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A Great Word 

 

The Word of the Lord from 2 Kings 5:13: “But his servants came near and said to him, ‘My 
father, it is a great word the prophet has spoken to you.’” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen  

 
I. An Angry Syrian Commander 

Seriously, doesn’t Naaman deserve better than this? He hasn’t been treated very well throughout 

this whole ordeal, and as the servant closes the door in his face, he’s about ready to erupt. 
 

He a great commander in the Syrian army, and it’s rather startling that the text describes him as 
God’s instrument to give victory to Syria; Israel has long turned to false gods for help, so they’re not 

getting victory from the Lord anymore. Naaman is: he’s a great man, a mighty man of valor, and the Lord 

is using him as a whip on His chosen people. But Naaman’s a leper. He’s diseased and slowly dying. He 
can command his troops, but I’m sure that none of them want to get very close. He’s a great man with a 

fatal flaw. 
 

But there’s hope: he hears the Word of the Lord from an unlikely source—a little girl that his 
armies took when they raided Israel. She tells of a prophet in Samaria, one with power to cure leprosy. 

It’s worth a try, so Naaman goes about this the way that great men do. He goes with his king’s blessing, 

and he goes with a letter to Israel’s king and plenty of loot to give to purchase the cure from the 
prophet. It’s got to be humbling ask for help from people you usually raid and plunder; but on the other 

hand, they’re not likely to mess with you when you show up with your horses and chariots and a few 
bodyguards. 

 

The panicked king of Israel certainly doesn’t want to mess with Naaman: he wants him to go 
away. He figures it’s a trick that goes like this: the king of Syria sends a leper and says “Heal him.” The 

king of Israel says, “I can’t,” and then the king of Syria says, “Well, that’s a good enough reason to 
destroy your country.” So the king frets. But the prophet in Samaria—Elisha—sends a message that he’s 

ready for Naaman. 

 
So Naaman shows up at Elisha’s door, with his horses and chariots and men and loot. It’s got to 

be an odd sight: the commander looks like a commander, and I’m betting that Elisha’s house isn’t much 
to speak of. Nevertheless, Naaman wants to be healed and he goes to the door. It opens, and Naaman 

stands face to face with…some guy. A messenger. Not the prophet, just a servant. A servant who says, 
“Go and wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored, and you shall be clean.”  

 

That’s it. That’s all Naaman gets. The prophet doesn’t do anything because Naaman doesn’t even 
get to meet the prophet. The commander of the Syrian army is left standing outside with instructions to 

go wash in the Jordan River. It’s then that Naaman explodes: “Behold, I thought that he would surely 
come out to me and stand and call upon the name of the LORD his God, and wave his hand over the 

place and cure the leper. Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters 

of Israel? Could I not wash in them and be clean?” He came all the way for this?! He leaves in a huff.  
 

Well, let’s stop for a second and look at a couple of things that Naaman needs to repent of. 
 

For one, does he deserve better? He might think so as a mighty man of valor; but then again, his 
valor includes raiding villages, slaughtering their inhabitants and taking their little girls away to be slaves 



in his household. Furthermore, while the Bible says he’s a man of valor among men, there’s no record 

that he has any sort of faith or respect for God. Does he deserve better than the treatment he’s gotten? 
No. Does he deserve any help from God at all? No. 

 
At least he’ll admit he’s sick, but here’s the second big problem: he doesn’t like the way God 

heals. God is healing by, well, by water and the Word. Since it’s the Word of God, it doesn’t matter if 

Elisha says it or his servant says it—or if it’s Naaman’s servants or his slave-girl, because it’s God who 
works the healing by that Word. Naaman is angry because he’s more concerned about the messenger 

than the message. 
 

Naaman is also pretty furious about the message, because God’s Word to Naaman is simple: “Go 
wash in the Jordan seven times.” It’s not something like, “Hand over the loot and go get more.” It’s not, 

“Defend Israel from all invaders for a while.” It’s not like the tasks of Hercules. It’s not a mighty act at all. 

It’s “Go wash in a river.” It’s way too simple to do any good. It’s way too ordinary to make him clean. 
 

Not only that, but the messenger specifies the Jordan River. Naaman traveled all the way to 
wash in the Jordan River? He prefers the Abana and Pharpar rivers far more; and for all I know they 

might be beautiful. But this makes Naaman furious, too. He wants to be healed. But he doesn’t like the 

messenger, the message or the means. It’s too humble. Too easy. Too ordinary. 
 

It’s his servants who talk sense. They say, “My father, it is a great word the prophet has spoken 
to you; will you not do it? Has he actually said to you, ‘Wash, and be clean’?” Ok, Naaman: you may not 

like the messenger, the message or the means…but didn’t he say that it would heal you? No matter who 
said it, wasn’t it a great word? 

 

So Naaman goes to the Jordan and dips himself in the river seven times. His flesh is restored like 
the flesh of a little child, and he is clean. It’s just that simple. 

 
The text takes care to point out that this is according to the Word of the Lord: that’s what makes 

it certain healing. Naaman could have gone home and dipped himself in the Abanah or the Pharpar seven 

times, and nothing would have happened. Why? Because he’d be using water that didn’t have God’s 
promise attached to it. Likewise, when he went to the Jordan, he wasn’t cleansed when he dipped the 

first six times. Why? Because although he had the right water, a mere six times wasn’t in accordance 
with the Word. But when Naaman does things according to God’s Word, according to God’s Word he is 

made clean. 

 
II. Simple, Ordinary Miracles 

God isn’t here to cleanse you of leprosy. He is here to cleanse you of sin. A couple of Sundays 
ago, I mentioned that Jesus performs a flurry of miracles in the first two chapters of Mark especially to 

demonstrate that He has the power to perform a greater miracle—forgive sins. Making the blind see and 
the deaf hear are spectacular wonders: but those whom Jesus heals are still condemned if they aren’t 

forgiven. The one who is forgiven will be healed eternally.  

 
The forgiveness of sins is the greater miracle. Jesus hasn’t become flesh to cure lepers until they 

die of old age. He’s come to defeat disease, death, sin and devil forever. That is why He goes to the 
cross and dies for the sins of the world. 

 

And the Lord makes forgiveness a very simple matter. He gives it to us in His Word and 
sacraments. That’s the heart of Lutheran worship. It looks very ordinary: Naaman got a messenger at the 

door, and you get a pastor in a pulpit. Naaman got the Jordan River, you got a basin of water in a font. 
Additionally, the Lord delivers grace in, with and under bread and wine. Simple. Ordinary. Saving.  

 



Here’s the stunner: you and I are made of the same sinful flesh as Naaman, Syrian commander; 

so you can bet that your sinful flesh is working overtime to convince you that these things are just too 
simple and ordinary to do anything. Your Old Adam wants to work up a head of steam and hold these 

things in contempt. God declares forgiveness for you in His Word, spoken and sung: Old Adam responds 
that the sermon’s too long, the pastor is dull, the hymns have too many verses and he doesn’t enjoy the 

tunes. The Lord joins you to His death and resurrection in your baptism and promises His faithfulness 

forever, and Old Adam says, “That old thing? That was years ago, and I want to feel something new.” 
The risen Christ gives you His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins, and Old Adam goes on a rant. 

“Do we have to use wine? Do we have to use bread? Do we have to do this often?—because the last time 
we had the Lord’s Supper, that service ran long.” 

 
Now, I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not perfect at preaching or service planning: but be aware 

what your sinful nature is up to. It wants you to be contemptuous of the means of grace; because if you 

hold the means in contempt, you’re well on your way to holding grace in contempt. If you hold grace in 
contempt, you’ll look for God in other ways and end up lost. 

 
So when your old sinful nature starts to complain about these simple means of grace, here’s a 

good question to ask: if the Lord commanded you to do something great for salvation, would you not do 

it? If He declared that you would go to hell unless you traveled to Jerusalem and kissed the Wailing Wall, 
wouldn’t you make sure to get that on your bucket list? If He told you to volunteer your services at a 

homeless shelter in order to get to heaven, you’d do it if it meant salvation, wouldn’t you? Of course, if 
you were saved by means of travel or helping the homeless, your old sinful nature would attack those 

things instead.   
 

Remember: the greater miracle is the forgiveness of sins. The Lord chooses the means to give to 

you the grace that He has won by His own death and resurrection, and He tells you what those means 
are. He uses His Word and He uses people to speak His Word. He delivers His grace with His Word 

attached to water, bread and wine. The means look ordinary enough, and the way of forgiveness is 
simple.  

 

But it is a great Word that you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

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

 


