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As you think about all the things you’ve prayed for in your life, what do you think you’ve prayed about more than any other topic?  My guess would be that you’ve prayed more often about health issues than any other particular concern.  When people ask us if there is anything they can pray about for us, much of the time the concern we share is a health concern, either for ourselves or someone in our family or someone in our circle of friends.  Our bodies matter to us.  Our health affects everything else in our lives.  I could have had the best day of my life, but none of that matters if I have a sore throat or plugged sinuses or pain in my chest or nausea or any number of other things that can and do go wrong with our bodies.  
And if what ails us is a chronic illness, an illness that lingers on and on and which no doctor seems to be able to help us with, then everything becomes a struggle.  Your daily chores seem to take that much more energy.  Things that made you laugh don’t seem as funny.  As time goes on it seems that your whole life revolves around trying to cope with your illness and trying to find something that will make you feel better.  
And you might have noticed that health care is just a little bit costly.  In 2007 we in the United States spent $2.2 trillion dollars on health care, which works out to over $7,400 per person.  Current estimates are that by 2025 one out of every four dollars in our economy will be tied to health care.  We pray for our health and we pay for our health.
And God cares about our health, too.  After all, God is the one who created our bodies.  He is the one who made us to be physical beings.  God takes our bodies and our health very seriously, as evidenced by the fact that in Jesus God became one of us and assumed a physical body.  In Jesus God became very well acquainted with physical pain and even with physical death.  And maybe the best indication that God takes our bodies seriously is God’s promise that one day he will raise our dead bodies back to life, just as he raised his Son Jesus back to life.  So when we pray about our health, God doesn’t brush off our prayers as unimportant.  He doesn’t say, “I don’t want to hear about your ‘owies.’”  He doesn’t say, “Just talk to me about your soul; you body doesn’t matter.”  Now it’s true that the health of our soul and the content of our character is God’s larger concern, and should be our larger concern.  It’s also true that God does not promise to heal us every time we get sick.  Sooner or later, each of our bodies is going to give out; each of us is going to die.  And yet it is our conviction as followers of Jesus that God does care very much about the health of our bodies, and he eagerly invites us to bring our physical concerns to him.
And sometimes the way God responds to our prayers is nothing short of crazy.   This morning we’re going to explore how God used a particularly crazy means of healing a man named Naaman through the prophet Elisha.  And what we hope to learn is how we can partner with God in the healing process when it’s our health that’s at issue and when it’s the health of those we love.
Stay Open To Divine Appointments
Naaman’s story is recorded for us in one of the 17 historical books of the Old Testament, a book called 2 Kings.  Here’s how the story begins:

Now 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, but he had leprosy. (2 Kings 5:1)
Aram is another name for Syria, which, you probably know from watching the news, is north and east of Israel.  In other words, Naaman was not one of God’s chosen people; he was not an Israelite.  And yet God clearly was at work in Naaman’s life, so much so that God had even given victory to Naaman as the leader of Syria’s military.  And while this isn’t our main focus this morning, I want us to think about this for just a moment.  This story would have been pretty startling for the people of Israel.  Jehovah was their God, and they were God’s chosen people.  God watched out for them.  God provided for them and protected them.  So what in the world is God doing helping a general of a foreign country in battle?  
And this is one of the points of this passage for the people of Israel and for us – God cares about people who are across the border.  In fact, God cares about people who are across the border who have no loyalty to God.  And God doesn’t just care from a distance about those folks; God gets involved in their lives, just as God gets involved in our lives.  We sometimes assume here in America that we are God’s favorites.  We have long referred to ourselves as a Christian nation, and part of what we mean by that is that we assume God is on our side in any conflict we might be engaged in.  If it’s Iraq or Afghanistan or Pakistan or anywhere else, we assume that God is on our side because our money says “In God We Trust.” Or is he?
Do your kids ever ask you which one is your favorite?  We like to joke about that in our home from time to time.  We always say that Stephanie is our favorite oldest daughter, that Ryan is our favorite son and that Kelsey is our favorite youngest daughter.  But once in awhile our kids will pull us aside and say, “OK, really now, I’m your favorite, right?”  

The truth is that all our kids are our favorites.  And the bigger truth is that all the peoples of the world are God’s favorites.  God is just as much in love with the people of other countries and other faiths as he is in love with us.  And here is the good news we sometimes forget about – whether those people believe in God or not, God is at work in their lives.  Before Naaman had any inkling of who the God of Israel was, God was at work in his life, even giving him success in his battles.  And I imagine that if you look back on your life, you will realize that long before you became a God-follower, God was hot in pursuit of you.
Did you know that one of the most common ways God is reaching Muslim people today is through dreams?  This is something I’ve heard about for years and which at first I thought was just crazy talk, but I’ve heard and read about it so many times from so many sources that I have great confidence that it is true.  In one account I recently read a teenage Muslim boy in Nigeria named Mohammed had a series of dreams, and in these dreams a person he later realized was Jesus would recite to him this statement: “I am the way and the truth and the life; no man comes to the Father except through me.”  Those, of course, are the words of Jesus recorded in John 14:6.  When God wanted to get the truth about Jesus to this young Muslim teenager he did it without a Bible or a missionary or a radio – he did it through a dream.  Why?  Because God loves the Muslim just like he loves us.  They are his favorites, just like we are.  And sometimes the way God reaches people far from him, people like you and me, strikes us as crazy.
Back to Naaman’s story – Naaman the Syrian general.  The text tells us that Naaman is highly regarded by his master, that God has given Naaman success, and that Naaman is a valiant soldier. And then we read these four words, words that change everything – “but he had leprosy.”  Do you remember when I said that I could be having the best day, but if I get sick, nothing else seems to matter?  That’s what we’re reading here.  Naaman was successful, he was a man of courage, he was highly regarded, but none of that mattered to Naaman because he had leprosy.  
Think of it this way.  Let’s say you that are the CEO of your own start-up, that your business is doing tremendously well, that you have a brand new and very large home, and that all in all life is good.  There’s only one small catch, one little fly in the ointment – you’ve got AIDS.  Would that change things for you?  Of course it would.  Your health would be the most important issue in your life.  The fact that you have a terminal and incurable illness would dominate your plans and your prayers.  Naaman had leprosy, a terminal and incurable disease.  And suddenly all the success he had had in his life didn’t seem to matter much at all.
But here’s the first lesson for all of us who have health issues to learn from Naaman – stay open to divine appointments.  Here’s what we read next: “Now bands from Aram had gone out and had taken captive a young girl from Israel, and she served Naaman’s wife.  She said to her mistress, ‘If only my master would see the prophet who is in Samaria!  He would cure him of his leprosy.’” (2 Kings 5:2-3)  

Have you noticed that often when you’re sick everybody who knows about it has an opinion?  You’re at Starbucks and you mention to a friend that you just saw a particular doctor.  Without even hearing your medical condition the person sitting at the next table, who just happened to overhear your conversation, mentions that she just saw a different doctor in that same field who did wonders for her and that she’s sure her doctor could help you.  So what do you do when you hear that?  Usually we’re a little miffed, aren’t we, that someone was listening in.  We think they should mind their own business.  We aren’t going to go to some doctor we’ve never heard of because some stranger recommended that doctor.  But what if you had a terminal, incurable disease and someone said, “I know someone I think I can help you” – would you listen then?  Or would you say, “You know, I’ve already tried everything.  There’s no one who can help me, so why bother.”

Did you notice who has some advice for Naaman; did you catch who the person is giving Naaman a referral?  It’s a young foreign slave girl, the slave of Naaman’s wife.  Those are four strikes against her in that culture, aren’t they – she’s young, she’s a foreigner, she’s a slave, and she’s a girl.  It would be crazy to listen to her.  She has no medical expertise.  She can barely speak the language.  And in that culture men simply didn’t listen to women, not to their wives and certainly not to their wives’ servants.  
But Naaman listens.  He knows he’s been told this disease is terminal and incurable, but Naaman is not ready to give up.  He’s not ready to quit listening and he’s not ready to quit hoping that just maybe someone out there can help him.  The young slave girl doesn’t mention the name of the person she’s referring to, but the text makes it clear soon enough – she’s talking about Elisha, the prophet of Israel.

This, by the way, is another bit of evidence that God cares for the person who we would not think would be one of his favorites.  In fact, this is evidence of the crazy extremes that God goes to in order to get our attention and to show us his love for us.  The author of 2 Kings wants us to understand this, that the capture of this Israeli girl by the soldiers of Aram was more than simply their idea; this was part of the plan of God to reach Naaman.  Somehow God has orchestrated events so that these Syrian soldiers cross the border into Israel and take captive this particular young girl who happens to believe that Elisha can heal a person from leprosy and who has the courage to speak up about it to the wife of the general.  Clearly, the author wants us to see, this connection between Naaman and the young foreign slave girl is a divine appointment.  
And let me guess – I bet you’ve had some of those in your life, a divine appointment or two.  It seemed to be a crazy set of circumstances, but somehow you connected with someone who invited you to church or who gave you a book or who recommended a counselor, and your life was changed.  Or maybe it was someone who became your friend, a person with whom you seemingly have nothing in common but somehow you made a connection and that person has ended up helping you in one way after another.  The Bible wants us to understand that those connections aren’t made by chance; those are divine appointments.  Those are one of the many ways that God stays involved in our lives to bring us closer to him and to offer us his care.
We had a medical issue in our family that was particularly frustrating.  We saw doctor after doctor from San Jose to Palo Alto to San Francisco, and none of them were helpful.  Then we got one more referral.  We met this doctor, who gave us a funny look; we realized we knew each other.  She just happened to live three doors down from us; we had met her when she had shown up at our door taking her kids trick or treating.  And she just happened to have a best friend at Stanford who specialized in our issue, and who has been extremely helpful.  Quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?  Or maybe, as we believe, it was a divine appointment, a reminder that God is very much at work in our lives.
Stay Open To God’s Bigger Plan
Naaman listens to the suggestion of the young foreign slave girl and tries to get in touch with Elisha through the King of Israel.  At first it seems there’s a problem – the King of Israel really doesn’t want to help the general of a foreign power.  But when Elisha hears about the situation he says, “Have the man come to me and he will know that there is a prophet in Israel.” (2 Kings 5:8)  That last phrase, by the way, is a clue that Elisha is sensitive to what God is doing through all this, that God has a purpose for Naaman’s leprosy.  Elisha appreciates that the point is to demonstrate to this foreigner who does not know Jehovah that there is a prophet of the living God in Israel.  Here’s what happens next; here’s where the story, from Naaman’s perspective, gets particularly crazy:
So Naaman went with his horses and chariots and stopped at the door of Elisha’s house.  Elisha sent a messenger to say to him, “Go, wash yourself seven times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be restored and you will be cleansed.”
But Naaman went away angry and said, “I 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.  Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than any of the waters of Israel?  Couldn’t I wash in them and be cleansed?”  So he went off in a rage.  (2 Kings 5:9-12)
Part of me completely sympathizes with Naaman, and part of me thinks his reaction is hilarious.  I have to agree with him that it makes absolutely no sense for Elisha to tell him to go wash himself in the Jordan River seven times.  For one thing, I’ve seen the Jordan River, and it can be pretty muddy.  Naaman probably has in his mind the same kind of picture I have in my mind when I hear about Hindu believers going to the Ganga River to have their sins washed away.  The pictures I’ve seen, which have been confirmed by people I’ve talked to in India, show the Ganga River to be a fairly filthy river.  It’s not a river I would ever think of taking a dip in.  In 2005 I was in Cairo crossing the Nile River, and I noticed people dumping their garbage into the Nile.  Our guide told us there was a garbage strike going on, so people had taken to hauling their garbage to this once beautiful river.  So when Elisha tells Naaman to go wash in the Jordan, he was probably thinking, “This guy must be crazy!  You can’t wash in the Jordan; you can only get dirtier in the Jordan.”
And even if the Jordan was clean, this does seem like a pretty silly suggestion.  “What’s that – you’ve got AIDS?  Oh, just wash yourself in the Guadalupe River seven times and you’ll be good to go.”  Would you do that?  Does that make any sense at all?

But the funny part of the story to me is the first thing Naaman says: “I 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.”  Naaman apparently wants a show to go along with his healing.  He wants Elisha to come out and wave his magic wand and say some magic words, as if Elisha is a character on “The Wizards of Waverly Place” or “Bewitched.”  I mean, if he thinks washing seven times is silly, isn’t waving your hand over some sores a little silly?  
Fortunately for Naaman, God seems to have handpicked not only that young foreign slave girl but also the men who are Naaman’s personal servants, because these guys have some very wise advice for him.  Here’s what happens next:
Naaman’s servants went to 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’!”  So he went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God had told him, and his flesh was restored and became clean like that of a young boy.

Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God.  He stood before him and said, “Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel.”  (2 Kings 5:13-15)
Hopefully you noticed that not one but two life-changing events took place here.  First, Naaman was healed of a terminal, incurable disease.  This is obviously a very big deal.  This is cause for celebration.  And this is an illustration of the point we started out with this morning, that God cares about our bodies and our health.  Your health is important to you, and it’s important to God.  God welcomes your prayers about your health and the health of those you love, and he delights to heal your diseases and to mend your brokenness.  
But there’s a second life-changing event that takes place in this story.  Notice what Naaman says to Elisha after his healing: “Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel.”  Not only is Naaman’s body healed – his soul is healed.  Naaman, who had been far from God, has now met God.  And it wouldn’t have happened if Naaman hadn’t contracted the terminal, incurable disease of leprosy.  

So here’s the point for us – stay open to God’s bigger plan.  The Bible makes it very clear that God often uses pain and sickness as a means of doing something bigger and better in our lives.  Sometimes, like here, God uses sickness as a way of connecting with a person who has lived his life very far from God.  And while the text doesn’t tell us what happens when Naaman goes back home, it’s reasonable to assume that Naaman was very glad to tell the King of Aram and the people he lived and worked with about how he was healed of this awful disease by the God of Israel.  Naaman’s leprosy and the capture of the young Israeli girl by Naaman’s troops were part of God’s bigger plan for reaching Naaman and for reaching the people of Aram.  And maybe the illness that is making your life miserable is God’s way of reaching you and of reaching others through you.

 Think about it this way – in the long run, what was the bigger thing that happened to Naaman: the healing of his leprosy, or the healing of his soul?  Whether Naaman’s body had been healed or not, sooner or later he would have died.  But because Naaman met God that day, Naaman has eternal life.  Naaman’s leprosy was part of God’s bigger plan for saving Naaman’s life.  And just maybe your pain and your hurt and your sickness is part of God’s bigger plan for saving you.
Eight hundred years after Naaman came to Elisha for healing, a man who had been blind from birth approached Jesus.  John tells us the story:

As he went along, Jesus saw a man blind from birth.  His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life …”  

Having said this, he spit on the ground, made some mud with the saliva, and put it on the man’s eyes.  “Go,” he told him, “wash in the Pool of Siloam” (this word means Sent).  So the man went and washed, and came home seeing.  (John 9:1-3, 6-7) 
“So why is this man blind,” the disciples ask Jesus.  They assume it’s because of sin – either the man sinned, or his parents sinned.  And Jesus says, “No, guys.  You’re missing the bigger picture here.  The Father has a plan for this; the Father has plans to use this man’s blindness as a way of accomplishing something in and through this man that will change the eternal destinies of countless people.” 
And then Jesus does something that you have to admit is just plain crazy.  He spits on the ground, picks up the mud and rubs it on the blind man’s eyes, and then tells him to go wash it off.  So does that make any sense?  If you went to the ophthalmologist and instead of giving you glasses for your nearsightedness he spit on the ground and rubbed mud on your eyes, what would you tell him?  Don’t say it out loud – we’re in church after all.  But wouldn’t you think the guy was crazy?

But the blind man and Naaman have something in common.  They may have thought what they were told to do was crazy, but they still did it, and when they did, God healed them.  So if God asked you to do something crazy, would you do it?  He already has asked us to do something that many people would tell you is crazy – he’s asked us to get on our knees and pray.  Jesus said it like this: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened … If you … know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him?” (Matthew 7:7-8, 11)  Maybe it’s crazy to believe that God will heal our hurts when no doctor has been able to help, simply because we ask him in prayer.  But Naaman and the man born blind would be quick to tell you this – crazier things have happened.
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