6th Sunday after the Epiphany, 2012 
                                                               2 Kings 5:1-14


OUR WASHING IN WATER AND THE WORD

Sermon for the 6th Sunday after the Epiphany, 2012 

2 Kings 5:1-14


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today in the First Reading from before, 2 Kings 5:1-14 Naaman was the commander of the army of the king of Aram. He was a great man with his master and highly respected, because the LORD had used him to give victory to Aram. Although this man was a valiant soldier, he had an infectious skin-disease.

2 Raiding parties from Aram had gone out, and captured a little girl from the land of Israel, and she worked in the service of Naaman’s wife. 3 She told her mistress: “If only my master were with the prophet in Samaria! Then he would cure him of his infectious skin-disease.”

4 Naaman went and told his master, “This is what the girl who came from the land of Israel has said.”

5 The king of Aram replied, “By all means, go. I shall send a letter to the king of Israel.”

So Naaman left, taking with him three hundred and fifty kilograms of silver, seventy-two kilograms of gold, and ten sets of clothing. 6 Then he took the letter to the king of Israel, which read: “Now be advised, when this letter comes to you, that I have sent my servant Naaman to you, that you may cure him of his infectious skin-disease!”

7 When the king of Israel read the letter, he tore his clothes. He asked: “Am I God, to kill and to make alive, that this man is sending someone to me to cure him of his infectious skin-disease? For you must please understand and be aware that he is certainly trying to pick a quarrel with me!”

8 When Elisha, the man of God, heard that the king of Israel had torn his clothes, he sent someone to the king to ask: “Why have you torn your clothes? Please let the man come to me, that he may know that there is a prophet in Israel!”

9 So Naaman went with his horses and chariot, and stopped at the door of Elisha’s house. 10 Elisha sent a messenger to tell him: “Go! Wash yourself in the Jordan seven times, that your flesh may be restored, and that you may become clean!”

11 However, Naaman became angry and went away. He said: “Indeed, I thought that Elisha would certainly have come out to me, stood, called on the name of the LORD, his God, waved his hand over the place, and healed the infectious skin-disease. 12 Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than any of the waters of Israel are? Should I not wash in them and become clean?”

So he turned and went away in a rage. 13 However, Naaman’s servants went up to him and spoke to him: “My father, if the prophet had asked you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more, then, when he has told you, ‘Wash and become clean!’?”

14 So Naaman went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God had told him to do, and his flesh was restored like that of a little child, and he became clean.


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,

The Lord desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth (1 Tim. 2:4). This is well-attested in both the Old and New Testaments. 
Everything was perfect at creation until man spoiled it all. Yet even after the Fall of Adam into sin, God sought only that which is perfect and clean for His creation. In a world that was now full of disease, wickedness, and death, God spoke and acted, not only according to His holiness and justice, but also in accord with His mercy and grace. Therefore God’s blessings of forgiveness, salvation and eternal life come to us, not by a direct face-to-face confrontation with the Almighty, but through His Word conveyed by means appointed by Him.

The account of Naaman and his cure from leprosy provides a beautiful opportunity for us to understand that God bestows His grace according to His Word. The LORD has given His Church pastors who announce His Word of forgiveness in the Absolution. That is one of the means of God’s grace. The Lord’s Supper is another wherein the Word is with bread and wine, and Baptism is yet another. The historical account of Naaman’s cure of his leprosy helps us to understand God’s desire and provision for our salvation. 

Naaman was the commander of the Syrian army, a man who was victorious in battle. He was in a position of authority and was a mighty man. He was also a man with a terrible problem. He had an infectious skin-disease -leprosy. Leprosy eats away at the body, consuming it slowly but surely. It is a loathsome disease, both to the one who has it and to those around that person. Naaman was in need of being cleansed from this horrible affliction of the body, yet with all his power, his wealth and his popularity, nothing could be done to heal him. Humanly speaking, he was doomed to a slow and painful death. 
There is something like that disease that each human being has, one that permeates the soul. It is called sin - a condition that is ours by nature even prior to birth into this world. King David declared the truth for each one of Adam’s descendants: “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me” (Psalm 51:5). Make no mistake; we are in need of spiritual cleansing. 

Naaman was in need of physical cleansing since he was a leper. His condition, if left unchecked and untreated, would result in condemnation from the community, rejection by others and a putrid death. Our spiritual condition, if left unchecked and uncleansed, would also result in condemnation. That is, condemnation and rejection by God Himself and eternal death. That is what would happen to everyone regardless of age if God had not been the way to salvation and had not made that Good News available for all. The Bible declares “therefore as sin came into the world through one man and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all men sinned” (Romans 5:12) and “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23a). This is what all have deserved, and grace is God giving us what we don’t deserve. Consequently the entire verse, which begins with Law ends with the Promise: “the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of god is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23).
Through Elisha, using the voice of the prophet as the means of telling the good news, God made a promise to Naaman: “Go! Wash yourself in the Jordan seven times, that your flesh may be restored, and that you may become clean!” What wonderful, great, fantastic, undeserved news for the leper! But there was a problem and it was not God’s problem, but Naaman’s. The leper was quite unhappy with God’s promise. For God had restricted His promise of cleansing the leper named Naaman to the water of the Jordan River, a river that was not near to him. The army commander said concerning God’s promise that had been given and Elisha’s message that had been sent: “Indeed, I thought that Elisha would certainly have come out to me, stood, called on the name of the LORD, his God, waved his hand over the place, and healed the infectious skin-disease. 12 Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than any of the waters of Israel are? Should I not wash in them and become clean?”
Here’s Naaman’s point: “The water of the Jordan River is no better than the water of any other river. The rivers here is Damascus are closer. It’s more convenient for me here and this is the way I want it to be. Look, it’s all water and it’s my way or I’m out of here.  If fact, water is just water and in itself, it possesses no medicinal strength or reactive power to cleanse me or anyone else from leprosy.”
However, for the individual case of Naaman, the promise of God was tied to and conveyed by means of this particular water of the Jordan River. While the Naaman most certainly was invited to wash in the Jordan to receive the promised blessing, it was the Word of God that was connected with this water that really cleansed him. The promise of physical healing and cleansing made it necessary for Naaman to wash in this water seven times and not in any other river and not any fewer times.

Do you see that this is strikingly similar to the power of Baptism. When asked, How can water do such great things?, the reply is: “It is not the water indeed that does them, but the Word of God which is in and with the water, and faith (the faith that God grants as a gift) which trusts such Word of God in the water. Without the Word of God, the water is simple water and no Baptism. But with the Word of God it is a Baptism, that is, a gracious water of life and a washing of regeneration in the Holy Spirit,” (Luther’s Small Catechism).
Right there is often the problem, the objection and the offense. How the Naaman’s of this world howl at this. Surely there should be something more to salvation than that; certainly one must make some decision or make a personal pledge or do something in which one is recognised and may have his pride fed and ego stroked.

That was Naaman’s problem with this Jordan River business. He thought that Elisha should have come out to him and wave his arms in the air and call on God’s name and all sorts of other entertaining words and deeds. Angry that God was not using Naaman’s methods for cleansing him, the army leader when away in a rage. But one of Naaman’s additional undeserved blessings was that he had several wise servants.
One of these servants went up to him and spoke to him: “My father, if the prophet had asked you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more, then, when he has told you, ‘Wash and become clean!’?” What a wonderful, inviting way of saying, “Look, Naaman, you fool. That prophet sent his messenger with the Word of God’s promise to you. If you would have been commanded to give 10,000 pieces of silver - if you were ordered to conquer one nation or another - you would have done it and been glad. But now, since God’s Word of hope and cleansing has been given to you and that you need only wash seven times in the Jordan River, you are offended, angry and having a temper tantrum. Are you really willing to pass up your only opportunity to be cleansed from such an awful disease? Repent of this great sin against God and His Word.”
Unbelievers in the world and the doubters in the church today are just like Naaman. They regard the invitation to repent and be baptised, to come and hear the Word of the forgiveness of all sins - to take and eat and drink the Body and Blood of Christ in the Sacrament of the Altar as foolish. Though it is an invitation and not a command, the foolish reply, “Don’t tell me what to do. I thought the pastor would come out and wave his hands and entertain me. Instead, he sends me an invitation to come and eat some bread and drink some wine. What isn’t the bread here better than a host there? Take and eat, indeed. Rubbish! I do not like it when he tells me what to do. I won’t have it.” 

And what happens to such people as this? We don’t know. What we do know is what happened to Naaman. Had he not been given the gift of repentance through the mouth of others, he would have remained a leper. But he did see his sin and acknowledged it. So Naaman went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God had told him to do, and his flesh was restored like that of a little child, and he became clean.
When you were baptised, you were cleansed in and by the Presence of the LORD God Almighty. You were restored to God; your soul was healed; your life was regenerated by this gracious washing of water with the Word. This is God’s work connected with the water that bestows the many blessings and benefits. 
As a result, your Baptism is not just an event that happened once many years ago that is worth nothing today. It is of immense importance today. Because you are both saint and sinner, the blessings of your Baptism continue with you each day.

When Naaman was cured of leprosy, it was a cure that lasted not just for that day, but continued with him. If not, then he would have had to wash in the Jordan seven times every day. But he didn’t. It continued with him and surely he must have been glad and joyful every morning when he arose from sleep and thanked the LORD for the Word and the water.

So also the cleansing you have received from your Baptism remains and works for you. Each morning when you awake recall that truth by declaring, “I am baptised.” Daily live in your Baptism... drowning the old Adam and arising new and clean and refreshed. In Romans 6, we are told that those who have been baptised into Christ Jesus have been baptised into His death. His death was necessary for our life. His death on the cross paid the price for the life of the world. The sins that we have committed and the ones that we will commit today and in the days that we have left on this earth have all been atoned or paid for in the death of Christ... in whose death we have been baptised.

Death and Baptism... they are connected in Christ. Centuries after Naaman went to the Jordan River to wash away his leprosy in the waters of the Jordan River, “Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptised by him. John would have prevented Him, saying, ‘I need to be baptised by You, and do You come to me?’ But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it be so now; for thus it is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness.’ Then he consented” (Matthew 3:13-15).

No leprosy was washed from Jesus for He was perfectly clean. No transgressions were carried away from Jesus by the washing of water with the Word for He was without sin, blemish, spot, stain or wrinkle. No, just the opposite. Jesus stepped into the filthy waters of the Jordan River and all the diseases of body and soul... all sins of humanity were washed up and onto Him. He stepped from the Jordan River and continued His journey to the cross, bearing this awful, terrible and horrible burden of man with Him. Jesus did all this in order that you might be baptised and continually hear that no matter what, all your sins are forgiven, for you have been baptised, baptised into the death and resurrection of Christ. The leprosy of sin no longer clings to your flesh. In God’s eyes, you are clean, and now, heaven awaits to receive you into His presence. What a wonderful blessing, Amen. 
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

EPIPHANY VI


O God our Father, You are our rock and our fortress, our joy and our salvation, our light and our life, our sun and our shield. You are always ready to hear those who come before You. Therefore hear us as we come before You with our prayers and praise.


We thank You that You have called us by Your Spirit to believe in Your Son Jesus Christ, made us citizens of His eternal kingdom, given us righteousness as our dress, and equipped us with power, love, and self-control. Continue to give us these blessings, and fill us with the fruits of faith. Make us living letters that speak of Jesus Christ, that people around us may read of Your mercy and saving power in human lives.


We praise You for Your grace in calling us to work in Your vineyard. Bless our work, witness, and giving, in Your name. Use us to bring many people to Your glory. Make us glad to obey Your great commission, ready to accept every service, eager to perform every duty well, and strong to do every task faithfully. Make us patient and willing even when service in Your kingdom is long and difficult. Give us the joy of seeing others come to worship You, and give us the grace to welcome them warmly as brothers and sisters in Christ.


Keep us all safe in Your loving care, and lead us to the heavenly land of promise. Grant that we may run our daily race by the presence and power of Your Spirit. Give us self-control over everything that could endanger our faith and disqualify us for the prize. Grant that we may seize every opportunity to live the new life. Prevent us from boasting in our own wisdom, wealth, or power. Enable us to glory only in knowing You as our Father. May our only treasure be to possess Your wisdom and power in the life, death, and resurrection of Your Son.


Be with us, dear Father, in all that we do. Strengthen and direct us in our daily work. Protect us in our leisure. Shelter us in our homes. Guide us as we travel. Teach us in our problems. Shield us in our afflictions. Comfort us in our sorrows. Hear us as we pray, and lift up our spirits to You as we worship.


Accept these sacrifices of humble prayer and joyous praise that we offer before You, for the sake of Jesus Christ. And to You, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, one God, be all glory and praise, for ever and ever. Amen.
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