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As we continue our series on Extraordinary Nobodies, we turn our attention to a story and a few 

biblical characters that seem to be insignificant and often easily overlooked in the Bible. In fact, 

you might want to listen closely lest you miss one in the story that might be easy to miss in the 

story itself this morning. Our scripture lesson this morning comes from one of the history books 

of the Hebrew Bible that tells the accounts of a variety of Kings as well as the prophets that lived 

in their time. Just before our passage this morning, we hear about the miracles and the ministry 

of the prophet Elisha, who followed Elijah. 

 

While Elisha is mentioned in our lesson, he doesn’t do as much as in the passages that 

immediately precede this one. Yet his words combined with his seeming inaction will connect 

Naaman, the great commander of a conquering Aramean army, to the God of Israel. Listen to 

how many extraordinary nobodies God uses in this story that is told in 2 Kings 5:1-14: 

 

Naaman, commander of the army of the king of Aram, was a great man and in 

high favor with his master, because by him the Lord had given victory to Aram. 

The man, though a mighty warrior, suffered from leprosy. Now the Arameans on 

one of their raids had taken a young girl captive from the land of Israel, and she 

served Naaman’s wife. She said to her mistress, “If only my lord were with the 

prophet who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his leprosy.” So Naaman went 

in and told his lord just what the girl from the land of Israel had said. And the 

king of Aram said, “Go then, and I will send along a letter to the king of Israel.” 

 

He went, taking with him ten talents of silver, six thousand shekels of gold, and 

ten sets of garments. He brought the letter to the king of Israel, which read, 

“When this letter reaches you, know that I have sent to you my servant Naaman, 

that you may cure him of his leprosy.” When the king of Israel read the letter, he 

tore his clothes and said, “Am I God, to give death or life, that this man sends 

word to me to cure a man of his leprosy? Just look and see how he is trying to 

pick a quarrel with me.” 

 

But when Elisha the man of God heard that the king of Israel had torn his clothes, 

he sent a message to the king, “Why have you torn your clothes? Let him come to 
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me, that he may learn that there is a prophet in Israel.” So Naaman came with his 

horses and chariots, and halted at the entrance of Elisha’s house.  Elisha sent a 

messenger to him, saying, “Go, wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh 

shall be restored and you shall be clean.” 

 

But Naaman became angry and went away, saying, “I thought that for me he 

would surely come out, and stand and call on the name of the Lord his God, and 

would wave his hand over the spot, and cure the leprosy! 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 turned and went away in a rage. 

 

But his servants approached and said to him, “Father, if the prophet had 

commanded you to do something difficult, would you not have done it? How much 

more, when all he said to you was, ‘Wash, and be clean’?” So he went down and 

immersed himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the word of the man of 

God; his flesh was restored like the flesh of a young boy, and he was clean.1 

 

* * * * * 

 

Back in the late ’90s when I was in seminary and we were living in rural, southwest Wisconsin, 

my wife, Dawn, happened to be listening to a radio show on her way to work one day. The hosts 

of that particular show put out a trivia question to their listening audience. When she arrived at 

work, she called me right away and invited me to answer the question. The trivia question was, 

“What is the most requested song at a funeral?” 

 

She figured that being a pastor, I might know the answer to the question. So I started rolling out 

my funeral hymns list for the funerals I had participated in leading by that time. My first thought 

was “Amazing Grace,” but Dawn quickly let me know that wasn’t it. I went on to suggest other 

favorites like “How Great Thou Art,” “In the Garden,” and even “It Is Well with My Soul.” Each 

time, however, Dawn was quick to say “No” as she said that I’d probably not guess the right 

answer because plenty of people called in with all of those suggestions on her way to work and 

none of them were right. 

 

Does anyone want to take a guess at what it might have been? In fact, the other day, I looked at a 

couple of websites that still suggest it as one of the more popular choices at a funeral. Any 

guesses? The correct answer was “My Way” as made popular by Frank Sinatra. Can you believe 

it? At the end of life, as folks are commending their loved ones to God, the most often expressed 

musical sentiment for those they loved were the words of Paul Anka made popular by Frank 

Sinatra?  

 

And now, the end is near; and so I face the final curtain.  

My friend, I’ll say it clear; I’ll state my case, of which I’m certain.  

I’ve lived a life that’s full. I’ve traveled each and every highway;  

But more, much more than this…I did it my way.”2 
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Dawn and I laughed that day when we finally discovered the answer to the radio show trivia 

question. I don’t think that I’ve had anyone request the song in any of the funerals that I’ve done 

to this day, but I may have heard it at a funeral once or twice since then. Too bad Google was 

just getting started around the same time or I might have guessed it right off the bat. 

 

Perhaps there is a sense of rugged independence that rings true for us in this post-modern world 

in which we live. We want to create our own destinies and follow after our own dreams; come 

whatever may, we’re a people who are determined, at times, to live life our own way. Even if we 

wouldn’t pick the song with the same sense of boldness that inspires others, we prefer to chart 

our own courses and make our own ways in this world. Whether we are told to view success or 

failure as a part of our own making with no help from anyone or we simply believe that notion to 

be true, we tend to want to take life by the horns and own it for what it is. It’s surely part of what 

makes us proud Americans and/or citizens living in an independent and free world, isn’t it?  

Besides, we know our way better, don’t we? If nothing else, our way is what we know; we know 

what to expect when things flow our way. 

 

While we may think that this is unique to our own post-modern culture and contemporary 

American context, we need look no further than our lesson this morning to discover that even 

people in the mid-ninth century BCE in Israel as well as Aram (in the region of modern-day 

Syria), struggled to establish their own way of living life. Perhaps it’s more common than we 

might think to want to live life on our own terms. 

 

The Arameans had raided Israel several times, which made our first extraordinary nobody a great 

somebody in his own day. Naaman was the commander of the entire army of Aram. As such, he 

was known for the great victories that he had claimed over the northern kingdom of Israel. 

Naaman, however, had one small problem. Even though he was quite powerful, even though he 

could conquer other lands and please his king with his victories, and even though he could 

command the entire armies and lands, Naaman could not cure the disease that plagued his life.  

Naaman was a leper. Now perhaps because of his victories, he seemed to be treated differently 

than other lepers. We don’t seem to know much about this. Even still, Naaman was bothered by 

his disorder and he wanted to be healed. 

 

The only problem Naaman faced was that no one knew of a treatment for him. Well, almost no 

one knew of a cure for Naaman. You see, while Israel may have been sacked by the Aramean 

army and lost their own sense of hope, God was still at work among the Israelite people. In one 

of his conquests, Naaman had taken a young Israelite girl to serve as a slave in his household for 

his wife. In the eyes of these Syrian conquerors, she was an “insignificant nobody.” We don’t 

even know her name. 

 

Yet, this young slave girl from Israel tells Naaman’s wife that there is a prophet back in Samaria, 

in the northern kingdom, who can cure him of his leprosy. The prophet is Elisha. He was the 

lesser-known successor to the great prophet Elijah. Before Elijah was taken up into heaven, 

Elisha asked for a double portion of his spirit; of his power. Naaman is intrigued that someone 

might be able to help him and so he goes to the Aramean king who writes a letter to the king of 

Israel to heal this great commander. 
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When Naaman arrives with the letter before the king of Israel, he thinks that the king of Aram is 

trying to pick another fight with him. The king of Israel knows that his own power is limited.  He 

is not God. It’s almost as if the Aramean king is poking fun at him or rubbing salt into his 

already seething wounds from the recent conquests of the Arameans against the Israelites. The 

Israelite king thinks his enemy, the king of Aram, is asking him to heal his top commander. All 

of the money in the world would not give him this power. So the king of Israel tears his robe in 

frustration. He knows that he is not God.  

 

Elisha, the prophet, hears the news and invites the king of Israel to send Naaman to him. When 

Naaman arrives at Elisha’s home, he arrives with his entire entourage. After all, he is the 

commander of the army of Aram. There is much pomp and circumstance that comes with his 

presence as he arrives in town. The prophet should know who is coming to his house today as 

Naaman pulls up with “horses and chariots” that come to an abrupt halt, almost as if on 

command, in front of Elisha’s home. 

 

Elisha, however, does not buy into the parade, the pomp, the circumstance, or the display of 

military power and might. Instead, he sends out a messenger who delivers the prescription to 

Naaman. The messenger speaks on behalf of Elisha and tells Naaman to go bathe seven times in 

the Jordan River. 

 

By now, Naaman is furious! He has come all this way to Samaria to be healed, only to be told by 

a simple messenger that he should go wash himself in the Jordan River seven times. Naaman had 

assumed that Elisha might come out to see him in person. After all, he is the commander of the 

great Aramean army; the conquering army of Syria; the army that has already decimated Israel. 

His presence alone should be enough to command the prophet to “come out, and stand and call 

on the name of the Lord his God,” and “wave his hand over the spot and cure the leprosy!”3 

 

Besides that, there are rivers back home in Damascus; better rivers; cleaner rivers even than the 

Jordan River. If you’ve ever been to the Holy Land, you might remember that the waters of the 

Jordan River are extremely muddy. Can you imagine trying to get clean in the mud? On the other 

hand, if you go up north along the border with Syria, you can see how crystal clear the waters are 

that feed into the Sea of Galilee and then the Jordan River. They flow down from the mountains.  

Closer to the source, they are beautiful and much cleaner than the Jordan. If God were to be 

found in the beauty of creation, it would be back home in Aram (in Syria) rather than here along 

the Jordan River. Surely Naaman would be better off back at home if he simply needed to bathe.  

So he storms off in a huff. 

 

Naaman’s servants, however, rush after him and invite him to consider how easy it might be for 

him to simply try out Elisha’s suggestion. They ask him, “If the prophet would have commanded 

you to do something difficult, would you not have done it?  How much more, when all he said to 

you was, ‘Wash and be clean’?”4 So Naaman relents and he goes down to the muddy Jordan, 

dipping himself seven times under the waters. When he arises, the scriptures tell us that 

Naaman’s “flesh was restored like the flesh of a young boy, and he was clean.”5 

 

If we were to read ahead into the following verses, we would see that this becomes a moment of 

conversion for Naaman. This Gentile commander of the conquering Aramean army has to return 
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to the very people that he has conquered and oppressed for healing from his leprosy. When he is 

healed, he dedicates his life to serving the God of the people of Israel. He will even try to offer 

Elisha a gift, but Elisha will turn it down because this gift cannot be bought by Naaman or 

anyone. This is God’s work for God’s glory. It’s not about what Elisha has done. Naaman’s 

healing came by God’s grace. God’s grace had come when Naaman surrendered his own ideas of 

how God might act in order to experience what God might do through the people and the waters 

that Naaman had considered “insignificant.” 

 

I don’t know about you, my friends, but I can really be like Naaman at times in my life. As 

someone who doesn’t like to get too dirty, I’d wonder how I might catch a healing from some 

muddy waters when I had a clean river back home in which to swim. Like Naaman, I want the 

healing that comes when the prophet simply waves his arms in the air. I’m not so sure about 

healing coming from the muck of a filthy river. 

 

Yet, it’s in the muck of life that God so often meets us just like God met Naaman, isn’t it? It’s 

when you’ve taken that step of faith into the unknown waters where you never wanted to tread in 

the first place on your own that God shows up, isn’t it? My friends, God doesn’t always do 

things our way, does God? Instead, God meets us in the most impossible places where we’re 

least expecting God to show up. God doesn’t always act “my way” or “your way” or “our way.”  

Instead, God acts in God’s way. 

 

As Israel faced its own defeat in the north at this time, Israel’s God would not be bound to one 

people, but sought to reach across the borders to be God in the life of Israel’s greatest enemy of 

that time. When they felt hopeless in their own defeat, God was at work in the life of the 

commander of the great army of their enemy who needed to be healed as well. God not only 

acted in ways that Naaman didn’t expect, but God acted in ways that God’s own people did not 

expect. Because of God’s actions, Naaman came to faith and trust in God. We are left to ponder 

what might happen in the lives of those with whom Naaman shares about what God has done. 

 

When I think about this time in the life of the United Methodist Church, and even in the global 

body of Christ in general, could it be that God will still work in the muddy waters of the Jordan 

to bring us to something greater? Naaman’s story reminds us that God uses the very people, 

situations and waters that we least expect to bring healing, renewal and life, in its fullest sense.  

“Have thine own way, Lord. Have thine own way.” 
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