He is God … and 

that His Kingdom has come to all who believe in Him … and one day, when Christ returns as 

promised, all who believe in Him will receive eternal life in His name, dwelling with Him in His 

Kingdom forever. 

(ASL Signed and Spoken) Jesus loves you.  Jesus loves me.  The Bible tells us so.  Amen. 

James Kent  


