
SERMON FOR TRINITY 14, 5 SEPT 2021 AT CODFORD ST PETER 

Texts: Isaiah 35.4-7a; James 2.1-10,14-17; Mark 7.24-end 

Gospel: 

From there Jesus set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He entered a house and did not 
want anyone to know he was there. Yet he could not escape notice, but a woman whose little 
daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down 
at his feet. Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast 
the demon out of her daughter. He said to her, ‘Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to 
take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.’ But she answered him, ‘Sir, even the dogs 
under the table eat the children’s crumbs.’ Then he said to her, ‘For saying that, you may 
go—the demon has left your daughter.’ So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, 
and the demon gone. 

Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by way of Sidon towards the Sea of 
Galilee, in the region of the Decapolis. They brought to him a deaf man who had an 
impediment in his speech; and they begged him to lay his hand on him. He took him aside in 
private, away from the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his 
tongue. Then looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, ‘Ephphatha’, that is, ‘Be 
opened.’ And immediately his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke 
plainly. Then Jesus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more 
zealously they proclaimed it. They were astounded beyond measure, saying, ‘He has done 
everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.’ 

Sermon 

I love the story of the Gentile woman in our gospel. Driven by her anxiety for her daughter, 
resourceful in her reply to Jesus, she is the only person in all the Gospels to get the better of 
Jesus in argument. And what we are missing, in the brief account, is the tone of voice of both 
speakers. How did Jesus make this dreadful challenge, that she is a dog because she’s a Gentile? 
that’s appallingly rude in anyone’s book. Or is he teasing her, to see how far she will go? And 
when she replies in such robust terms, accepting her second-class status as a non-Jew but still 
fighting for a share of blessing…then I think I can hear Jesus laugh out loud.  

Jesus had been clear up to this point that his mission was to declare the good news to the chosen 
people, the people of Israel…and the plan was that later, when the Jews had been evangelised 
and the kingdom was established, the Gentiles could be admitted too. That’s how Paul sees the 
original plan, in his letter to the Romans – see Romans 2.10 “to the Jews first and also to the 
Gentiles”. But this unnamed woman causes Jesus to change his mind and bestow his God-given 
healing power on a Gentile girl. The kingdom is open! The future has broken into the present! 

But I actually want us to think today about the second part of our gospel, the healing of a deaf 
man with a stammer. Now most of us take our five senses for granted – the rare occasions when 
our mobility is restricted by a broken bone, or when on a foreign holiday we can’t understand 
the language, only make us more thankful for health and ability. But I suspect with increasing 
age many of us begin to understand disability – through hearing loss, or arthritic joints or failing 
eyesight. There are of course modern miracles, like cochlear implants for hearing loss, cataract 
operations, knee replacements, and we thank God for them. But it is possible to live with 



disability and even celebrate it – the amazing exploits of Paralympic athletes are evidence of 
that. God’s miracles are all around us, and in the security of his love we can become more fully 
the people he made us to be, whether or not we are disabled in any respect. 

But Jesus’ miracles always point beyond themselves, and there is always a sub-text to what he 
says and does. Yes, at the straightforward level he heals. The deaf man can hear again. The 
Gentile woman, disabled by prejudice against foreigners, receives her answer to prayer. But at 
another level Jesus is concerned to free the hearing and the speech of all who listen to him, 
disabled or not. Only when we hear him clearly can we in turn live out and proclaim his 
message. We are sometimes hampered by our superior knowledge, our assumptions, our 
prejudices, and they can blind and deafen us to new truth. The scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’ 
day heard his words perfectly but were deaf to his meaning.  In St John’s gospel (chapter 9 – 
do have a read) there is a lovely story – a real pantomime – of a man whom Jesus cured of 
blindness, and the Pharisees refused to believe the evidence of their own eyes: “The man is a 
sinner, how could he perform this miracle?”. We might well say to them “none so blind as 
those who won’t see”. And Jesus’ own disciples seem throughout Mark’s gospel to be blind 
and deaf to the reality of Jesus’ divine nature.    

Have we got so used to hearing Jesus’ words that we have somehow become immune to their 
meaning? If we believe we know it all (and this is a genuine risk if you have been in the church 
for thirty or forty years, hearing the same Bible readings and possibly the same sermons) there 
is a real danger that we become blind and deaf to God’s word.  Jesus will free us today, as he 
freed the deaf man, when we are open and vulnerable, ready to be approached and to learn 
something new. Jesus told us that to love God we must become like children – not childish but 
childlike. With their ability to trust implicitly and absolutely, children listen with open ears and 
see with unclouded vision. If we are truly wise, we will always be conscious (like Socrates) of 
what we do not know, and remain open to being taught. We still need to hear Jesus sigh and 
say “Ephphatha” – be opened 

And when we recognise our poverty, our littleness, and our need for God, then Jesus can work 
in us: to heal us in all our disabilities, to include us despite our difference, and to teach us what 
we need to know, in order to hear his word clearly, and to act on it. 

Jesus gives these gifts to everyone who asks. That’s how the Kingdom of God grows on earth 
– by every servant of God who loves and is attentive to the master. We are those servants – and 
Christ’s church relies on our attention, our insight and vision. 

May God bless and guide your looking and your listening this coming week – and may the 
word of God, and his Holy Spirit, speak to you afresh, heal you and inspire you for his work. 
Amen 

 

 


