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6th Sunday after Epiphany ~ Series B ~ February 15, 2009

Salvation Comes in Such Simple Ways


The text for today is our Old Testament lesson, 2 Kings 5:1-14, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


There was once a boat that sank in a storm in the ocean.  Another boat saw the accident and went to help.  Only one man was in the boat that sank.  Luckily, he got out in time and was swimming pretty well, but he definitely needed help getting out of the water.  The rescue boat pulled up about twenty feet from the man.  Someone quickly grabbed a blue life preserver and threw it out to him.  

The man in the water caught it, but then he did something odd: he threw it back.  The person in the rescue boat was confused, so he hurried up and threw the blue life preserver back out to the man.  This time it landed right around his head—it was a perfect throw!  The man in the ocean grabbed the blue life preserver with both hands, picked it up off his head, and threw it back!

The person on the rescue boat couldn’t believe what was happening.  He called out, “Hey, we’re trying to save you!  Why do you keep throwing the life preserver back?”

The man in the ocean said, “Don’t get me wrong, I do want to be saved, but I would prefer you save me with the white life preserver instead of the blue one.”

There salvation is.  It comes right at us.  But maybe, we don’t like the way it looks, so we throw it back.  We don’t like the form in which it comes, so we refuse to accept it.  That’s what happens in our text.

“Go and wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored, and you shall be clean” (2 Kings 5:10).  That was the cure Naaman was offered for his disease.  A cure that would save him.  And Naaman wanted to be saved.  

Naaman was a powerful man, the commander of an army.  He was highly respected, with a great future ahead of him.  But all this came crashing to a halt when he was diagnosed with a disease that would surely kill him.  How good to hear that there was a cure for his disease!  “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored, and you shall be clean.”  Amazing, wasn’t it?  God’s gift of salvation comes to us in such simple ways.

You’d think Naaman would be overjoyed with this good news of his salvation from disease.  But he wasn’t.  He thought this cure was silly.  “Dip yourself in water?  That’s ridiculous.  I want the prophet Elisha to come out and wave his hands in the air over my illness.  I want the prophet to speak loud, boisterous words to his God, calling on the name of his God to do something amazing.  I don’t want some boring water.  What kind of salvation is that?”

How sad for Naaman.  He had the cure for his illness right before him.  He had the penicillin for his illness in hand, the chemotherapy for his cancer in his grasp, the electrical paddles for his deadly heart attack within reach.  But he pushed the cure away.  The cure was not fancy enough for Naaman.  He wanted something dramatic.

Every Sunday, we come to church and are offered salvation.  Did you realize it?  Have you seen the salvation God has been offering you every week during every year of your life?  Maybe you haven’t.  Sometimes dramatic salvations happen in such simple ways.  

A child has a few drops of water placed on his head, and with the words “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” salvation comes to that child.  That baby has been united to Christ in His death on the cross for the death of his sins, and he has been united to Christ in His resurrection for the promises of eternal life (Romans 6).

It seems silly that salvation comes that way, doesn’t it?  I’ll be the first to admit it does not appear very dramatic or fantastic or dazzling for the God who is the Creator of the heavens and the earth.  But the question is, is that good enough for us?  Or would we walk away from our Baptism, forget what Jesus has done for us through that water, and maybe look for something more dramatic like an altar call or repeated baptisms.  Will we try to create some kind of “spiritual” atmosphere with stirring music and repetitious praise songs, where we can “feel” more saved?  No, God hasn’t promised to come cleanse us from our sins or make us His own through the exciting and dramatic, but in the simple water and Word?

And don’t forget the bread and wine.  God comes in the flesh every week, promises to come, to be present among us, to be near us, to give us His sacrifice for us.  Amazing that God would do this, isn’t it?  But why do celebrate the Lord’s Supper only on the second and fourth Sundays of the month?  We’ll be quick to make sure that we have coffee and snacks following the service every week, but we aren’t as quick to embrace a weekly celebration of bread and wine, God’s salvation among us.  Are we more concerned with our human “fellowship” than the communion with Christ and His body the Church?

Or what about this one?  A pastor says, “In the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all of your sins.”  Is that enough for us?  Do we realize we are being given salvation through those simple words?  Or maybe we don’t think they’re dramatic enough; maybe we feel as if there should be some tears I must shed or some group confessions I must make to feel really forgiven.  Maybe we need to make satisfaction for our sins or do some good works to prove that we’re truly sorry, that we’re really serious about wanting forgiveness.  Or can it happen through those simple words?  It can and does.

And for those who are weighed down by particular sins, God has given us private confession and absolution.  Before the pastor or confessor we confess those sins which we know and feel in our hearts, especially those that trouble us.

No, it doesn’t look too impressive.  After all, your pastor is a sinner, too—no doubt, a much worse sinner than you.  But you can receive the pastor’s absolution as from God Himself, not doubting, but firmly believing that by it your sins are forgiven before God in heaven, because your pastor is standing in Christ’s place and acting by His authority.  

In private confession and absolution, God Himself through the pastor forgives each individual the sins that are confessed.  And you have the additional assurance that your confession will remain confidential.  When I was ordained, I made a vow to God never to reveal the sins confessed to me.  God throws your sins into the depths of the sea; as far as He is concerned they are as far away as the east is from the west.  When you confess your sins to your pastor, you are confessing them to God.  I would go to jail or do whatever is necessary to keep those sins hidden in Christ forever.

“But I feel awkward talking to my pastor about these things.  Won’t I be embarrassed?”  Yes, you might be embarrassed.  It is proper to be ashamed of our sins.  But remember, this isn’t about your pastor or what he thinks about you; this is about your relationship to God.  God is there waiting to forgive you.  Be ashamed, but confess your shame to God!  He will cover up your sins forever.   

Amazing isn’t it?  God’s gift of salvation comes to us in such simple ways.  In words spoken by a fellow sinner, in common ordinary water, in a Styrofoam-like    wafer or too sweet wine.  Certainly nothing that looks that exciting or glorious, but the most precious gifts of love that God could give you, purchased with the body and blood of His only begotten Son Jesus Christ.

One day, a young Lutheran woman was at a college youth group meeting.  She was pleased to be around other Christians.  The group began talking about their salvation and how that salvation came about.  Each student had a dramatic story—one heard a voice from God while on a bus one day; another young woman spoke about a fantastic dream; one young man had a stirring testimony of how God had delivered him from addictions to drugs, alcohol, and sex; still another young man talked about how he felt God take his hand and walk him up to an altar call.  

When it came time for the young Lutheran woman to speak about how she’d been saved, she said it happened when she was baptized.  A few of the college students gave her a puzzled look, two of them even laughed at her.  Finally, one of the young men in the group said, “You mean, you believe you’re saved just because some pastor sprinkled some water on your head and said a few words?  That’s silly.”  

The Lutheran woman sat there, found herself blushing a bit, and then she said, “You’re right.  It is silly.  It doesn’t make sense.  But that’s exactly how God saved me.”

Amazing, isn’t it—God’s gift of salvation comes to us in such simple ways.

Naaman and all of us constantly struggle in this world with receiving God’s salvation.  Ever since the fall into sin, the devil has been tricking us into not accepting what God has given and instead has us looking for other, more dramatic and enticing ways that we think will bring us salvation.  

But Christ, that simple Christ who dumbfounded the world by coming into it as a baby and not as a great and mighty king, has shown the way for us.  He comes to us in simple ways, quiet ways, sometimes ways that can be completely overlooked.  But these are ways of salvation that the greatest of kings can touch or even the smallest infant can receive.

Thankfully for Naaman, he had servants who were levelheaded enough to bring Naaman to his senses.  They help Naaman realize the important thing: he wants to be saved.  Whether that salvation comes in dramatic or simple fashion does not matter.  The point is, simple washing will bring him salvation from death.  The means should not be overlooked just because they appear simplistic.  

So they said to this mighty commander of the army, “My father, it is a great word the prophet has spoken to you; will you not do it?  Has he actually said to you, ‘Wash, and be clean’?” (v.13).  Naaman listened to those simple words and look what happened: he was saved!  His skin was restored.  He was healed!

Leprosy is a terrible painful disease.  It eats away at skin and flesh, causing paralysis and muscle atrophy.  It is so contagious, that those who are afflicted must be isolated from the rest of the population, until it brings a horrible death.

But there is a much worse affliction from which we all suffer—sin!  Sin isolates us from God and one another.  Sin eats away at our heart and soul.  Even worse, sin leads to eternal death and the torments of hell.  But God, in His grace, has given us a cure in His Son Jesus Christ.  

Jesus lived the perfect life that we could not live.  Jesus died on the cross to pay for our sins.  He rose from the dead to prove His Word is true.  Jesus’ death and resurrection reconciles us to God and our fellow man.  His shed blood cleanses us from all sins, and gives us new life.  And He brings us that salvation through His Word and Sacraments.  Amazing, isn’t it—God’s gift of salvation comes to us in such simple ways.

My friends in Christ, we don’t need trumpets, fireworks, or disco lights for our salvation.  Christ says to you, “Come, hear My words of forgiveness and be free.  Come, eat My body and blood.  I gave it into death for you, and now I want to give it to you so you can be certain you are really free from the devil and hell.

“Come, here is water for you in Baptism.  I gave you this miraculous water so that babies, children, teenagers, and adults can all be washed and clean.  It is simple, so all of you are able to receive it.  I don’t ask anything from you.  I don’t ask you to be rich or smart or powerful.  I ask you to come and be clean; let me wash you like a mother washes her baby.  Let me wash you of your sins and make you clean.”

There will always be times when we’re tempted to look for the dramatic or the spectacular.  But our God, who died on a cross and rose from the dead, longs to give this gift to everyone, young and old alike, smart and slow alike, weak and strong alike.  What a powerful gift given to you in such simple ways!

God has indeed blessed us through the giving of His Son Jesus Christ into death for the forgiveness of all our sins.  He distributes and bestows that forgiveness through His Word and Sacraments.  In each of His means of grace, the spoken and read Word, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper He tells us of that love and forgiveness.  In individual confession, we have the opportunity to hear that love and forgiveness spoken specifically to us, and applied to our specific sins.  

Who could ever tire of hearing God tell us: “I love you!”?  Who could ever tire of hearing these wonderful words: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”?   Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

