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Naaman’s servant—a little
witness goes a long way
‘If only my master would see the prophet who is in Samaria! He

would cure him of his leprosy’ (2 Kings 5:3)

Ben-Hadad, the king of Aram, had desperately needed a few good
victories for his army. In recent memory, he had suffered two
humiliating defeats by Ahab, king of Israel. Ben-Hadad had

mustered the entire army and threatened Ahab who was holed up in his
capital at Samaria. In response to a promise from the Lord, Israel had been
given an unexpected and overwhelming victory and Ben-Hadad barely
escaped with his life. However, Ben-Hadad returned to the attack the
following spring with a new and larger army (1 Kings 20). For seven days
the two camps faced each other, but whilst the army of Israel looked like
two small flocks of goats, the hosts of Aram seemed to cover the entire
countryside. However, this time Ben-Hadad was forced to surrender and
throw himself on the mercy of Ahab. Foolishly, the king of Israel simply
extracted reparations from him and released him, on the basis that Ben-
Hadad was ‘my brother’ (v 32).
That claim had more than a little historical truth behind it, since the

Aramaeans were descended from the line of Shem, who was one of the
sons of Noah (Genesis 10:21–23), and both Isaac and Jacob had
Aramaean wives. For two centuries prior to King Saul, the tribes of Aram
had been flowing into Syria and Mesopotamia until they became a
powerful force and a constant threat to Israel. They gradually merged with
the Syrians and that is why some translations of 2 Kings 5:1 refer to the
king as ‘king of Syria’, though the Hebrew word here is Aram. Saul later
fought vigorously against the Aramaeans, though David married an
Aramaean princess and their son Absalom was the unhappy result.
After that rash treaty with Ben-Hadad, there had been peace for three

years during which time Ben-Hadad was yet again building an army to
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challenge Israel. There is some dispute among scholars as to whether, in
the account of the king of Aram, we have one king with a long reign or
father and son with two shorter reigns, but what we do know for certain is
that it was Naaman who had given the king of Aram his long-awaited
triumph over Ahab: ‘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 …’ (2 Kings 5:1).
Now the tables had been turned. Jewish tradition has it that it was

Naaman himself who ‘drew his bow at random and hit the king of Israel
between the sections of his armour’ (1 Kings 22:34). Whether or not this is
true, Ahab died of his wounds and was buried in Samaria and Ahaziah his
son succeeded him in the year 853 BC. But his reign was brief, and two
years later Jehoram (sometimes spelt Joram) came to the throne of Israel.
He is the king of Israel in the story of the Hebrew maid which opens in 2
Kings 5.
Naaman was a powerful man in the Aramaean nation and probably

second only to the king himself. Success in battle carried with it honours
and respect, riches and influence. But for all this, there was one terrible
blight on the family of this famed military general: he had leprosy. The
exact nature of his illness is not known and it may not have been the
leprosy that we are familiar with today. In the culture of Israel, all severe
cases of skin disease necessitated that the sufferer was isolated from the
community in order to prevent the spread of an infection (Leviticus 13:46).
That something similar was the custom in Syria is implied by the
statement of the servant girl: ‘If only my master would see the prophet
who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his leprosy’ (2 Kings 5:4). The
word acaph that she used is repeated in the king’s letter (v 6), and it is a
reference to being restored or gathered back into society; it is not the
normal word for healing, which is rapha. As an illustration of this, the
word acaph is used in Numbers 12:14 of Miriam being ‘brought back’ into
the community after her own punishment of leprosy. Therefore the servant
girl wanted her master to be restored to the family and to normal life in
society; this, of course, implied healing, but it was a healing in every realm
that she doubtless prayed for.
This great commander had a death sentence written in his body and he
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was no longer able to command the king’s forces. He was avoided by those
who once respected him and perhaps he felt as Job had when he
contracted a terrible skin disease and found himself alone outside the city
and despised by his friends and even by his own wife:

My kinsmen have gone away; my friends have forgotten me. My guests and my
maidservants count me a stranger; they look upon me as an alien. I summon my
servant, but he does not answer, though I beg him with my own mouth. My breath is
offensive to my wife; I am loathsome to my own brothers. Even the little boys scorn
me; when I appear, they ridicule me. All my intimate friends detest me; those I love
have turned against me. I am nothing but skin and bones; I have escaped by only the
skin of my teeth (Job 19:14–20).

A terrible gloom had settled on the household because, unlike Job, there
was no hope or comfort for Naaman, either in this life or beyond the
grave. Job had gone on to reaffirm his confidence in God in that
magnificent statement:

I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.
And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will
see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!
(Job 19:25–27).

Naaman’s god, Rimmon, offered no such help or hope. It was all night in
the household of this once proud warrior, and everyone walked in silence,
misery and fear. The master was no longer at home and his wife and
family cried constantly. But there was just one small star shining in the
darkness.

The servant girl’s faith
The young servant girl was the only one in the household of Naaman who
knew for certain what her ultimate future was; like Job, she knew her
Redeemer and she wanted to share her good news with her master. As
with so many of God’s little people in the Bible, there is much more to the
narrative of the young Hebrew servant than is at first obvious. That long
military struggle between Israel and Aram is significant to her story. Even
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during the uneasy peace between the two kingdoms, and certainly
throughout the preparations for hostilities, raiding parties from both sides
would frequently penetrate the frontiers of the enemy; this is alluded to in
the truce that subsequently followed the humiliating defeat under
Naaman’s command when ‘the bands from Aram stopped raiding Israel’s
territory’ (2 Kings 6:23). These raiding parties were designed to probe and
test the position, strength and determination of the enemy, but they also
provided a steady flow of booty, which included captives for the slave
market.
It was on just such a raid that the servant girl was snatched from her

family and carried into the home of the commander of the army of Aram.
The words that describe her are brief but specific. She was only a girl

and she was young; the word ‘young’ can also mean small or insignificant,
and all of these words would fit. We do not know her name, her home
town, her family or her future. We can only hope that she was treated well
as a result of what happened to her master; perhaps she was set free,
though that may not have been possible since if her parents had been
killed or sold, she had no home to return to.
The little maid had grown up in Israel at a time when the religious life

of the nation was at a low ebb. None of the kings of the northern part of
the country were spiritual men, and the legacy of wicked Ahab and his
even more malicious wife, Jezebel, was still felt in the time of Jehoram.
Only the courageous work of the prophets of God kept spiritual life alive.
Clearly this young girl had been brought up to trust the teaching of the
prophets, and her parents were among the godly of the land—but even
that did not prevent the family being torn apart by the raiding bands of
Naaman. Trust in God does not guarantee that the tragic circumstances of
life will never touch the Christian, but it does promise a useful life and an
ultimate hope, as her story shows.
The maid knew her God was in control, even though there was little

evidence of this around her. The phrase referring to Naaman ‘through him
the LORD had given victory’ (v 1) would have surely been how the servant
girl viewed it also. Her understanding of God was such that not only was
the military success of this pagan commander under the control of her
God, but doubtless that is how she understood her own heart-wrenching
tragedy of being torn away from her family. Such a strong theology was
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what enabled her to be calm and compassionate in a strange land and
among a people who were her nation’s enemies. She believed that, ‘There
is no wisdom, no insight, no plan that can succeed against the lord. The
horse is made ready for the day of battle, but victory rests with the Lord’
(Proverbs 21:30–31).
Like Joseph in the court of Egypt and Esther in the palace of Persia, this

insignificant servant girl, though snatched from the security of a loving
family and dragged into a hostile land, believed that she was here with a
purpose and that her God, unlike the local pagan deities, would not
forsake her but would come with her into exile. Her God was not confined
to Israel. Long before the mighty Naaman came to understand it, she
knew that the Lord was God, the only God, of the whole world. Small,
young and insignificant she may be, but she was a giant in faith and
theology. She knew what mattered in Israel. All that she had been taught
about Elisha she did not forget. What had she seen him do? Or what had
she heard about him? Perhaps very little. But what she knew, she believed.
In her mind, there was no possibility of failure: if only Naaman could

just see Elisha, he would be restored to his family and friends once again
(v 3). How could she be so sure? She had never seen anyone healed of
leprosy, and she had never heard of anyone being restored from such a
disease. According to Luke 4:27 there were ‘many’ in Israel with leprosy
and not one had been healed. Apart from this, there are only a few
recorded miracles from Elisha’s ministry, and even if we assume many
more, it may be questioned how many she would have known about. Here
was a faith that expressed confidence beyond her understanding. This
young girl lived with a faith beyond her sight (see 2 Corinthians 5:7).
If only we had the same confidence in our God to believe that, though

we do not see him at work as we would love to, yet he is the unchanged
and unchanging God of power and authority.
All around her was the hopelessness of false religion. Swept from a land

where few trusted the true God into a land where none did; she was alone
with her faith. Even Daniel had more friends with him in Babylon than she
had in Aram. She was a true Daniela in Syria. Her master’s god was called
Rimmon (v 18). He was the storm god Hadad, which meant ‘Thunderer’,
and his symbol was a bolt of lightning and a thunder club. Thus the name
of the king, Ben-Hadad, meant ‘son of Hadad’ the storm god. Across the
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whole of the ancient Near East, though more usually under the name
Baal, he was the most important deity of all; locally his temple was in
Damascus.

The servant girl’s faithfulness
One outstanding question in the whole of her story is why Naaman
believed her? After all, she was only a servant girl and had been stolen
from the enemy; she had no reason to wish for the welfare of her master. It
is evident that Naaman was a proud man, as his response to Elisha’s order
to bathe in the Jordan reveals, and this is the reason why Elisha refused to
pander to his conceit and come out to him with due reverence and perform
some magic by incantations (vs 11–12). So why on earth should the
commander in chief of the Syrian army take notice of, least of all heed the
advice of, his own foreign servant—and an insignificant girl at that! We
may wonder if he eventually slipped away to Samaria without her
knowledge so that he would be less humiliated if it all proved to be a false
hope.
It is very possible that Naaman had heard of the prophet Elisha and

even his predecessor, Elijah; that contest between Elijah and the prophets
of Baal in the time of Ahab had left four hundred pagan priests dead, and
the story must have gone the rounds of the local tribes. But there is surely
more to his trust in her story than this. Had the family already seen
something different about her? She was not sullen or resentful, on the
contrary she was a willing and honest servant. This Daniela was clearly a
personal servant to the commander’s wife. The word translated ‘served’ in
v 2 is more specific than that. It is made up from the word for a face and
implies that she served as a personal maid. Many servants in the Georgian
and Victorian English country mansions would never be seen on the stairs
after early morning lest they meet ‘the lady of the house’; so not all
servants in the ancient world came into the presence of their mistress, they
simply carried out orders. However, the trusted servants would become
personal assistants. The same word is used in the following verse when she
longed that her master would ‘see’ Elisha. The word is literally ‘the face
of’ and refers to the immediate presence of someone. Significantly it is
used in Exodus 33:14 when God promised Moses ‘my Presence (literally
‘my face’) will go with you.’ In days before our clear silvered mirrors, the

Naaman’s servant—a little witness goes a long way

God’s little people—Little women 51

God’s Little People—Little Women v. 5_God’s Little People—Little Women  05/03/2013  11:49  Page 51



52 God’s little people—Little women

Chapter 4

only way that anyone could see someone’s face was to be in their
immediate presence. This servant girl was a trusted personal maid to
Naaman’s wife.
Throughout her personal tragedy, she remained true to her faith. She

lived out what she believed and allowed the laws of the God of Israel to
govern her life. This Daniela did not harbour revenge. Hers was a heart of
compassion for the man who had stolen her from her family. The phrase
‘If only my master would see the prophet who is in Samaria’ (v 2) well
brings out the expression she used which is more like ‘Oh that!’. She
obviously felt for the family’s distress at this time, even though we might
have forgiven her for taking a very different attitude: ‘Serves them right;
now they know how I feel.’ On the contrary, her only concern was the
welfare of her master. That must have made a huge impression on her
mistress. True ‘Christian’ compassion always does. Long before our Lord
underlined it, this maid knew the meaning of ‘love your enemies, bless
those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those
who spitefully use you’ (Matthew 5:44). If we harbour a grudge,
bitterness, resentment or anger against someone, we would do well to
learn from this young servant girl.
God was reaching out to the nations. According to Luke 4:27, ‘There

were many in Israel with leprosy in the time of Elisha the prophet, yet not
one of them was cleansed—only Naaman the Syrian.’ This was unusual in
the Old Testament but not unique. Rahab the Canaanite, Ruth the
Moabite, Ashur-dan III the Assyrian and the widow of Zarephath the
Phoenician—all these were reached by Joshua, Naomi, Jonah and Elijah.
But now God used a seemingly unimportant servant girl. Here is the
gospel in the Old Testament. This is the great commission in action
centuries before it was given by Christ to his church. She was ready to be
used and therefore God used her.

The servant girl’s fearlessness
This little Daniela was prepared to take a great risk. It was a ridiculous
suggestion that her master could be healed from his leprosy—in living
memory no such miracle had ever occurred either in Israel or in the land of
the Aramaeans. We may not be sure exactly what the disease was, but
according to Jesus, there were many with the same complaint and he was
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the only one cured.. But what if he had not been cured? What if Naaman
had taken that journey to Israel, and Elisha had refused to see him, or had
disappeared? Or the prophet was simply unable to help? If Naaman had
come back unhealed but humiliated—woe betide this servant girl! She was
vulnerable in the extreme. So are we all when we tell the truth about the
Saviour. That is what so often puts us off witnessing: the fear of things not
going right. What will people think, or say or do?
Without intending, and without knowing, she almost started an

international crisis. When Jehoram received the official request from Ben-
Hadad, he assumed that the old enemy of Israel was simply looking for an
excuse for a new outbreak of hostilities (2 Kings 5:7). But for the timely
intervention of Elisha, war would have commenced yet again—and it
would have been all her fault. Given the dire possibilities if her master had
not been healed, it took immense courage even to make her suggestion—
but faith like hers is always courageous. It was not the amount of faith
that counted, but where she placed her confidence.
The story of Naaman’s healing is well known, and need not delay us.

But how sincere was his ‘conversion’? His claim ‘Now I know that there is
no God in all the world except in Israel … your servant will never again
make burnt offerings and sacrifices to any other god but the Lord’ (v
15,17) was clearly not intended as a passing concession to the God of
Israel. In fact, it was a massive claim for a worshipper of local gods. When
Naaman had sought the help of what he considered to be the local deity of
Israel, this was no violation of his cult worship in Syria; unlike the Jews
who were soundly condemned for having anything to do with the false
gods of the nations, there were few, if any, false gods for Naaman or his
king, only different localized deities. Few religions at that time believed in
one God of the ‘whole world’. Each nation, even locality, worshipped gods
and goddesses who belonged to a territory (like the mountain or valley),
or elements (like the storm, sun or moon), and they were happily prepared
to adopt others into their pantheon. But the idea of a universal God who
excluded all others was largely unknown to them.
When Rameses II of Egypt made a peace treaty with the Hittite king,

Hattusilis, it was the gods of both nations that were called to witness: ‘As
for him who shall keep these terms written on this silver tablet, the
thousand gods of Hatti and the thousand gods of Egypt will cause him to
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flourish and will make him live, together with his household, his lands and
his servants.’ Similarly, Cyrus, the Persian king who defeated the
Babylonians and allowed the Jews and other nations to return to their own
lands and rebuild the temples to their gods (see 2 Chronicles 36:23), saw
this as no violation of his worship of ‘Marduk the great god’ and boasted:
‘The gods whose abode is in the midst of them, I returned to their places
and housed them in lasting abodes.’ He acknowledged that in bringing
these gods into Babylon, Nabonidus, the last Babylonian king, had
offended ‘Marduk, the great lord’, but he did not deny their right to ‘dwell
in peace’ back in their own lands.
The fact that Naaman wanted to take back soil from Israel reflected

that, understandably, he was still thinking as a pagan: he could only
worship a national god on its own territory. But at least he was determined
to take this God seriously and for this reason he asked of Elisha only
forgiveness if he had to attend the local religious ceremonies of Rimmon
with his master; a request incidentally that Elisha wisely ignored. How
truly converted to the God of Israel he was is impossible for us to know
for certain, except that the phrase ‘no God in all the world except in Israel’
was a massive shift in the mindset of a worshipper right across the lands of
the ancient world.
All the evidence at the time, and the fact that our Lord used him as an

illustration of God reaching across in grace with the gospel to the nations
(Luke 4:27), points in a positive direction. But for us, the more important
fact is to see how and through whom God reached out. In the light of her
story, is there anyone whom God cannot or will not use for the spread of
his kingdom? All he required of this servant girl was a willing obedience
and a humble submission to his plans.
Mary King was the school cook when Charles Haddon Spurgeon

attended the Newmarket Academy, but to her the Victorian Baptist pastor,
who has been called ‘the Prince of Preachers’, attributed his grasp of
theology; he supported her in later life. Maria Millis was nanny to Lord
Shaftesbury, the Seventh Earl and great philanthropist who became ‘Lord
of the great unwashed’. As a boy he dreaded his boarding school yet hated
to return home where his parents cared for nothing but politics and high
society; yet to Maria Millis he said he owed his spiritual life as she taught
him about the Saviour. On her death, she left her watch to him and he
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wore it ever after. Elizabeth Newton died before her only son reached his
seventh birthday, but not before she had stored his mind with the Bible and
the hymns of Isaac Watts, and prayed that he might enter the Christian
ministry. Elizabeth did not live to see her son become a blasphemous,
debauched and godless seaman, but neither did she live to hear of his
miraculous conversion in an Atlantic storm and of the future vital gospel
ministry of John Newton as an Anglican clergyman. A little witness goes a
long way.
Whether or not Naaman’s servant was rewarded for her kindness we

cannot know. At least we can be certain that she was thrilled when she
enquired as to the meaning of the two donkey loads of soil that were
dumped in the backyard on his return (v 17). Was she allowed to worship
Yahweh with him? Did he ask her advice on how best to worship the only
God of the world? What was her relationship with her mistress from here
on? Did she remain as a servant? Was she offered her freedom? We can
only speculate for the answers.
But the story becomes even more intriguing.
That experience with Elisha had a significant military value for

Naaman. Some time later Ben-Hadad ordered a renewed offensive against
Israel; this must have placed Naaman in a difficult position, but he was a
military man and obeyed his orders. When it became apparent that every
strategy planned by the king and his commanders was known to Jehoram,
we may presume that it was Naaman who had no difficulty guessing where
the information was coming from; he was more than likely the officer
referred to in 2 Kings 6:12 who identified Elisha as the one who ‘tells the
king of Israel the very words you speak in your bedroom’. Despatched to
the walled town of Dothan, Naaman suffered the humiliation that he and
his troops were struck blind, led in a circuitous route to Samaria where, in
the total control of King Jehoram they were feasted and freed instead of
being butchered. That too should have made Naaman think. Yet again the
young servant girl’s great God had shown mercy to her master.
Whether or not the story of Naaman ended at the subsequent siege of

Samaria by the Aramaean army and the final rout of the besieging forces
which is told in 2 Kings 7, we cannot know. But what we do know is that
the story of this young Daniela still holds a fascination for those who
follow the God of the whole world and, like our Lord’s beautiful promise
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for the faithful action of the woman who, in the house of Simon (another
man healed from leprosy), poured perfume over Jesus: ‘wherever this
gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be
told, in memory of her’ (Matthew 26:13).
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