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THE HEALING OF NAAMAN

Bible Readings
: 2 Kings 5:1-14









   Mark 1:40-45

In Romans 15:4 the apostle Paul writes: “Everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”
I want you to hold that verse in your minds as we come to look at the story of Naaman today. It is such a tragedy that the Christian Church in this country neglects the OT in the way that it does because in the great historical books of the OT God gives us the truth through the medium of stories, a factor that will become of increasing importance in this post-modern context. The compilers of the OT didn’t simply put the various stories together at random, but rather, guided by the Holy Spirit selected those stories and events which drew attention to the great works of God in the saving and judging of his people, so that they, and ultimately we, might learn, be encouraged and have hope.
There are a number of possible approaches that we might take to considering this remarkable story of Naaman’s healing but today I want to bring you just a few key observations to help us understand and grasp what is going on here.

1. NAAMAN’S CONDITION IS BEYOND HUMAN RESOURCES TO HEAL
The OT book of Leviticus recognises a variety of types and intensities of leprosy and distinguishes between them. However, the condition which we now call Hansen’s disease had no known cure. It was beyond human resources to handle. As a condition it could be managed, but if a cure was to take place it wasn’t going to come by the hands of doctors or physicians; it was totally and completely a gift of God.

Coming back to Naaman it is clear that while he is able to manage his illness so that he was able to live a normal and successful life, in spite of his great power and wealth the one thing that couldn’t be done here was to give him back his health and make him free of leprosy. A greater and higher power needed to become involved before things might change for him. A specially designated priest might be able to declare you clean of leprosy, but only God could make you clean.
One of the interesting things about leprosy is that the Christian tradition has made much of its connection with human sin because both conditions are beyond mere human powers to resolve. In fact, Ben Witherington in his recent commentary on Mark’s Gospel heads up the section on the healing of the leper which was our NT reading with a headline “the maladies of skin and sin” and goes on to quote a rabbinic source which declares that: “such skin diseases were as difficult to get rid of as raising the dead was to accomplish!”
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To get right with God, to be reconciled to God is equally difficult and there is nothing within our powers that we can do to make such a thing happen. For all his wealth, power and influence there is nothing that Naaman can do to improve his condition. What he needs is a miracle of divine power, something outside of himself, above and beyond any human resources that will give him hope for a change for the better.

In an amazing chance encounter in his own home he hears about the reputation of the prophet Elisha who seems to have a name as someone who can bring hope out of hopeless cases. So Naaman takes himself off, together with a great reward for the person who can bring him relief from the curse of his leprosy.
Having finally gotten as far as Elisha’s house, via a fairly circuitous route, narrowly avoiding a major international incident along the way we come to the second observation that I wish to highlight…

2. NAAMAN LEARNS THAT HIS HEALING WILL REQUIRE HUMILITY AND FAITH

If any of you have ever met Generals or other very high ranking officers you will know that they can at times be remarkably flinty and thin-skinned! Naaman is no exception here. Having arrived at Elisha’s house with his entourage he is obviously expecting a major command performance, a great public ceremony and much ado with Elisha acting like a magician and giving him his healing there and then. But it doesn’t happen that way. Elisha doesn’t even come out the door to meet and greet him but simply sends a message that Naaman should go and wash himself in the river Jordan seven times and all will be well!
Naaman is completely scandalised. This is not how things are done! He feels insulted and patronised. In a fit of pique he is about to go on his way, his leprosy uncured when his servants come along and try to get him to look at things a little differently: “My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more than, when he tells you ‘wash and be clean’!”
The rest of course is history and Naaman gets his miracle and is once more made whole. However, the point I want us to bear in mind here is that it required Naaman’s willingness to humble himself and take Elisha at his word, acting in faith on that instruction that finally gave him what he most needed, his cure from leprosy.

I was thinking about this very carefully and I came to the conclusion that in spite of the fact that this story stretched back many hundreds of years before the coming of Christ there are some things in human nature that do not change. Human pride and self-sufficiency still need to be broken down if people want to find themselves forgiven and in a right relationship with God.
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When it comes to the preaching of the gospel the very same problem occurs. A young soldier might ask me, Padre how can I get myself right with God? The answer I give him will be exactly the same that I would give to anyone else. It’s simple. Put your faith and trust in Jesus Christ as your Saviour and Lord and you will be saved. It is as straightforward as that. But we humans in our pride want to make things more complicated. We can’t see how it can be as simple as that. We want to have things complex and difficult. Naaman’s stumbling block is tied up with his exalted status as a great military commander and a Syrian patriot who thinks his own rivers are far more appropriate for washing in than the muddy old Jordan! But it is only when he submits to the message Elisha gives him to “wash and be cleansed” that the miracle of a changed life takes place.
The good news of the gospel: “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved” is simple, straightforward and capable of being understood by all people. They may stumble at its simplicity or regard it as being too good to be true, but for all who are prepared to embrace the promise of God there is a promise of new life and new hope. 
As the old gospel hymn puts it:
The vilest offender who truly believes
That moment from Jesus a pardon receives.

3. THE PROMISE OF CLEANSING AND RENEWAL IS AVAILABLE TO ALL

What is interesting about this OT story is that we have here a whole chapter devoted to the healing of someone totally outside God’s covenant community, a man who on the face of it had no claim on any of God’s promises…a Syrian, a Gentile, someone who represented a nation that was a constant threat to the existence of Israel as the leading regional superpower.

Yet, here we find God, through his servant Elisha extending mercy and the grace of healing to an outsider, thus demonstrating that even in the days before the coming of Jesus that it was God’s ultimate plan to bring people of every race, language and culture into his kingdom. That is a truth plain and obvious as we read the NT and see the attitude of Jesus, the actions of the apostles and the letters of Paul. But even in the OT we are at times surprised and delighted to get hints of how things are going to work out as we encounter Rahab, Ruth, the Syro-Phonecian woman who ministered to Elijah and Naaman, outsiders everyone of them, yet coming to faith and finding themselves changed and renewed by the living God.
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If there is an ultimate challenge about this remarkable story it is this, what are you doing to get the message out about God’s gracious intentions towards all people? The remarkable changes that took place in Naaman’s life that ultimately healed him and enabled him to commit himself to the exclusive worship of the one true and living God came about because one young servant girl spoke up at a critical moment to make it known that there was someone who could help and heal her master. In the grand scheme of things she wasn’t anyone special but because of the little thing she did a chain of events was sparked off that brought a formidable Gentile warrior to faith in God.

George Barna is one of the most astute observers of the Christian Church in our time. He makes the point repeatedly that of all the people who become Christians in any 12 month period, 75% do so because someone acquainted with them was bold enough to invite them along to a normal Sunday worship service where they heard the challenge of the gospel to put their trust in Jesus Christ and were reconciled to God.
This is something all of us can do. It does not require great gifts or talents, just a generous and hospitable heart bound up with a willingness to play our part in fulfilling the call of Jesus to make disciples of all nations, including our own.

So will you play your part, insignificant though it may be, to act as a signpost showing people the way to reconciliation with God, and more to the point who might you invite this week from your circle of acquaintances, work colleagues etc. to come along to church and hear what God can do for them to make them new people in Christ?
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