Heroes and saints

The first person we encountered in today’s Old Testament was unquestionably a hero:
“...Naaman was commander of the army of the king of Aram. He was a great man in the
sight of his master and highly regarded, because through him the Lord had given victory
to Aram. He was a valiant soldier...”

It’s no great surprise that a hero is mentioned in the bible — we know many: Moses,
Gideon, Moses, Sampson, David... the list goes on. But Naaman is an odd one, because
he wasn’t an Israelite — he was from Aram, which was traditionally an enemy of the
nation of Israel. Naaman was military commander and highly regarded as a soldier and
as a leader.

He was a great man, but he had leprosy. The Hebrew word that is usually translated as
leprosy, referred to many skin diseases, not just what we know today as leprosy, but
they were all dreaded, they made the sufferer unclean — socially and spiritually. That
notion of ‘uncleanliness’ extended to all the societies of the time — people were afraid
of those with leprosy. If you had leprosy, you were excluded, you were literally outcast.

So Namaan, the model soldier, the hero, was stricken with leprosy, suffering from a
dreaded skin disease. He may have been able to hide the effects at first, but soon
enough it would have become obvious. As it was for anyone with leprosy, it was a death
sentence for Namaan. A slow and painful and lonely death sentence.

In spite of that, those around Namaan, including the king, sought to support him.

Namaan’s wife had a slave girl who had been taken captive from Israel, and she
realised that the power of God (and remember that this is her God, the God of Israel;
not Namaan’s God), would be able to save him. And she told Namaan’s wife that
Namaan should go to the prophet in Samaria to be cured.

Namaan went to the king and told him what the girl had said. And here you see how
highly the king regarded Namaan - he said, “By all means, go”, and gave him a letter of
introduction to the king of Israel.

Namaan left for Israel, taking with him a huge fortune - ten talents of silver, six
thousand shekels of gold and ten sets of clothing (that’s around 340kg of silver and
70kg of gold).

So Namaan made the journey to Israel, and gave his letter to the king.

The king read the letter and was horrified. He might have been the most powerful manis
Israel, but he didn’t have the power to cure leprosy, as the king of Aram seemed to
expect from him. He tore his robes in anguish. He wondered if the King of Aram was
trying to pick a fight with him — by giving him an impossible task.



Fortunately, Elisha, who had taken the symbolic and literal mantle from the prophet
Elijah, heard the news of Namaan’s arrival, and told the king to send Namaan to him.
After all, that was what the slave girl had originally suggested — go and see the prophet.

Namaan, with his retinue of followers — horses and chariots — and all his treasure, left
the king’s palace and went to Elisha’s house. We don’t know, but | like to think of
Elisha’s house as pretty modest —in great contrast to the palace of the king.

His greeting at Elisha’s house was not what Namaan expected: instead of a formal
welcome, Elisha sent a messenger out, with a simple instruction: “Go, wash yourself
seven times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be restored and you will be cleansed.”
(5:10)

Having travelled from Syria to Israel, and traipsed about the countryside to Elisha’s
house, Namaan was apparently fobbed off by the prophet, just being told to - “go wash
yourself in the localriver...”

I think Naaman’s reaction is not unreasonable — from verse 11 “But Naaman went away
angry and said, “l thought that he would surely come out to me and stand and call on
the name of the Lord his God, wave his hand over the spot and cure me of my leprosy.””
Leprosy cured with the wave of a hand: That’s the sort of thing you’d expect of a
prophet, isn’tit. Elisha was the heir of Elijah who had summoned fire from heaven.
Powerful stuff was expected, but instead of a grand display of God’s power, he was told
to go and wash in a muddy stream. Certainly, Naaman didn’t think much of the Jordan -
“Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters of
Israel? Couldn’t | wash in them and be cleansed?” (5:12)

We heard that Naaman turned and went off in a rage. A wasted journey. A future which
would see him succumbing slowly and painfully to leprosy. A future that would see him
dying alone as an outcast.

Fortunately for him, though, his own servants ran after him and said “My father, if the
prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much
more, then, when he tells you, ‘Wash and be cleansed’!” (5:13).

Often in our lives we want the dramatic, too. We don’t think the little things count. We
want the big, flashy, shows of power, rather than the quiet display of love.

But we should also think about how Elijah encountered God on Mount Horeb. There
was a mighty wind, but God was not in the wind. And then an earthquake, but God was
notin the earthquake. And then a fire, but God was not in the fire. Instead, after the



wind, the earthquake and the fire, God came to Elijah in a gentle whisper. In a still small
voice.

If Elisha had told Naaman to sacrifice fifty sheep, he would have done it without
hesitation. If Elisha had told Naaman to sacrifice one hundred bulls, he would have
done it straight away. Whatever grand gesture Elisha has asked, surely Namaan would
have done it!

But instead, Elisha told him to bathe in the Jordan. And the hero did... but he wouldn’t
have done it, except for his servants pointing out his hypocrisy in being prepared to do

the grand things, but not the humble.

Namaan went down to the river and humbled himself. The glorious hero of Aram,
dipping himself in this muddy stream in Israel.

Once. Twice. Three times.

I canimagine Naaman looking down at himself and seeing no change. Surely, there’d be
some improvement? Some indication that healing was taking place.

Four times. Five times.

And still nothing. Maybe he thought Elisha was just making fun of him —watch me make
this great commander make a fool of himself in front of his servants.

Six times.

Nothing.

But then, on the seventh dipping. He was healed. The leprosy, the dreaded skin disease,
was gone. His flesh, as we heard, was restored and became clean like that of a young
boy.

Hallelujah! Praise God.

So he returned to Elisha, with his whole retinue, and made a staggering declaration:
“Now | know that there is no God in all the world exceptin Israel.”

Naaman was cured and he came to know God through the power of that miraculous -
though very humble - healing.

It’s the same with us and Jesus. Jesus who lived and died for us. Jesus who offers us
everlasting life, and asks us to put our faith in him. He asks us to be humble, just as he



was humble. Jesus wasn’t the saviour the people where expecting — but he was the
saviour the people needed... and the saviour we still need today.

What a great story the story of Namaan is. And we can all relate to it, | think. The
struggles of Naaman. No matter how good things are — and they were very good for
Naaman —there are still problems and flaws. Hopefully, not something as dramatic as
leprosy for us, but whatever we’re dealing with in our lives. Our health, our
relationships, our families, our churches and indeed in our country and certainly in our
world. Things are never perfect, and quite often they are bad.

But as we face whatever confronts us, we need to our pride aside, to listen to God, to
humble ourselves as Naaman did, and respond to what God has done for us, we can be
changed. And if we can be changed, our families can be changed. And our churches
can be changed. And our country can be changed. And sure enough our world can be
changed too.

In the story we’ve heard today, Naaman is a hero by the world’s definition. He’s a great
man. He’s highly regarded. He’s victorious, and he’s valiant. He’s a hero by any
measure.

And Elisha is a prophet of God.
And the kings of Israel and Aram exercised great worldly power.

But the saints, maybe the true heroes of this story, are servants. A slave girl who told
Naaman’s wife that Naaman should go to the prophet, the messenger who took the
message of healing from Elisha to Naaman, and of course the servants who pointed out
Naaman’s hypocrisy and encouraged him to do what Elisha had instructed.

None of these servants are mentioned by name. None feature anywhere else in the
scriptures. At one level they are just minor characters in the story of God and his
people.

But they are also critically important. Go see the prophet. Go wash in the Jordan. Go
back and humble yourself. They’re critically important - just like Moses, David and
Elijah. But they’re so minor, that we don’t know their names, let alone whatever their
flaws were. But they were the saints of God.

You might remember the song ‘I sing a song of the saints of God’ from a few years ago:
I sing a song of the saints of God,

patient and brave and true,

who toiled and fought and lived and died

for the Lord they loved and knew...



We sometimes think that we can’t do things for God because we’re flawed. But
probably more often we think we can’t do things for God because we’re unimportant.
We’re not significant. Our congregation is only small and we’re all getting older.

Our efforts to share our faith and to support our church might seem insignificant, but
they are also critically important.

Like Naaman’s wife’s servant girl, to encourage people to seek God.
Like Elisha’s messenger, to carry the good news to those who need to hear it.

And like Naaman’s servants, to encourage people to put aside pride and to come before
God humbly, and encourage them to trust God.

In all these things we are empowered by the Holy Spirit who dwells within us.
As the song said:

And one was a doctor, and one was a queen,

and one was a shepherdess on the green;

they were all of them saints of God, and | mean,

God helping, to be one too.

The servants in the story of Naaman are the saints of God.

They carried a message of hope and a message of God’s grace.

They were the unexpected heroes of the story.

And we, too, as we trust in God, can be saints of God too.

Amen



