Naaman’s Suffering
乃縵將軍的苦痛
2 Kings 5:1-1										7/5/2025

The story of Naaman’s healing is divided into three scenes (2 Kings 5:1–4, 15–19, and 20–27), each of which is an independent narrative. Today, our focus is on the first scene. Many scholars mention three characters in the story—Elisha, Naaman, and Gehazi—but overlook several unnamed, unknown, and seemingly insignificant slaves who were not actually silent.

On the surface, 2 Kings chapter 5 tells the story of a military leader of Aram (Syria), General Naaman, but in reality it critiques foreign imperialism. It satirizes the powerful and praises the wise advice given by a servant girl. Jesus referred to this story when preaching in the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 4:27).

The military expansion of Aram implied attacks on Israel. Captives were taken from Israel, and the servant was an unnamed young girl—like many other unnamed women in the Hebrew Bible.

The contrast in power adds color to the beginning of the story. Note that Naaman is not his own master—he has a patron, the king of Aram. The young girl’s patron is the prophet Elisha, who can heal people. This young maid shared her faith with her mistress, who in turn spoke to Naaman. And the continuation of Naaman’s story begins…

Now we move to the theme and main character, Naaman. The author vividly describes the powerful Naaman. It starts by saying that Naaman was a respected man, a key figure in Aram’s war efforts, valued and favored by the king.

The author testifies to God's sovereignty, and this line is important: “because through him the Lord had given victory to Aram.” Naaman’s high position depended on victories granted by God. Even if Naaman himself might not have regarded these victories as coming from God's power. The prophet repeatedly declares that even the success of non-Israelites depends on the God of Israel (Isaiah 10:13; Amos 9:7).

He was a mighty warrior—but he had leprosy. Even great people have limitations. Naaman’s limitation was his illness or disability. The Hebrew laws (Leviticus 13–14) about skin diseases are often broadly labeled as leprosy, and those with such contagious diseases were considered unclean. They were degraded to the margins of society. Similar social customs appear in the New Testament.

Leprosy prevented Naaman from attaining full glory. Even this model of power could be struck down by leprosy. The author portrays a hero who is respected yet vulnerable. “Naaman,” translated as “pleasantness” or “favored” (NRSV), in Hebrew means “to lift up the face.” The word refers to joy and affection, causing a person to lift their facial expression. It is deeply ironic—having leprosy is not pleasant at all.

Everything was going well—status, career, all aspects were enviable. Everyone thought this Syrian general was Mr. Perfect. But now, it turns out this majestic and successful commander was attacked by the pain of leprosy.

Naaman’s story may remind us of some people who, on the surface, have abundance, power, and influence—who seem, at first glance, to be immune to suffering. In reality, however, the opposite is true. A great leader, with immense strength and extraordinary will, still cannot avoid suffering.

Naaman’s story is powerful because it expresses the reality of life. Sometimes, people view those with power and privilege as idols, but we should not forget that all people have limitations. Though a person may be strong, they cannot heal themselves. The author emphasizes that the healing of leprosy is expressed in the passive voice.

Muhammad Ali is an example. Known as “float like a butterfly, sting like a bee,” this heavyweight boxing champion suffered greatly from Parkinson’s disease. The strong, like everyone else, must experience suffering—they cannot avoid it.

Israel Durham’s doctoral dissertation at Duke University studied the connection between genius and depression. Some great thinkers or leaders are admired, but behind closed doors, they endure hidden suffering. Four world-changing leaders are examples of this.

Abraham Lincoln experienced personal tragedies—the deaths of his sister and a close friend—that triggered depression. When his condition worsened, his friends had to confine him to prevent self-harm or suicide.

Winston Churchill, the great wartime leader, admitted in his autobiography to the darkness and fading of life. He said that at times, he could not stand at the edge of a train platform, unsure of what he might do. Depression followed him throughout his career.

According to a 1968 Time magazine profile, Martin Luther King Jr., the civil rights leader and Baptist minister, attempted suicide twice before delivering his “I Have a Dream” speech.

Princess Diana possessed a unique power, but after marrying into the British royal family, she faced great pressure and suffered from depression and bulimia.

“Naaman was a valiant warrior, but he had leprosy.” This is the suffering of General Naaman.

Not only individuals, but groups and nations as well—powerful countries, no matter how vast and resource-rich they appear on the surface, may suffer from diseases of racial and economic inequality. A nation might be successful and impressive in one area, but tragic in another. It may have endured brutal civil war or foreign conflict, or face political tensions and division over immigration issues.

Naaman suffered severely and realized that his power and authority could not save him. He could destroy enemies, but he could not eliminate his own disease.
He exhausted all means to solve the problem. When he heard there was a prophet who could heal leprosy, he prepared money for the king of Israel. Naaman wanted to receive healing in his own way—but quickly discovered that he could not buy God or purchase healing.

The prophet Elisha told Naaman that he only needed to bathe in the Jordan River to be healed of his leprosy. However, Naaman was initially dissatisfied with this simple solution because he expected something more complex or dramatic.

This reflects our own attitude toward faith. Faith sometimes seems simple, but in reality, it requires us to humble ourselves and submit to God’s will. Naaman’s healing was a manifestation of the simplicity of faith, but the process of accepting that healing was full of challenges. In the end, Naaman learned to let go of his pride, accept God’s grace, and through it recognized that the God of Israel is supreme.

Don’t we all hope things could be simple? Yet when something seems too simple, we become suspicious of it. Isn’t that a contradiction? We want life to be simple and carefree.

But life is not easy. Achievements of value are gained through hard effort. When important things come too quickly, we grow doubtful. Simplicity can sometimes suggest cheapness, fragility, or carelessness. A simple cure is hard to come by—for both doctors and patients.

This is precisely the tension found in today’s passage from 2 Kings. Naaman—a respected military commander—was given a solution that seemed “too easy,” but the real challenge lay in humility and obedience.

Elisha sent a messenger to instruct him: go bathe seven times, and you will be healed. These instructions angered Naaman, making him feel that his status and decorum had been offended. He had assumed that the prophet would come out to see him, stand and call on the name of the Lord his God, wave his hand over the spot, and cure his leprosy. But what he received were mere instructions—to wash in the Jordan River, which to him seemed insignificant. “Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters of Israel? Couldn’t I wash in them and be cleansed?” So he turned and went off in a rage.

Naaman’s servants came to help him (verse 13), kindly calling him “father” and saying, “You are willing to do great tasks; why would you not be willing to accept this simple one?”

Naaman obeyed the prophet and his servants. He went to the Jordan River, and according to the word of God’s servant, bathed seven times. He was cleansed, and his skin became like that of a young child.

He was willing to accept and let go of his own ideas, and not accomplish things in his own way. This is a difficult thing for those with power and strength.

Naaman had to learn this lesson, which is why he was angry. Those with power want to take control and command everything. As William Ernest Henley wrote in the poem Invictus: “I am the master of my fate. I am the captain of my soul.” But Galatians 2:20 says: “Not I, but Christ...”

The author emphasizes the passive voice in the healing of the skin disease. Naaman not only could not control the healing—he also recognized that there was someone greater than himself. After bathing in the Jordan River, he declared: “Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel.” Naaman realized that though he was a mighty warrior, he came to understand that God is more powerful than himself. He saw who truly holds power—only God can heal.

     
Naaman had chariots, horses, and people who trusted him, but his story teaches us to trust in God. Even the powerful must return to the Creator and humbly turn to God.

I imagine Naaman was shocked—before he was healed, he was not a follower of the Lord at all. Receiving healing became the driving force behind his conversion, turning him toward God and a new path. Biblical scholar Richard Nelson believes that faith is what makes us whole. He writes: “His healing was a free gift. Faith is not for gaining health, but receiving faith allows us to be healthy.”

Perhaps Naaman’s story is also our story. When you suffer—what will you do?

Suffering was a part of his life’s journey. His pain did not stop him from being a great person or doing great things. He did not bear his pain alone—he understood that one cannot rely solely on oneself. He had to learn from the wisdom of others, listen to guidance and advice, and take action, rather than sitting in place and doing nothing. He went to the Jordan River seven times.

Naaman was a respected warrior, but he suffered because of his leprosy. When he let go of his own way and simply obeyed and did what needed to be done, he was healed. The mighty warrior turned to God.

Faith may seem easy. But living out faith is much harder. Yet Elisha said to Naaman: “Go in peace.”

Dear brothers and sisters, the journey of faith is not as simple as “just a dip in the water.” Just as Naaman came up from the water, he received not only physical healing but also a completely new life. May peace and mercy always be with you. Amen.
