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What is valued? It’s an interesting question as we consider the three miracles we hear of in today’s readings. They teach us 
what to value, what to prize, what to seek above all else. First is the encounter between Elisha and Naaman the Syrian, 
though I suppose “encounter” is the word to use since they don’t actually meet until the very end, after Naaman is healed. 
Then there’s the brief interaction at the beginning of today’s Gospel, when the leper comes before Jesus and bows down 
before Him. Then finally the moving exchange between Jesus and the centurion. 
 

What is valued? Naaman prizes his bodily health. He and his master, the King of Syria, desire his recovery, so they’ll 
pursue whatever course might grant that. Naaman values himself, his position, his power, his ability to procure whatever 
he wants and so he carts the silver, gold, and clothing, he rides up to Elisha’s house with his horses and chariots. He is 
angry over being told not by the prophet himself, but a lowly messenger to wash in the Jordan River. Why couldn’t he just 
have been told to wash in a river closer to home, why must he travel all this way, be so inconvenienced by the distance 
and time and resources this trip consumed only to be told, “Go wash in that puny little river”? Not the wide Missouri, not 
the mighty Mississippi, but the Papio Creek. Naaman’s ego, his love for himself, his position, power, and goods, is more 
than bruised. He’s angry. Because it all counts for nothing before the prophet; it is all rubbish before the God of Israel. 
 

Ultimately, Naaman is rebuked by his servants, directed to entrust himself to the Word of God and go and do as that 
Word had promised. Despite his arrogance and pride, he humbly does as the Word directs him. He is ultimately brought 
through the waters to the confession: “Behold, I know that there is no God in all the earth but in Israel.” 
 

We are prepared to hear today’s Gospel when we hear Naaman’s realization that there is none who can do such things but 
the God of Israel. A leper comes to Jesus, recognizing that Jesus can do whatever He wills, and entrusts himself totally, his 
entire well-being, to the Lord. What is valued there? We might at first suppose that here again, it’s his bodily good that this 
leper seeks. But what this man does is simply confess what is true about Jesus, that He is who He says He is, one who 
teaches with authority, because He has all authority in heaven and on earth, and therefore He can do anything. The leper 
shows us what to recognize in Jesus, and then also what to do: to put all our trust in Him, entrust our whole being and all 
our needs into His will.  
 

And what we ought to notice and mark well is that there is no sense in which we see this man being nervous about how 
the Lord will answer. He does not show himself to be fearful or anxious, but simply places his trust and condition into the 
hands of the Lord who has all authority. He simply says “If this is your will, that I be cleansed of leprosy, You can do it.” 
This of course doesn’t exclude specific requests, there is some implicit sense of a request, similar to that of St. Mary in last 
Sunday’s Gospel when she tells her Son, “They have no wine.” It’s like when you’re eating something and one of your 
children or grandkids comes up and says, “What is that?” They don’t just want to know what it is you’re eating, there’s the 
implication of “I want some!” But the chief thrust of the leper’s request is his total trust and commendation into the will 
of Jesus. 
 

Such a thing frightens us. We are obsessed with control; we do not bank on the unknown. You don’t invest on shady 
ventures, but where you think there will be a reasonable chance of a good return. The Third Petition of the Lord’s Prayer 
frightens us. It disarms us of all other comforts and goals that we seek. We are just plain afraid to acknowledge the Lord 
having all things in His authority and totally entrusting ourselves to Him to do as He wills. That frightens the sinful flesh, 
that leads us to grasp at any and all other things. Just ponder the opening lines of our chief hymn: 
 

   The will of God is always best  

   And shall be done forever. 
 

That alone is not a Christian confession. If that is all we sang we might well wonder if to be a Christian is to be a fatalist. 
Que sera, sera, “Whatever will be will be.” Whatever’s going to happen is going to happen, just hope it doesn’t happen to 
you! This is the sense of the oft-repeated axiom of Islam, Inshalla, whatever Allah wills, and it might very well be 
something bad for you, but god is god and he does whatever he wants. That is not what we believe because that is not 
what we see in Scripture. That is not what we see in today’s Gospel, that is not where our chief hymn leaves us: 
 

   The will of God is always best 
 And shall be done forever; 



   And they who trust in Him are blest; 
He will forsake them never. 
    He helps indeed In time of need; 

 

The leper goes to Jesus not simply because he knows Jesus to be all-powerful, but because he knows Jesus to be good, to 
be gracious. It is faith, it is total confidence in THAT which enables him to totally commend himself to the Lord’s will. 
But what if the Lord had answered, “I am willing and will make you clean at the resurrection of the body on the last day. 
That you may rise to eternal life, it is better that you continue to bear this affliction now.” That is what we see as the 
answer to St. Paul’s repeated plea for the Lord to remove the thorn from his flesh. That is an answer that is much more 
familiar to us. That is what we see as the answer in the lives and the deaths of those we love. That is what we see as the 
answer in our own lives, and what we will see as we approach our own death.  
 

It is good in moments of trial and suffering that we cry to the Lord for relief, for ourselves and for others. It is what we 
do in our prayers for the sick. But we also, and always commend them to His will. It may very well be that our faith, and 
through our example and witness, the faith of others, will be better strengthened and preserved, and that our idolatrous 
flesh be killed, by our Lord not granting full or immediate relief. We trust His Word that He will ultimately and for all 
eternity on the Last Day.  
 

Our problem is that we cling to other things, those things threaten our faith as the devil would drive us to worship them. 
And so as long as we are in this body and life, we must bear the cross. What that is for each of us varies. But to be a 
Christian is to deny the self, to value not myself, my desires, my health, my wealth, but to take up the cross as we follow 
Jesus, the One who is good, to whom we flee and put our trust in. The two men in today’s Gospel show us that nothing 
drives us to Christ like suffering. 
 

So the first stanza of our chief hymn ends: 
 

   He chastens with forbearing. – note that, with forbearing, with patience, moved not by wrath but tempered by love! 
    They who depend On God, their friend, 

   Shall not be left despairing. 
 

We come, then, to the centurion. He lays the need before the Lord, not for himself but for another, his beloved servant. 
What is astounding, what makes even our Lord Himself marvel, is that this military man, unlike Naaman of old, needs 
little teaching, has already been broken of his self-trust and confidence. He confesses the total value and sufficiency of 
Christ’s word. The word of the one who is good, who wills our ultimate good out of His grace. This is the same word that 
is given to you.  
 

Faith believes that the Lord’s almighty will for us is always good, ALWAYS GOOD. Because we come to know His will 
for us in His Word. This is what the Small Catechism so marvelously sets forth for us. We see God’s good and gracious 
will at work when He breaks and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the devil, the world, and our sinful flesh. Those 
things do not want you to hallow God’s name. They do not want His kingdom to come to you, that is, they do not want  
God to give you His Holy Spirit that you might hear, believe, and live according to His holy Word. His will is that those 
evil things, devil, world, and your sinful flesh, be broken and hindered so that you would hear, believe, and live according 
to His Word.  
 

Part of what must be hindered, broken, is your sinful flesh, that is not simply your body, it is that part of your body, mind, 
and spirit that is still corrupted by sin, that is always there, fighting against the things of God. Part of you must be broken. 
That is why the cross hurts. That is why the devil uses the cross to drive you away and the world calls you crazy or a sadist 
for believing what you believe, and you need to find a better religion or just throw in the towel all together.  
 

But God’s will is not just that you suffer, it is not simply to inflict pain. He wills to strengthen and keep you firm in His 
Word and faith until the moment of your death, to bring you out of suffering, out of the attacks of devil, world, and flesh, 
through the cross to eternity. This is what we see Jesus doing in the Gospels. This is why He came and what He has 
accomplished. He has shown the way and leads you. This is what He is working to accomplish in you, in your life, for 
your whole life: that you would see your greatest, your most priceless treasure, in Him, in His good and gracious will, in 
His Word. 


