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“Ephphatha! Be opened!” 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. 

 

Last Sunday, we heard the parable of the Pharisee and the Publican. Both went up to the 

temple to pray. The Pharisee did not so much pray as he bragged about himself before God. 

The Publican stood afar off and would not even look up. With his eyes downward, he simply 

asked, “God be merciful to me a sinner”. 

The purpose of that story was to disturb those who trusted in themselves – in their own 

righteousness and abilities, and despised others. As St. Paul put it in last week’s Epistle, “By the 

grace of God I am what I am”. That is, as he says today, “I am not sufficient in and of myself.” 

What gives me life – what gives me hope – what sustains me physically and spiritually – is the 

Lord God Almighty Who has saved me and redeemed me by the precious Blood of His Son, 

Jesus Christ. 

That point is reinforced today in the healing of the man who was deaf and had a speech 

impediment. It is unclear where this man came from: he could have been a resident of the ten 

Roman towns known as the Decapolis. If so, he was probably a Gentile. But the Gospel doesn’t 

say that; it specifies only that the Lord Jesus had come through the region of the Decapolis to 

the Sea of Galilee. 

There are other details in this man’s miraculous healing which we may find interesting such as 

how Jesus took him aside, away from the crowd; how Jesus put His fingers into the man’s ears, 

and spit and touched the man’s tongue. There was also the sigh: Jesus looked up to heaven and 

sighed. But the detail I would like to focus on is the Word the Lord spoke. He said, “Ephphatha!” 

which means, “Be opened!” And that is instantly what happened. “Straightway the man’s ears 

that had been blocked, were opened, and, for the first time, he heard the sound of Jesus’ voice. 

For the first time, he was able to hear the sweet sounds of the birds, the rustling of the leaves, 

the wash of the waves on the shore, and the words of love and assurance from his family and 

friends. Suddenly, in that moment, that man’s life was changed. A whole new world was 

opened to him. His isolation was over; and, quite literally, a new life had begun.  

That is a key point, if not the key point, this morning: be open to the new life which comes 

through Jesus Christ. St. Paul underlines this in the Epistle. Perhaps we could look at this 

together. It is found on page 236 of the Prayer Book. It is just a short passage, so let’s read it 

again; this time looking for references to the new life. Paul uses various descriptions including 

“the new covenant”, “the ministration of the spirit” and “the ministration of righteousness”. 

(READ) 



You may have noticed that, in his attempt to emphasize the difference between the old 

covenant and the new – the Old Testament and the New Testament – St. Paul refers to the face 

of Moses. He says, “If the ministration of death, written and engraven in stones was glorious, so 

that the children of Israel could not stedfastly behold the face of Moses for the glory of his 

countenance, which glory was to be done away; how shall not the ministration of the spirit be 

even more glorious”?  

St. Paul is referring to when Moses went up on Mount Sinai and stayed there “with the Lord” 

for 40 days and nights, writing on the stone tablets the words of the covenant, the Ten 

Commandments. (Exodus 34.28) After that intense time of instruction and communion with the 

Lord, Moses face shone. The Bible puts it this way, “The skin of his face shone because he had 

been talking with God.” Of course, the people were afraid him. This is Paul’s point: if the old 

covenant – which delivered the Law, and in many ways was an instrument used to condemn – if 

that was glorious, how much more shall the new covenant – which proclaims God’s Grace and 

Mercy and forgiveness and healing through Christ Jesus – be even more glorious?   

You see, St. Paul is communicating this message of the new life in Christ – the new covenant – 

as though he was in a debate. He is laying out his argument carefully and logically. And his 

reference to Moses’ face actually went deeper. Paul was using the veil which Moses wore over 

his face to speak about a figurative veil that was over the minds of the Israelites and which 

often lies over our hearts. 

Following on after the end of today’s Epistle, Paul said, “When they (Israel) read the old 

covenant, that same veil remains unlifted, because only through Christ is it taken away. Yes, to 

this day whenever Moses is read a veil lies over their hearts. But when one turns to the 

Lord, the veil is removed. Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there 

is freedom. And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being 

transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another.” (2 Cor 3. 14-18)   

The key point in all of this is this: “When one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed”. The veil – 

or the mindset – the attitude – of self-sufficiency. The idea that I have to be perfect; that 

everything depends on me; that I have to have it all figured out and live without making any 

mistakes. That was the veil of the old covenant. When the Law was interpreted like the 

Pharisee in last week’s Gospel, it was used as a measuring stick for my own abilities and 

righteousness. But there is no hope in that way. Why? Because we are not sufficient of 

ourselves. We are just people; mere mortals. We are like the man in today’s Gospel. We are 

needy. 

We are susceptible to every kind of temptation. We often give in and fall short of the glory of 

God. We say and think and do the things we know that we should not do – things that trespass 

the Way God’s truth and love. Spiritually, we are easily confused and distracted. In all of these 

things, there is the veil of our fallen humanity. The glory of God quickly fades from us. 



But, in Christ, the veil is removed. It is lifted, and the Way to God is opened. This ‘opening’ or 

lifting of the veil is no random analogy. Just as the deaf man’s ears were opened so that he 

could hear; so, when we turn to the Lord Jesus as our Saviour, our ears are opened to the Good 

News of the New Covenant. When we stop depending on our own strength, and put our hand 

in His, we are able to hear how much He truly loves us. We begin to grasp the incredible gift of 

His Sacrifice on the Cross – how that He became our Sin-bearer. As the veil is lifted from my 

stubborn heart, I begin to realize that I do not need to be perfect, because the very Lamb of 

God – the only Perfect One – suffered and died and shed His Blood for me. This is the ‘more 

glorious’ ministration of the Spirit of which Paul speaks. 

 A final thought: the lifting of the veil and the opening of our hearts to the new life in Christ, is 

simply and powerfully illustrated in our church building. The Rood Screen  - “rood” is an old 

word meaning ‘Cross’, such as the one fixed over this entrance to the Chancel. If the open 

panels of this ‘screen’ were closed in, there would be a veil – or a partition – between the Nave 

and the Altar. This was actually a feature which God set forth in the Old Testament for the 

temple. The way to the Holy Place was blocked. Only the high priest could enter once a year. 

However, when Jesus took our sins upon Himself, as our Substitute and Sin-Bearer, and died, 

the Gospel tells us that the large, heavy veil was torn in two, and the way was opened to the 

Holy of Holies. 

To emphasize that Jesus is the Way – and the only Way – to the truth of God and the truth 

about ourselves; to the new life of charity and holiness; and to Everlasting Peace, our Rood 

Screen is constructed from five beams that look like large nails. These are to signify the five 

wounds inflicted in Jesus’ Body when He hung on the Cross. Two in His hands; two in His feet; 

and one in His Side when He was pierced by the Roman soldier. In between these beams are 

torn-like branches which signify the crown of thorns that was placed on Jesus’ Head.   

By His stripes – by His wounds – by His precious Blood – our sins are forgiven and we are 

healed. And, when we turn to Jesus, the veil is removed. It is lifted and the new life of the 

Heavenly Way is opened to us. 

‘Ephphatha!’ Jesus said. ‘Be opened!’ We are not sufficient of ourselves. Our sufficiency is from 

God’. So, let us be open to the new covenant of the Spirit which has been offered to us through 

our Lord Jesus Christ, to Whom with the Father and the Holy Spirit be ascribed all majesty, 

power honor and glory forever and ever. Amen. 


