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Texts: 2 Corinthians 3:1-6; Psalm 96:1-13; James 3:1-6a; Mark 7:32-37    

 This is the final sermon in our series on images of fire in the Bible.  “A Church on Fire,” 

that’s what we’ve called it, and we talked about all kinds of fire: tongues of fire that hovered 

over the disciples, God showing up in a bush that burned but wouldn’t be consumed, pillars of 

fire that lead us, refiners’ fire that consumes the impurities from our lives—fire that protects, fire 

that warns, fire the inspires and fire that warms our hearts.  And today—as we’re wrapping all 

this up—we’re coming back full circle to that first idea, that “tongues of fire” thing that we’d 

started with.  And my goal is very simple this morning:  I just want to encourage us all to set our 

tongues free to share the good news of God’s love. 

 And I think this story of Jesus healing the deaf person who had a speech impediment is a 

great place to start.  Jesus pulls the man aside—this isn’t a public moment, it’s personal—and he 

touches his ears and he touches his tongue and he says, “Be opened” and suddenly, the deaf man 

can hear, and the tongue that had once been slow and stumbling is set free.  And I don’t doubt for 

a minute that this is a concise report of events that actually happened, but at the same time I think 

it becomes an analogy for us: an image of how Jesus impacts us.  I think there’s something here 

about how—when our ears are open to the word of God, our tongues are set free as well. 

 That’s how it works.  The word of God hits us, the truth of God’s love, God’s grace, 

God’s incredible mercy and power floods over us and it doesn’t just settle down in our brains 

and leave us with a few more  facts than we had before...  It reforms us from the inside out.  The 

same knowledge that God is—God exists—that confronted Moses from that burning bush and 

transformed him into the incredible leader he became, confronts us in the word, and in the world, 

and in a thousand different ways large and small.  And when we get it—when we actually 

understand that God is more than an abstract concept, a vague possibility, a metaphor for some 
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unknowable universal “higher power”—when we sense in our deepest parts that God is real, and 

mighty, and caring... then everything begins to change. 

 It’s like when you’re working on a puzzle with many different parts—and it’s all random 

and frustrating—but then you get that one part, you set that essential piece in place and all of a 

sudden the rest starts making sense, and all those other pieces start to fall into place almost on 

their own.  If God is—since God is—we begin to see that this thing and that thing we’d chased 

after just no longer matter much to us—they’d just been distractions all along.  And this thing 

and that other thing that we’d never placed much value in rise to the top and we find that there’s 

just so much reason to love others and so much joy and fulfilment in sharing with them.   

 And once we get that God is real and God is love we no longer worry so much about the 

trivial things in our lives... and we find that so many of the things we once valued are indeed 

pretty trivial.  And once our eyes are open to the truth of God, it seems that we soon see not just 

the trivial, but also the unwanted, the hurtful—the disappointing impurities in our lives—and 

God who is a refiners’ fire raises them to the surface, that they might be burnt away, not to 

punish us or leave us with that much less joy in our lives, but that we might come to know the 

peace and wholeness of a holier, a richer, a more satisfying life. 

 Once we’ve glimpsed the reality of God, we’re drawn closer and closer to the flame—

and yet, in fear we often stall-out; we worry about the pain of this consuming fire, we drag our 

feet and try to see the pretty fire from a safe distance—only to find, as wiser people have warned 

us, that God’s consuming fire is different from other fires we’ve known in this: that it is at a 

distance that it burns all the more, the closer we come to the fire of God, the deeper we enter the 

consuming fire the less it burns. 
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 And where did this all start?  Right there on that holy ground before that bush that burned 

but would not be consumed, where we removed the shoes from our feet—anything and 

everything that might come between us and seeing, hearing, knowing this incredible God.   

 In our Gospel lesson today, this God of fire has shown up in the person of Jesus who 

touched the ears of the man who was deaf and they’re opened... opened to the presence of God 

right there in front of him... and the good news fills him.  And then Jesus touched the man’s 

tongue and it was set loose.  And that’s the pattern.   

 Jesus could have cured his deafness and just walked away, but the two cures are a 

package deal.  The truth of God’s presence, the closeness of God’s love, the reality of the power 

and glory of God shining through Christ impacts not just his hearing, but his speaking as well.  

His tongue is set free—as were the tongues of all those who saw this act of God’s power.  And 

it’s almost ridiculous what happens: they just can’t keep it in; they can’t hold the good news 

back.  They have to share it, have to blurt it out, sing it, shout it, dance it, live it!  Even when 

Jesus tells them, “No. no, you don’t have to spread this around... I didn’t do it as a publicity 

stunt.”  They just can’t control it. 

 The one who had been deaf wasn’t the only one whose ears were opened that day.  

They’d all seen and heard the word of God.  They all recognized that God is alive and real in this 

man called Jesus, and you couldn’t muzzle them any longer... their tongues were set ablaze and 

they spread the word.  And it’s easy to imagine this as a forest set on fire... the news spreads 

from one person to the next like flames driven by the wind from one tree to the next.  That 

windswept flame is a better image than I could have intended it to be.  That’s the metaphor for 

the Spirit in the Bible—wind, breath—that’s the Spirit; that’s the driving force. 

 It’s not about what we have to do—like when we make a big deal about evangelism 

campaigns with slick strategies and a complex sequence of business-tested tasks.  The key is 
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what’s going on inside.  The key is the fire that’s kindled in us when we come near the fire of 

God.  The key is the faith that’s growing in us.   

 Paul tells the church in Corinth, “you are a letter of Christ, prepared by us, written not 

with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human 

hearts.”  That’s who you are: a letter of Christ.  It’s not just our tongues; it’s not just what we 

say.  It’s who we are, it’s how we live, it’s how we treat others... but yes, it’s also what we say.   

 You are a letter of Christ.  Do you get what that means?  It means that when others look 

at you and watch you live they’re learning—from every word, every gesture, every choice you 

make—who Christ is to you.  Good, bad, or indifferent... they’re learning. You are the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ according to you—according to “insert your name here.”  You are an open letter to 

your friends, your family, your neighbors testifying to the God you’ve seen in Christ Jesus.  You 

may not want to be, you may wish it wasn’t so, you might say, “well, I never signed up for that.”  

But it doesn’t matter; that’s just who you are... And you are witnessing to Christ in the way you 

treat your neighbor, the way you care for your friends, the way you park your car, the way you 

share your resources, the way you use your words.  And you may be the only Gospel your 

neighbors ever read. 

 My prayer is that we would be a people who choose to live ever closer to the fire of our 

God; and that God’s consuming, refining, leading, guiding, inspiring fire would transform our 

lives.  I pray that our hearts would be warmed, that our faith would be flame-hardened; and that 

our tongues would be loosed that we might live, speak, and share the Good News of God’s love 

and power—that we’ve heard and seen—as naturally and joyfully as those people spread the 

news of Christ that day so long ago when the deaf man’s hearing was restored, and all their 

tongues were set on fire, in the power of the Spirit and to the glory of our Lord.  Amen. 
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