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We look today at the second narrative of what has been called “Jesus’ Gentile itinerary” in the gospel of Mark.  This narrative is unique to Mark, one of only three that finds no counterpart in any of the other gospels.  Matthew simply mentions Jesus’ healing many in great crowds throughout the region (15:29-31).  Mark’s account is one instance of a much larger ministry in the Decapolis region where Jesus last visited in chapter 5 and healed the Gerasene demoniac.  It is not unreasonable to infer that Jesus’ fame on his return to the Decapolis could be attributed to the testimony of the demoniac, who upon being set free from bondage “went away and began to proclaim in Decapolis what great things Jesus had done for him; and everyone was amazed” (Mk. 5:20).  


The first story on this particular journey through Gentile land was in Tyre where Jesus again exorcised a demon, this time from the daughter of the Syrophoenician woman.  Jesus granted this woman’s request because of her great faith in Him.  We read in v. 31 that Jesus now leaves Tyre and travels some twenty miles north to Sidon.  Then we have a bit of a geographical quandary.  Jesus next “came through Sidon to the Sea of Galilee, within the region of Decapolis.”  The Sea of Galilee was fifty miles south and the Decapolis was another thirty miles to the east-southeast.  So you have a sort of horseshoe-shaped itinerary of around 120 miles in length.  It would be like going to Auburn through Gardendale.  While this seems to be a rather perplexing route, we must remember that Mark does not share all of the events that transpire on this trip, which probably was eight or nine months long.  During this time, as Matthew noted, Jesus healed many in great crowds in these Gentile regions.


While in the Decapolis, some people bring a man to Jesus who was deaf and had a speech impediment, and “implored His to lay His hand on him” (v. 32).  They spoke for the man who could not speak for himself and show that they apparently knew that Jesus often used this method to bless or to heal.  What we see here in Jesus’ restoring this man is an example that we should learn from the Lord in dealing with dying sinners today.  There are six things, six actions of Jesus, we see in this story of the man who would be deaf and dumb no more.
1.  He took him aside (v. 33a)

Jesus, in receiving the man from the crowd, does not grant their request in public, but in private, “Jesus took him aside from the crowd, by himself.”  This action on the part of Jesus had a twofold purpose.  First, it was to spare the man any embarrassment.  The deaf are more prone to embarrassment because, unlike many other handicaps, their condition is not visible to others.  It is easier to detect the blind or the lame whose handicaps are more noticeable.  But this is not the case with the deaf.  The only way one can know their condition is to first speak to them.  Then comes the embarrassment of having to ask a person to repeat what they said or to shout at them or, even more embarrassing, to somehow reveal their handicap by pointing at their ears or having no response at all because they did not hear what someone said.  On this occasion, Jesus once again shows great compassion in taking the man aside privately, away from the hysteria of the crowd.  He need not fear what the crowd might see or hear on this occasion.  This man, who had never heard the birds sing or door slam or a sermon preached need not be anxious on this occasion.  It was just he and Jesus.  Jesus wanted the man to be able to focus entirely on Him and not be concerned or anxious about the crowd.  In pulling him aside, Jesus shows that He desires a relationship with this man.  He takes special care in making the man feel as comfortable as possible and in doing so privately He demonstrates that the man was not simply another face in the crowd.  Jesus’ action signifies that this man is not simply a problem to be dealt with but a unique individual.


A second purpose in Jesus taking this man aside privately was to guard against the fascination of the crowd.  They wanted to see a miracle and were pressing in on all sides to see what would happen.  So Jesus took the man aside from crowd and their misplaced fascination.  Remember, the crowd often misunderstood the real purpose of Jesus’ miracles.  Jesus miracles were always more than just miracles.  They were signs of who Jesus was and what He had come to accomplish in terms of His redemptive mission.  They were to verify His message of repentance and faith and the kingdom of God.  The crowd, however, more often than not missed the message that the miracles affirmed.  So, as Sinclair Ferguson points out, “What he was about to do needed to be done privately lest it be misunderstood as some kind of ritualistic mumbo-jumbo.”
  Lest Jesus once again be looked upon as some magician, he takes the man aside.


So Jesus pulled the man aside from the crowd, possibly taking him into a house, to spare the man embarrassment and to suppress the fascination of the crowd.  
2.  He touched him (v. 33b)


However, in this case Jesus’ touch was a bit different than on other occasions.  This touch was not a healing touch, but a conveying touch.  We might look at Jesus’ actions in touching the man as somewhat unusual.  However, we must remember the man’s handicaps.  He was deaf and a stammerer or stutterer, one who “spoke with difficulty.”  This type speech impediment often accompanies deafness.  The language suggests that the man may not have been entirely mute nor was he born without the ability to talk.  But his speech was severely affected by his deafness.  Inasmuch as Jesus could not speak with the man, he communicates with him in the only language he can understand, through touch or sign language.  


  The first thing that Jesus did was “put His fingers into his ears,” literally “thrust”
 His fingers into the man’s ears and, by implication, then removed them.  The man was apparently not a lip reader.  Therefore, he was totally unable to receive any verbal communication.  Putting His fingers in his ears was Jesus’ way of communicating to him that He was about to do something about his deafness.  It was Jesus’ way of saying, “I am going to do something about your hearing.  I am going to unstop your deaf ears.”  Imagine the anticipation that must have flooded the man’s heart at that moment!  


Then, “after spitting, He touched his tongue with the saliva.”  There is some difficulty in knowing for certain what Jesus did here because “with the saliva” is not in the original but added for interpretation.  Some hold that Jesus simply spit on the ground and touched the man’s tongue.  But the general interpretation is that Jesus spit on His fingers and touched the man’s tongue with His own saliva.  Regardless of the interpretation the message is the same.  Jesus was showing the man, “I am going to remove the blockage from your mouth.  I am going to loosen your tongue to speak.”  


John Calvin commented on these actions of Jesus:

The laying on of hands would of itself have been sufficiently efficacious, and even, without moving a finger, he might have accomplished it by a single act of his will; but it is evident that he made abundant use of outward signs, when they were found to be advantageous. Thus, by touching the tongue with spittle, he intended to point out that the faculty of speech was communicated by himself alone; and by putting his fingers into the ears, he showed that it belonged to his office to pierce the ears of the deaf.


So we see Jesus’ touch.  Not a healing touch, but a conveying touch.

3.  He looked up to heaven (v. 34a)


 This is to be understood as an attitude of prayer, a visible indication of Jesus’ life of prayerful communion and dependence on the Father.
  We have noticed that Jesus at times withdrew from the crowd and even from His disciples to seek the Father’s will.  These were times when He needed a special anointing for the work that He was about to do or strength to overcome the onslaughts of the adversary.  But we must be careful that we do not take from those times of unencumbered prayer that Jesus was not always in prayer and communion with the Father.  Jesus was in constant communion with the Father, whether he was speaking to him or not
 — with one exception, that being on the Cross when Jesus as the one who bore our sins cried out, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”


Jesus’ “looking up into heaven” visibly demonstrated to this man that Jesus was dependent on the Father to perform the healing, that His help came from above.  Sinclair Ferguson notes, “The glance up to heaven meant, ‘It is God alone who is able to do this for you.’  Jesus wanted the man to understand that it was not magic but God’s grace that healed him.”
  This was of great importance because the method of the healing was not unique.  Such practices were often used by other healers.  The uniqueness lay in the person performing the healing, and therefore in what the healing signified—the coming of God’s kingdom.
  


This gaze into heaven is an important reminder of Jesus’ humanity.  It is difficult for us to grasp with our finite minds why Jesus as God does not heal others from the resources of His own deity.  However, Derek Thomas is correct in his reminder, “But Jesus isn’t there in the capacity of His own deity.  He’s there as the servant of the Lord… It’s a wonderful example of the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
  
 

4.  He sighed deeply (v. 34b)


Looking up to heaven, He sighed deeply.  It is obvious that this sigh was not for the benefit of the man because at this point he could not hear Him. The sigh is an indication of deep emotion born out of the spiritual battle that was taking place.  This is the first instance in the gospel of Mark where we see Jesus express Himself in this way.  We will notice it again in chapter 8 in dealing with the obstinate Pharisees and their seeking a sign.  Here, Jesus is heartbroken by this man’s condition, a condition that represented the ravages of sin and the fallenness of this world.  This was not how it was supposed to be.  God created with beauty and glory; man was created to reflect the image of God and the glory of God.  Here, Jesus is overcome by the sinfulness of sin and its mark on the world.  His sigh is a sigh of righteous anger coupled with intense sorrow.  Sinclair Ferguson expresses it well, “The sigh was the sigh of the heart of God for his needy creation.”


This sigh serves as a turning point in the gospel of Mark.  The first half of the gospel covers three plus years of Jesus life and ministry.  The last half of the book covers a few short months.  We are near the halfway point here at the end of chapter 7 as it relates to the length of the book.  But we are much closer to the end of Jesus’ ministry.  Jesus is beginning to recognize that the time of His death was quickly approaching, that day when all of the sins of the elect would be poured out upon Him at the Cross and He would sigh His greatest sigh.  Perhaps that is what caused Jesus deep emotion here as He glanced towards the heavens.  He is overcome by His own calling, His own purpose, and the immensity of the task that He came to earth to accomplish for the glory of the Father.  The magnitude of His life as a servant, the One who came “not to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many,” was setting in on Him.  It is not that this spiritual battle had not already been taking place all along.  We have seen that from the demons, the Pharisees, the crowds.  But the intensity of the battle was now in full force as the day of the Cross approached, where the penalty of sin would be paid and the power of sin would be defeated.  

5.  He spoke to him (vv. 34c-35)


In that intense moment, Jesus cried out one word in Aramaic, the language spoken in the region of Decapolis, “Ephphatha!”  Mark is kind enough to translate for us, “that is, ‘Be opened!’”  The effect in the man was instantaneous.  His ears were opened, his tongue was loosed, and he spoke plainly.  


These are the first words this man ever heard.  It is interesting that in light of the man’s deafness, Jesus spoke, and he heard.  The Lord spoke to the totally deaf, and he commanded the deaf man to hear.  This certainly has a spiritual application.  Isaiah noted those who have ears to ear but cannot hear.  Jesus often closed a parable with the words, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”  This man had ears, physical ears, but could not hear until Jesus shouted, “Be opened!”  The same is true for the unbeliever, dead in trespasses and sins, blind and deaf to the things of God.  Just as this man required intervention from above to hear, so it is with those who do not know Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.  They are spiritually deaf because of sin, unable to hear spiritual language unless the Spirit of God opens their ears by the regenerating work that He alone can accomplish.


Jesus spoke to him, “Be opened!” and immediately the man was made to hear.  But we note also that his tongue was loosed and remarkably he began, at that very moment, to speak plainly.  It was as though he had always heard and always talked.  His speech impediment was entirely gone.  He did not need to go through speech therapy or some language training.  His healing was complete and full.  


J. C. Ryle’s words are spiritually instructive here.  He notes that the outward demonstration of Jesus’ power in this man’s life physically is only part of the story, only the surface.  

Here we are meant to see our Lord’s power to heal the spiritually deaf. He can give the chief of sinners a hearing ear. He can make him delight in listening to the very Gospel which he had once ridiculed and despised.

Here also we are meant to see our Lord’s power to heal the spiritually dumb. He can teach the hardest of transgressors to call upon God. He can put a new song in the mouth of him whose talk was once only of this world. He can make the vilest men speak of spiritual things, and testify the Gospel of the grace of God.

When Jesus pours forth His Spirit, nothing is impossible. We must never despair of others. We must never regard our own hearts as too bad to be changed. He that healed the deaf and dumb still lives.


Do you believe that today?  Do you really believe that nothing is impossible with God?  Do you feel that you are too hardened for Him to save?  Is the Word of God proclaimed meaningless to you?  Then cry out to God who alone can give you the heart to believe and the ears to hear and the joy to speak His gospel.

6.  He spoke to the crowd (vv. 36-37)


Jesus then turned to the crowd and charged them to tell no one.  This is the only instance of Jesus telling the Gentiles to remain silent.  Jesus’ reception to this point among the Gentiles had been favorable when compared to that of the Jews.  However, it is apparent that Jesus was becoming known as simply a miracle worker.  The crowd saw the miracle, but missed the message.  


Mark says that Jesus told them over and over again not to tell, but “they continued to proclaim it.”  One writer exclaimed, “The conduct of the multitude is a good example of the way in which men treat Jesus, yielding him all homage, except obedience.”
  Another professed, “Crowds being impressed by the things Jesus did, even if they tell others excitedly about them, do not necessarily become disciples.  There is a need for a perception of the meaning behind the things Jesus did and said.  Without this, true faith is likely to be lacking.”
  That is why Jesus told the crowd to remain silent.


But notice their testimony in v. 37.  Astonished, they said, “He has done all things well.”  Perhaps they were reflecting on God’s creative power when He looked upon all that He created and said, “It is very good” (Gen. 1:31).  Perhaps they knew of the words we read earlier in Isaiah 35, “The ears of the deaf will be unstopped… The tongue of the mute will shout for joy” (35:5-6).  However, we must again note that it takes more than just admiration and enthusiasm to be a true follower of Christ.  A true follower obeys Christ in all things.

Conclusion


In my introduction I said that we see here in Jesus’ restoring this man an example that we should learn from in dealing with dying sinners today.

1. Compassion – He took him aside

2. Relationship – He touched him

3. Prayer – He looked up to heaven

4. Burden – He sighed deeply

5. Conversation – He spoke to him.
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