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Naaman the Syrian: A Free but Costly Healing, One More than Skin Deep 
(2 Kings 5) 

 
By Bill Bjoraker, PhD. 

 
Background/Context:  “Aram” was the name of the fifth son of Shem, and so the 
Arameans were a Semitic people. Aram was the Hebrew and Aramaic name for Syria, 
the land to the north of the land of Israel, was from the 12th -8th centuries BCE known as 
Aram or Aram-Damascus. This story takes place when Ben Hadad II (860-841 BCE) 
was king of the Aramean regime. At the time of this story, the Arameans were the 
greatest military threat to Israel. Damascus, was the major city then and is considered the 
oldest continuously inhabited city in the world. It is still the capitol of modern Syria 
today. Rimmon (or Hadad-Rimmon) was a high deity of the Syrians. It is the Semitic 
word for “pomegranate,” and so is associated with fertility (its many seeds).  Hadad 
was the storm god, usually identified with Baal.  About the same level of hostility 
existed between Syria and Israel then, as does now between the current state of Syria 
under Bashar al Assad and the modern State of Israel.  
 
The Abana River (modern name: Barada River) began in the snows of the Lebanon 
mountains and flowed to Damascus. Its clear waters producing beautiful orchards and 
gardens.  The Pharpar River flowed from Mount Hermon to the south of Damascus. 
Both were superior rivers to the muddy little River Jordan.  
 
I Kings 22:34 describes Israel’s King Ahab’s death in battle by a “a certain [Syrian] 
bowman, who “drew a bow in “tom” (the Hebrew word tom can be translated “innocence, 
integrity, perfection, simplicity. Either of these is better than the word “random” which is 
usually how it is translated in English versions). The arrow “perfectly” hit the spot 
between King Ahab’s breastplate and his flexible scale armor and pierced his vitals. He 
was mortally wounded and bled out on the battlefield. Based on this, there is a rabbinic 
legend, also asserted by Josephus, that the bowman who thus killed king Ahab was none 
other than Naaman, then a young nobleman and warrior under Ben Hadad.   
 
King Jehoram, a son of Ahab, reigned from 846- 842 BCE as king of the northern 
kingdom of Israel, in his capitol of Samaria, was king when this story takes place (I 
Kings 3:1). He worshipped Baal. Consider that Naaman was likely the one who killed 
King Jehoram’s father.  Elisha the Prophet was in prophetic ministry and he befriended 
the king, and sought to speak truth to him. Elisha was protégé and successor to Elijah. 
Elisha matured from being a disciple of Elijah to the undisputed leader of the Bnei 
Neviim [disciples of prophets].  Elisha maintained a house in Samaria (2 Kgs. 6:32). He 
was a man who dedicated his life to one goal: the total elimination of Baal-worship in 
Israel. Elijah and Elisha, and their prophetic movement had struggled mightily against 
Baalism in Israel.  
 
Elisha is notable for the high number of miracles he performed, his influence on 
royalty, and his high reputation beyond the borders of Israel in Aram. A master 
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storyteller who learned his skill from the author of the Book of Samuel tells his story 
in II Kings.  

Tzara’at- the Hebrew word for a range of skin diseases of all kinds—psoriasis, eczema, 
and even baldness—are of great concern in God’s purity laws and are described in 
Leviticus 13-15. This was not leprosy as we know it today (Hansen’s disease). These 
diseases make a person ineligible to enter the temple, especially diseases with open sores 
and flaking skin. Israelites with such a skin disease are quarantined outside of the cities 
until it disappears and they become pure again. In addition to the hygienic purpose, these 
laws were intended as object lessons to teach the people about God’s desire for purity and 
holiness. In the case of chronic diseases such as psoriasis, the sufferer is doomed to 
permanent exile and separation from the community of God people.  

Territorial gods  - Part of the worldview of the peoples then was the assumption that 
there are gods over every territory and those gods only had power over their own 
territory—your god is operative in your territory, our god is operative in ours. (See I 
Kings 20:23-25; 2 Kings 5:17). Note the contrasting worldview implied in 2 Kings 5:1 
(“…the LORD had given victory to Syria.” The LORD is not a territorial god). 

Gentile/Jew nexus – An important part of the message and application of this story 
comes from observing the Jewish and Gentile identities, the statuses and relationships 
between them, the spiritual consequences of their choices, and implications for their 
honoring or dishonoring God. Naaman was Gentile, the little slave girl was Jewish. 
Syria’s king was Gentile, Israel’s king was Jewish. Naaman’s servants were Gentile. 
Elisha was Jewish, Gehazi was Jewish. 

The name Naaman (נֲַעָמן), the masculine form of “Naomi,” means "pleasantness" in 
Hebrew (Aramaic, the language in Naaman’s country, is very similar). 

	  

	  
Elisha	  refusing	  the	  gifts	  of	  Naaman,	  by	  Pieter	  de	  Grebber	  (1600-‐1653)	  
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This story is especially instructive for: audiences who think that only the ways of their 
faith tradition are the right ones, who are mono-cultural in mentality, or ethnocentric with 
negative emotional generalizations or stereotypes of socio-cultural groups other than their 
own. It is especially relevant, on the one hand, to Christian traditions who embrace a 
replacement theology or supercessionism as regards Israel and the Jewish people, or 
who do not rightfully acknowledge the Jewish roots of Christianity, the church’s debt to 
Israel/the Jewish people, and God’s intentional purposes in the restoration of Israel today.  
 
And, on the other hand, this story is relevant to those in the Messianic Jewish/Christian 
Zionists movements who may see Jewish culture as the only or superior way to worship 
God, who practice an overly legalistic and/or ethnocentric Judaism that denigrates 
Christian traditions.  Jesus the Messiah drew attention to this story and made an 
application that enraged his Jewish audience (Luke 4:27-28), and it may find evoke the 
same rage and find the same application today. Implications are drawn for the new 
missions frontier of “insider movements” to Jesus happening today in the Muslim and 
Hindu worlds (in Special Missiological Applications, A and B below, page 14ff.). It 
challenges and stretches us all to think “outside the box,” and embrace all who truly 
confess faith in the One True God and His Messiah, regardless of their culture and 
diverse religious traditions (even those maintaining “non-Christian” or non-Jewish 
religious traditions after embracing Jesus). The story is also instructive in Honor/Shame 
dynamics. 
 
 
 

THE STORY: 
 
Text from “The Voice” -   http://www.hearthevoice.com/   - with slight rephrasing from the Hebrew, 
bolding for emphasis and (comments in parentheses).  By Bjoraker. 
 
The text is in screenplay format, for easier memorization and as a prompt to oralize the story; tell it 
with gestures and emotion, don't merely read it. 
 
This story, at 27 verses, is somewhat lengthy for telling and discussing in one session 
unless you have at least an hour. This can profitably be done in two consecutive sessions 
of one hour (or 50 minutes) for each of the parts, formatted below as ACT I & ACT II. 
 

ACT I 

Scene1  

Naaman’s master, the King of Aram, before whom he stood, considered him an 
extraordinary man. He was the chief military commander of Aram’s army, and he had 
won many important battles for Aram by the power of the Adonai the Almighty God. He 
was greatly esteemed by his king. Naaman was a fierce warrior, but he also tza’arat (a 
skin disease). 2 Now one time, the Arameans went out in raiding parties and took a little 
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girl from the Land of Israel as their prisoner. The little girl became a servant to Naaman’s 
wife, and stood before her. One day, the little servant girl said, 

Israeli Girl: (to Naaman’s wife): 3 “If only my master could be near the prophet in 
Samaria, the prophet there could heal my master’s disease.” 

Scene2 

4 Naaman became hopeful, and he went and told his king what the little girl from Israel 
said. 

King of Aram: 5 “I am going to write a letter to Israel’s king, and I want you to 
take it to him immediately.” 

Naaman left with the king’s letter in his hand, with his entourage of horses and chariots 
and wagons of gifts—750 pounds of silver, 150 pounds of gold, and 10 sets of fine 
clothing. 6-7 Naaman handed the letter to Israel’s king, and the king read it. 

King of Aram’s Message: “The man carrying this letter is my servant, Naaman. 
He has a skin disease, and I request that you heal him.” 

King of Israel (ripping his robes, a sign of grief): “What! Who does he think I 
am—God?! Why does Aram’s king think I have the power to kill and make alive 
again? What in the world makes him think that I can heal you of your disease?!  It 
is obvious that Aram’s king is trying to create trouble between us!” 

Scene 3 

8 Elisha, the man of God, received word that Israel’s king had ripped his robes, so he sent 
a message to Israel’s king. 

Elisha’s Message: “What has caused you to rip your robes? Tell the man who has 
come to you for healing to come to me. Then he will know that there is a 
prophet in Israel.” 

9 The king told Naaman to go find Elisha, so Naaman showed up at Elisha’s door with his 
horses and chariots and wagons full of gifts. 10 Elisha did not show his face to Naaman, 
but instead sent instructions: “Wash yourself in the Jordan River seven times. The waters 
will heal you, and your skin will be back to normal. You will be cleansed.” 11 Naaman 
boiled with anger as he left Elisha. He had come to his house expecting something much 
different. 

Naaman: “What is this! I came here thinking that Elisha would come outside to 
me and call upon the name of the name of Adonai his God, and that Elisha’s hand 
would pass over my sores and heal my skin disease, not the waters of the little 
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Jordan River. 12 The Abanah and Pharpar Rivers in Damascus are greater rivers 
than all the rivers of Israel combined, so why couldn’t I just go bathe in those and 
be healed?” 

Naaman then stormed away, boiling with anger. 13 Later his servants approached and 
spoke to him with respect. 

Scene 4 

Naaman’s Servants: Father, if the prophet had told you to do some important 
thing, wouldn’t you have done what he asked? Why is it difficult for you to 
follow his instructions when he tells you, “Bathe yourself in the Jordan River, and 
be cleansed? Why not just do it?” 

14 So Naaman swallowed his pride, walked down to the Jordan River, and washed himself 
seven times, just as the man of God had instructed him to do. There, the miracle occurred. 
Naaman’s disease was healed: his skin was as new and smooth as a baby’s, and he was 
clean from the disease. 15 Naaman and all his entourage went back and stood before the 
man of God. He was overwhelmed with joy…. 

Naaman: “Oy! I am now convinced that there is no God who exists in the 
entire world except the True God in Israel! Please accept this gift from me, 
your humble servant!” 

Elisha: 16 “As certain as the life Adonai before whom I stand, I refuse to take any 
gifts.” 

Scene 5 

Naaman tried again to give Elisha a gift, but Elisha would not take it. 

Naaman: 17 “OK. If you won’t take my gift, at least allow me to take two mule-
loads of earth. I, your servant, will no longer give burnt offerings or sacrifices 
to other gods. Adonai, the Eternal One is my only God now. 18 May Adonai 
forgive me when I walk into the house of Rimmon, the storm god of Aram, to 
worship there beside my master. As his first officer, I must be by his side 
wherever he goes, assisting him in all he does, and he leans on my arm, even 
when he worships. May Adonai forgive me for bowing down in that place.” 

Elisha: 19 Go in shalom about this matter.” 

So Naaman left and traveled some distance. 
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Act II 

Scene 1 

20 About this time, Gehazi, who served Elisha, the man of God, had a wicked thought: 
“My master let this Aramean Naaman leave and refused Naaman’s gift! That means the 
gift is still with Naaman. As certain as the life of Adonai, I vow to go after him and try to 
get the gift from him myself.” 

21 So Gehazi went after Naaman. When Naaman saw Gehazi chasing him, he stepped 
down from his chariot in order to greet Elisha’s servant. 

Naaman: Is everything alright? Is there shalom? 

Gehazi: 22 “Yes, all is shalom. Everything is fine, but Elisha told me to hurry after 
you and give you this message. He says, “Two young men who are the prophets’ 
disciples have just arrived from the hilly land of Ephraim. I request that you give 
them 75 pounds of silver and two sets of clothing.” 

Naaman: 23 “Of course. Please take 150 pounds.” 

Naaman then put the 150 pounds of silver in two bags, along with two sets of clothing. 
He secured the bags, placed them in the possession of two of his servants, and gave them 
instructions to take the bags back to Elisha’s house with Gehazi. 24 When Gehazi and 
Naaman’s servants arrived at the hill where Elisha’s house sat, Gehazi took the bags from 
Naaman’s servants and placed them in the house. He then told the servants to go back to 
Naaman, and so they went away.  

Scene 2 

25 Gehazi then went to find Elisha. 

Elisha: “I’ve missed you. Where have you been, Gehazi?” 

Gehazi: “I’ve been here all along. I have not gone anywhere.” 

Elisha: 26 “You must not be aware that I knew where you were when Naaman 
stepped down from his chariot and asked you if everything was well. Do you 
think you are in a place to accept money, clothes, olive groves, vineyards, sheep, 
oxen, and servants on my behalf? 27 Because you have sought to deceive me and 
have deceived Naaman, the skin disease that was washed away from Naaman in 
the Jordan River will now infect you and your descendants for all of time.” 
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Aghast, Gehazi turned and departed from before Elisha. By the time Gehazi had walked 
out of the room, the skin disease had entirely infected him, and his skin was as white as 
snow with the disease. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
Spiritual Observation Questions for Discussion (STS [Simply the Story] 
Type - http://simplythestory.org/oralbiblestories/ ) Using an Oral Inductive 
Bible Study approach (tell the story to a group and discuss it using good questions), we 
will dig for the treasures in the story using questions. 
 
ACT I 
 
1. Describe in a sentence or two what this story about? What is the tension or conflict? 
Where is the point of tension?  Where is the energy in this story? 
 
2.  The Syrians were Israel’s enemies. What can we observe from the fact that the Syrian 
general Naaman “had won many important battles for Aram (against Israel!) by the 
power of the Adonai the Almighty God?” Why would Adonai, the God of Israel give 
victory to Syria, Israel’s enemy (an enemy military commander, comparable to a 
Hezb’allah or Hamas commander today)? 
 
3. What might we learn about God’s redemptive ways (seeking the lost), especially 
toward Naaman by the fact that the Israeli girl became a slave to Naaman and his wife? 
What if they had chosen a different captive, one who did not care enough for these enemy 
captors to speak to them about a way of healing? ... or one who did not have the faith to 
believe? What other choices did this Israeli girl have? In what ways might the whole 
action of chain of events in this story, hinge on this powerless girl’s choices? 
 
4. What might we learn about Naaman and his wife (recall they are Gentiles) by what the 
Israeli girl said to them? About their relationship?  What were the results of Naaman’s 
and his wife’s relationship with the girl? Comment on how this Israeli girl may be 
considered an involuntary missionary, and how she is fulfilling the calling of Israel (to be 
a “light to the Gentiles”). In Christian mission history, have there been other involuntary 
missionaries that God has used to advance the Kingdom of God? 
 
5. What might we learn about the Israeli girl by what she said to Naaman and his wife?  
 
6. What might we learn about the moral character of Naaman by what he says and does 
when he hears the girl’s advice? (His attitude to the girl? … To his king?) Recall the 
hostility, or state of war between Israel and Syria; how might this factor have affected 
their personal relationships?  Imagine and compare the context today of relations between 
Israel and Syria on the Lebanese border, where Israeli soldiers are sometimes killed, and 
to where Israel launches strikes at Hezb’allah in Lebanon (backed by modern Syria). 
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What other choices of response did Naaman have toward his wife’s Israeli slave girl, than 
the response he did make? 
 
7. What insight may be gained about the King of Aram/Syria from his reply to Naaman? 
What other choices did the king have? 
 
8.  What insight into Naaman do we gain from observing the lavish gifts he brings with 
him to see the king of Israel? What might be Naaman’s view of healing, and how it is 
attained?  What does he think it might cost? 
 
9.  What might we learn about the King of Israel from his angry response to the letter 
from the King of Aram? Did he have any other choices as to his response?  What might 
this indicate as to his beliefs? The king sends him to Elisha; what other choices did he 
have? 
 
10. When Elisha gets word about the king ripping his robes, and sends a message to the 
king to have Naaman sent to him, and “he will know there is a prophet is Israel,” what 
may we learn about Elisha, his ways, and the ways of God, from this? 
 
11. When Naaman arrives to Elisha’s house, with his entourage, Elisha does not even 
come out to meet him personally, but sent a simple instruction, “Go wash in the Jordan 
River seven times and you will be clean.”  What may we learn about Elisha, his ways, 
and the ways of God, from this?  What other options did Elisha have in response to 
Naaman? 
 
12. Naaman is insulted and angered at Elisha’s response.  He expected to be honored by a 
personal audience with the prophet Elisha, and expected ceremony and ritual, and 
spiritual pageantry of some kind.  What religious views do you detect Naaman has be his 
expectations?  
 
13. The ancient cultures as well as today in the East and Middle East, honor and shame 
(having “face” and “saving face”) were deeply embedded values (more so than guilt and 
innocence, as we have in modern Western culture). Love of honor was a foremost value, 
and could motivate the best and the worst behaviors. How do you see honor and shame 
dynamics come into play here? What may be the contrast here between how Naaman 
views honor and how Elisha/God view honor? What other response choices did Naaman 
have when he was snubbed, felt slighted and shamed by Elisha? 
 
14. Naaman’s servants intervene and beseech him to simply do the simple instructions 
from the Prophet. What insight does this give into the servants?  What other choices did 
the servants have, other than to Naaman agrees, but what other choices did he have?  
What does this say about the moral character of Naaman? What might have been the 
factors that softened his heart and attitude? What does his response say about him? What 
might have been the result of choosing other than he did? What was the consequence of 
the choice he did make? 
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15. Naaman finally agrees, obeys, dips seven times and is healed. He goes back to Elisha 
and “stands before” him. He now has a new confession, “Oy! I am now convinced that 
there is no God who exists in the entire world like the True God in Israel!... What 
insight does this give about what is going on in Naaman’s heart? As in many animistic 
and polytheistic cultures, Naaman could have been thankful to Adonai the God of Israel, 
but kept his relationship to his other national gods. What might have been the factors that 
moved him so deeply?  How might his understanding and beliefs have shifted so radically 
and decisively to Israelite monotheism?  How do we know if he was truly and deeply 
converted to faith in YHWH?  How deep was his healing? ... deeper than skin deep? 

Recall this was the enemy’s religion. Recall how that because of his worldview of 
“territorial gods,” Naaman was being disloyal to his own people’s god(s). Religion and 
national/tribal loyalty were fused. May he have had struggles with feelings of being a 
traitor? But was he embracing a new religion, or not? 

16. How has he changed?  What does this say about what he now believes about God and 
why? Why might his conversion— to Adonai YHWH, the God of Israel only—be 
remarkable and extraordinary?  Might he view honor and shame differently now?  What 
has radically shifted and been transformed in Naaman? 

 

 

Naaman’s putrefying, degenerating skin was restored “like the flesh of a little child.” He 
was born again inside and he had a newborn baby’s skin outside. Describe what he must 
have felt. 

17. The second part of Naaman’s words is,  “Please accept this gift from me, your humble 
servant!”  What does this say about his views and values?  

18. What does Elisha’s refusal to accept any gifts say about Elisha’s view and values 
about healing? ... about God’s ways? 
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19. Had Elisha accepted the gifts, what might this have meant, or communicated to 
Naaman and all who witnessed the healing? 

20. What does the fact that Naaman persist and insists on offering gifts, say about him? 

21. So the healing cost Naaman no money? But what did it cost him in other ways?  What 
did Naaman have to surrender? How would it have been difficult for him? 

22. What can we learn about Naaman from his final request of the prophet, ““OK. If you 
won’t take my gift, at least allow me to take two mule-loads of earth. I, your servant, will 
no longer give burnt offerings or sacrifices to other gods. Adonai, the Eternal One is 
my only God now. 18 May Adonai forgive me when I walk into the house of Rimmon, the 
storm god of Aram, to worship there beside my master. As his first officer, I must be by 
his side wherever he goes, and he leans on my arm, even when he worships. May He 
forgive me for bowing down in that place.”  

What does this say about Naaman’s faith and understanding?  

What does the request for “two mule-loads of earth” indicate about what he believes 
about worshipping God. Recall how previous to the healing, he despised the muddy 
Jordan River; now he wants to take some dirt from Israel back to Syria! Is Israel’s dirt 
now holy ground to him, in a magical sense?  Is there an issue of authority or power 
indicated here? Does this reflect the territorial gods idea? Or does Naaman simply want it 
in order to build an altar to Yahweh in Syria?  (Exodus 20:24 legislates that altars be 
constructed of adamah [earth, soil], the same word Naaman uses). 

Did Naaman have any other choices here, other than going back to his position and 
continue to assist his king, even in the king’s pagan worship?  What does his decision to 
go back to his position after his healing and radical conversion say about him? 

Naaman feels a need to ask forgiveness in advance for this, but yet fully intends to go 
through with the actions in the pagan temple? What is he thinking? Was this not a 
compromise or syncretistic mixing of worshipping the true God with pagan false 
religion? 

23. Elisha responds to the request with “Go in shalom.” Elisha was known as a no-
compromise zero-tolerance to idolatry kind of prophet. Yet, he does not warn Naaman 
against continued idolatry, or that he would be defiled were he to go into the pagan 
temple. He tells him to be at peace about this intended behavior when he returns to Syria. 
Does he give permission to Naaman to continue to enter the pagan temple with his master 
and even to bow down in that temple?  What indications do we have from the story that 
might help us understand why Elisha might grant this permission? What indications do 
we have that Naaman will continue to be a faithful follower YHWH, the God of Israel, 
even though he, as a Gentile, non-Israelite, he continues in his society’s religious customs 
and traditions? How might Naaman have been a missionary? (Drawn centripetally to 
Israel to encounter God, and then sent centrifugally out from Israel as a witness to God). 
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24. What might have the reunion been like between Naaman, now healed…and the Israeli 
servant girl in his household, who when he returned? It was because of her that he is now 
healed. And now they are both believers in YHWH, the God of Israel. Think about it.  

ACT II 

Gehazi was servant and chief aide to the prophet Elisha. He had observed all these events 
and transactions. Though the story does not identify him in this role, He may well have 
been the servant that Elisha sent out to Naaman with the message to go wash in the 
Jordan. Gehazi knows intimately his master Elisha’s faith and values. He has personally 
witnessed many supernatural miracles done by Adonai, the God of Israel through Elisha. 
He knows God is with Elisha. Surely he knew the power of God. Yet, he premeditatedly 
chooses this path of greed and self-aggrandizement.  

24. Gehazi says, “My master let this Aramean Naaman leave and refused Naaman’s gift! 
That means the gift is still with Naaman. As certain as the life of Adonai, I vow to go after 
him and try to get the gift from him myself.” 

What do we learn about the moral character of this man Gehazi from his thought and 
actions here?   

25. What may have been Gehazi’s first sin? How was sin working in his life and actions? 
Was there a series of sinful choices he made in this story? Could he have aborted the 
process of sin’s path at any time? 

26. What other choices did he have other than the ones he makes?  

27. What are the immediate results of his choice? And what will be the ripple effects, the 
long-term consequences on whom and how many of this fateful choice? 
 
28. We see Naaman willing to give even more than Gehazi asks for. Naaman honored 
Elisha as the one who not only brought him healing, but also brought him into contact 
with the true and living God. What could have been the impact on Naaman’s new faith 
had Elisha accepted monetary gifts in exchange for his healing, or had he known that 
Elisha’s servant was deceiving him? 
 
29. When Gehazi reports to Elisha, the latter asks him where he has been. Gehazi lies and 
says he has been there all along. Elisha knew (supernaturally) not only that he was lying, 
but also what he had done. The pronouncement of justice was swift and terrible. Is there 
indication in the story as to why God’s judgment was so severe?  
 
30. What more can we learn about God’s character and God’s ways through this 
judgment on Gehazi?  What about the skin disease being passed on to all his 
descendants? What truth about God’s ways do we learn from this? How was this a 
“poetic justice” (fair and fitting)? 
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31. What abuses of power do you see in this story? Who has power? How does he use it? 
What are the consequences?  Who is powerless in the story (servants, women)? What 
influence do they have? 
 
32. What meaning might the phrase (Hebrew idiom) “standing before,” “before whom I 
stand” evoke? (see verses 1, 2, 16, 27)? 
 
33. The chiastic structure of the story helps us see the contrasts and highlights the themes. 
It highlights how that the path Gehazi took is a mirror image of the healing of Naaman: 
 

A. Naaman’s skin disease clings to him (v. 1) 
        B.  The servant and the master (vv. 2-3)—an open conversation leading to    
               healing. 

      C.  Adonai’s healing is priceless (vv. 15-16) 
            D.    “Go in shalom” (v. 21) 

             D1.  “Is there shalom?” (v. 21) 
       C1. Putting a price on healing (vv. 22-23) 
              B1. The servant and the master (vv.25-26)—a deceptive conversation    
                      leading to disease. 
       A1. Naaman’s skin disease clings to Gehazi (v 27) 
 
 
Questions Arising from the Chiastic structure:  

A. How did the moral character and responses of Naaman condition of prepare him 
for healing and shalom? 

B. How did the moral character and choices of Gehazi condition of prepare him for 
the terrible justice he received? 

C. Why might Gehazi have thought he could get away with his greed and lies? 
D. How does giving/generosity and humility go together in the story?... and how 

does greed and lying go together? 
E. What does the role of cost and money play in the story, in Naaman’s experience 

and in Gehazi’s? 
F. Compare and contrast the arc of the pride of Naaman with the arc of the pride of 

Gehazi…and the consequences for each man. What lessons can you draw? 
G. Naaman’s healing was free (priceless). Gehazi’s disease was earned. Comment on 

this. 
H. What might we learn of the connection between disease, shalom-healing, and 

justice from this story? 
I. How is the Christian (or Messianic) Paradox demonstrated in this story? 

Definition: The Christian Paradox - The principle that when a goal, or object, or good 
is sought autonomously from (or inconsistently with) the given moral forms within which 
it is obtainable, that perceived good thing eludes the seeker. Humans naturally pursue 
many goods outside those forms. Yet humans obtain those goods only when they (often 
against natural inclinations) seek to attain them within these given forms. Human life 
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purpose and life fulfillment can only be realized when sought according to God-given 
given forms consistent with the human telos that apply to humans in their natural 
condition (the fallen world order).  
 
This principle is paradoxical due to the fact that since the fall of man, human nature 
exists in moral dualism—in the condition of a divided self—where what is sought by the 
lower (egoistic) nature or self is destructive of what is sought by the higher (altruistic) 
nature or self. This inner contradiction and moral ambivalence is the universal human 
condition in its fallen state. Consequently, in the human pursuit of happiness (the sacred 
value of which is enshrined in the American Declaration of Independence) there is 
frequently a dimension of irony and unintended consequences that accompany that 
pursuit.  
 
"Christian Paradox" is the term I use for this principle of unintended consequences, based 
on the dictum of Jesus the Messiah as recorded in all four Gospels (Mark 8:35, and 
parallels: Math.10:39;  4.17:33; John. 12:25), 
 
“For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my 
sake and the gospel’s will save it.” (Mark 8:35 NKJ).  
 
Expanded as— 
“Whoever seeks self-fulfillment directly as an end in itself, will lose it; but 
whoever will surrender his or her life for My sake and the gospel’s will save it; 
will find a true life of flourishing and realize his or her intended life purpose.”  
(Mark 8:35 Bjoraker free and interpretive translation). 
 
The fact that this dictum is recorded in all the Gospels emphasizes that it is central to 
Jesus’ life and teaching. It is a principle that works in every person’s life. Jesus 
demonstrated it supremely in his own sacrificial substitutionary death on the cross and 
His resurrection. The principle’s first application is to individual salvation through 
repentance and faith in the Messiah, by turning from one’s sinful fallen nature to trust in 
Messiah as Savior. Jesus also applied this principle to other dimensions of life, we note 
how he stated it differently in this saying, “Seek first the Kingdom of God and his 
righteousness and all these things will be added unto you” (Matthew 6:33). The “all 
these things” here is in reference to all the material goods that humans are anxious to 
acquire. They are promised as a byproduct of a higher pursuit, not by a direct and anxious 
focus on their acquisition. (Bjoraker dissertation, Fuller, 2007) 
 
34. The healing was free (though not without cost). The disease was earned.  Gehazi 
wanted what Naaman had; what did he get? What insights arise from this observation? 
 
35. Now that we have absorbed much of the story, what might be the significance for this 
story and its message of the fact that the name Naaman (נֲַעָמן) means "pleasantness" in 
Hebrew (Aramaic is very similar)? What insight into the person of Naaman? What 
implications for Israel?  For God’s mission? 
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36.  Yeshua drew attention to Naaman. Early in his ministry, Yeshua (Jesus) drew 
attention to a striking fact— “There were many with tza’raat in Israel in time of Elisha 
the Prophet, and none of them were cleansed, except Naaman the Syrian” (4:27-28). 
When Yeshua said this to his Jewish audience in Nazareth, they were enraged and sought 
to throw him out of the city. What was Yeshua’s purpose in saying this? What so enraged 
his Jewish audience? (they had an arrogant ethnocentric attitude that turned violent at the 
notion that God would give grace to the Gentiles). They were the elect covenant people. 
Naaman was a Gentile. Yeshua honors and commends Naaman’s faith here. God 
bypassed the Israelites during Elisha’s time, because of their unbelief.  God appears to 
have sought out this Gentile Army commander in an enemy country, to show special 
favor on him and heal him. What is the message here to Israel/the Jewish people? What 
might this say about how Israel/the Jewish should hold their elect status before God? 
What does this say about God’s ways and purposes?  About God’s heart toward people?  

Application Questions for Discussion (STS Type) 

1. Today, does God still “send” “little Israeli girls” as involuntary missionaries into 
dangerous places where they become the “mouth” of God to reach powerful and 
sinful people whom God is seeking to redeem? What does that look like today? 

2. Does God still require powerful people to humble themselves and simply obey 
before they find shalom and healing?  

3. What does that look like? Do you know any one or any situation where people 
today spoke, acted, made choices like the characters in this story did? What were 
the results” Who was impacted? How does this story instruct? Encourage? 

Special Missiological Applications From the Story of Naaman 

A.   Major application of the story for the Church’s mandate to Israel/the Jewish 
people. God is the One who has made distinctions since original Creation (between 
darkness & light, sky & land, land & water, fish & birds & mammals, etc.) The 
Israel/Jewish & Gentile distinction is the major one in God’s plan of Redemption, 
including as it is addressed in the New Testament (e.g Romans 1:16). Naaman, a Gentile 
military leader and a powerful man, must go to Israel’s prophet to be healed. It is the 
waters of the Jordan alone that is instrumental in his healing, his coming to the true 
knowledge of God, and to his shalom. He had to seriously humble himself to wash in the 
muddy little Jordan, when he knew the rivers in Syria were superior. He had to overcome 
his snubbed sense  (false) sense of honor, to come to know the true God—to honor Him 
and be accepted and honored by Him. Naaman, as a Gentile polytheist made a thorough 
and radical conversion to worship the God of Israel only.  

It is the God of Israel alone YHWH, supremely revealed in Jesus the Messiah (not merely 
“God,” nearly every religion has “god.”) that the Christian Church still must learn to 
worship. The Hebrew Bible is a bulwark against the Church’s perennial tendency to 
syncretize her view or doctrine of God, with deficient God. The lesson Naaman learned is 
one that must be learned, or relearned by Gentile Christians of the “supercessionist” or 
“replacement theology” traditions within Christianity. 
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All who read the Bible have views and attitudes about Israel/the Jewish people, whether 
implicit or explicit, stemming from our family and faith tradition. There are many views 
about the place, significance and what may be the prophetic destiny of Israel. Gentile 
Christians in all the Catholic and Protestant traditions must humbly acknowledge that 
Israel/the Jewish people were the first elect people, that the Creator chose to be identified 
as the God of Israel, and to identify himself with the people of Israel. God’s first and 
highest revelation of Himself was to Israel. The Holy Scriptures were given to Israel and 
Jewish scribes and scholars were their custodians who faithfully transmitted them to the 
world. The Savior of the all humankind, is first of all the Jewish Messiah. Yeshua and all 
his first followers were Jewish. The fundamental worldview of all Christianity is that 
derived from the Hebrew Bible (OT). And we must realize that Jewish people, with the 
possible exception of Luke, wrote the New Covenant Scriptures (NT).  

The Apostle Paul’s great metaphor of the Olive Tree In Romans 11, where the roots, 
trunk and branches of the Olive are Israel/the Jewish people, and the wild olive branches 
grafted in are Gentile Christians. Paul’s teaching has generally been ignored by the major 
Christian traditions since they days of the church fathers, in what is called the 
“supercessionist” or “replacement theology” tradition. The church is viewed as having 
displaced Israel. Israel was Plan A; it failed. So the Church is Plan B; it succeeded. Israel 
and the Jewish people have no more theological significance; they are merely another 
people group, one that has had a chance to hear the Gospel and it sort of burnt over 
ground. And they are quite a small people group at that! But a merely quantitative 
accounting here misses an important theological accounting of the Jewish people. 

What are the implications of our “Israelology” for the Church’s mission to the Jewish 
people, for her mandate to win the Jewish people to the Messiah, by ”provoking them to 
jealousy” (Rom. 11:11, 14) by what we as Christians have through their Messiah?  
 
What is our practical response to the Apostle Paul’s Olive Tree Israelology?  Especially: 
 

11 “So I ask, did they [the Jewish people] stumble in order that they might fall? By no 
means! Rather through their trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make 
Israel jealous. 12 Now if their trespass means riches for the world, and if their failure 
means riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their full inclusion mean! 13 Now I 
am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I 
magnify my ministry 14 in order somehow to make my fellow Jews jealous, and thus 
save some of them. 15 For if their rejection means the reconciliation of the world, what 
will their acceptance mean but life from the dead? 16 If the dough offered as firstfruits is 
holy, so is the whole lump, and if the root is holy, so are the branches. 

17 But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, although a wild olive shoot, 
were grafted in among the others and now share in the nourishing root 3 of the olive 
tree, 18 do not be arrogant toward the branches. If you are, remember it is not you 
who support the root, but the root that supports you. 19 Then you will say, “Branches 
were broken off so that I might be grafted in.” 20 That is true. They were broken off 
because of their unbelief, but you stand fast through faith. So do not become proud, but 
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fear. 21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you. 22 Note 
then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but 
God's kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. Otherwise you too will be 
cut off. 23 And even they, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for 
God has the power to graft them in again. 24 For if you were cut from what is by nature a 
wild olive tree, and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much 
more will these, the natural branches, be grafted back into their own olive tree?! 

25 Lest you be wise in your own sight, I want you to understand this mystery, 
brothers: a partial hardening has come upon Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles 
has come in. 26 And in this way all Israel will be saved, as it is written,  “The 
Deliverer will come from Zion,��� he will banish ungodliness from Jacob”; 27 “and this will 
be my covenant with them ���when I take away their sins.” 

28 As regards the gospel, they are enemies of God for your sake. But as regards 
election, they are beloved for the sake of their forefathers. 29 For the gifts and the 
calling of God are irrevocable. 30 For just as you were at one time disobedient to God 
but now have received mercy because of their disobedience, 31 so they too have now 
been disobedient in order that by the mercy shown to you they also may now receive 
mercy. 32 For God has consigned all to disobedience, that he may have mercy on all.”  
(ESV Version, bolding mine). 

 
It is important to be aware that the exact phrase “new Israel” does not appear in the New 
Testament. But the word “Israel” appears 73 times in the New Testament, and it always 
means Jewish Israel not the “Church.” 

 
In the Pauline Olive Tree Israelology of Romans chapters 9 to 11, several points stand 
out: 
 

• Paul’s Olive Tree metaphor shows that the Jewish people are still God’s 
chosen people. Olive trees are very long-living. There are olive trees in Israel that 
are 2000 years old, and have been there since the time of Jesus. The roots and 
trunk of the olive tree God cultivated are the fathers— Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
and the everlasting covenant God made with them. From the roots grew the 
Jewish people. God the farmer has not devoted the same attention to the Gentiles: 
the wild olive branches. Jesus came to the center of the olive tree. 

• The natural branches of the tree are the Jewish people. Some were cut off, 
but not all.  Paul and the early Messianic Jewish movement were the natural 
branches that were not cut off. Those Jews who did not follow Jesus were cut off. 
But this means though that the roots and trunk of Israel still stand and still live. 
The Jews are still an elect people.  

• When Jesus instituted the New Covenant at his last Passover meal, it was 
with his twelve Jewish apostles who represented a re-newed Israel.  As 
Jeremiah had prophesied, the new covenant would be made “with the House of 
Israel and the House of Judah” not with the Gentile church (Jeremiah 31:31). Just 
as there are twelve tribes of Israel, so there were twelve Jewish apostles 



	   17	  

representing the renewed Israel (not a completely “New Israel”).  The apostolate 
was transferred from Israel’s old corrupt leadership to the new leadership of the 
twelve Jewish apostles. The Gentile church did not displace the renewed Israel, 
but rather was grafted in to the renewed Israel, that is to the original Olive Tree. 

• The wild olive branches grafted in to the cultivated olive tree are the Gentile 
believers.  They feed upon the root. Gentile Christians must stay connected to the 
Jewish roots of their faith, rooted in the Hebrew Bible. God is committed by 
covenant faithfulness to redeem both the Jewish people and the Church and make 
them His people. 

 
The following illustrations of Paul’s Olive Tree metaphor from Romans 11 help to 

illumine these matters (All illustrations by Brenda Green, in “The Ruth-like Church: 
Discovering the Role of Christians in Israel’s Redemption” by Matthew T. Wilson. 
Yeshua’s Harvest Ministries, Woodland Hills, CA www.YeshuasHarvest.org ) 

	  
	  

Paul’s	  Theology	  
	  

	  
	  
Some branches from the natural cultivated tree on the left (Israel) were broken off, 

and some branches from the wild uncultivated tree on the right (believing Gentiles) were 
grafted in to the cultivated tree. Some of the natural branches remain in the cultivated tree. 
They represent the faithful remnant of Israel, along with the trunk and roots which are the 
patriarchs, prophets, the faithful Israelites and the Jewish apostles of Messiah. 
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Replacement	  Theology	  (a	  form	  of	  Supercessionism)	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

The wild olive tree on the right  representing the Gentiles is “the Church.” In this 
theological view and ecclesial practice, faithful branches from the cultivated olive tree on 
the right are grafted into the Church. This assumes there is no more valid  covenant-based 
corporate solidarity to Israel. Now for Jews who would be saved they must individually 
join the Church and become “Christians.” The Church tree is the new tree (“New Israel”) 
based on Gentile roots and no longer shares in the rich root of the cultivated olive tree. 
Israel, the original tree is left separate (superceded and forgotten) with no living branches 
on it. A form of this theology teaches that God will deal with the root, truck and dead 
branches at the end of history, once the new tree is full and carried off to heaven. 
	  

	  
The	  Progression	  of	  Replacement	  Theology	  and	  Practice	  	  
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The three illustrations above  show the evolution in history of the Olive Tree, as it 

progressed from 1) All original Jewish branches (left), 2) To a mix of mix of cultivated 
and wild branches where both could still be seen (identity of Jewish believers in the 
church was maintained and respected, as was the identity of Gentile believers), 3) On the 
right, the same original tree now has so many “wild branches” that the small number of 
natural branches are obscured. The only branches in the original tree which are visible are 
the dead “broken off’ branches on the ground. This led many to believe that Israel/the 
Jews are only dead  broken off branches.  

 
So for many centuries of Christian history, Jewish people who believed in Jesus had 

to become “Christians,” i.e. Gentiles, and deny or renounce their Jewish identity and ties. 
By the nineteenth century, there were some at least who were known as “Hebrew 
Christians,” or “Christians of Jewish descent” or “Jewish background.” Jewishness of 
course in passé, obsolete, replaced by the Church (“the New Israel”).  

 
	  

So	  back	  to	  the	  applications	  from	  the	  Naaman	  story—	  Indeed, the church in every 
generation must humble herself “dip in the Jordan River” and acknowledging that her 
healing and salvation comes from Israel. She must listen to Israel’s prophets to find 
healing and shalom. She must give honor where honor is due. The Church “does not 
support the root, the root [Israel] supports the Church” (Rom. 11:18).	  

 

 

Nevertheless, for much of Christian history, the church was cutting off the Jewish roots 
of her faith: 
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In contrast, I offer here “Five V’s” for the church to ponder and then,  like Naaman, 
humbly acknowledge that God made a distinction between Jews and Gentiles— that it 
would be through Israel that all that is for our eternal good has come. As Yeshua said, 
“… For salvation is from the Jews” (John 4:22b). Due to this election, there is still a 
distinction between the roles/calling of Jews and Gentiles though out This Age (at least): 

Vortex – Definition: “A… flow involving rotation around an axis: a whirlpool, a 
whirlwind” (American Heritage Dictionary). The Jewish people have always been and 
remain today at the vortex of history. America has declared the “War on Terrorism”. 
Israel has been at this war for a long time, and remains America’s truest ally in the 
Middle East. Israel will be a key player in the outworking of God’ purposes in history. If 
you would have your fingers on the pulse of history, knowledge of Israel and the Jewish 
people is vital. 
 
Vital- Definition: “Of or characteristic of life; …Necessary to the continuation of life; 
life-sustaining.” (American Heritage Dictionary). Christians confess allegiance to the 
God of Israel, and the Messiah of Israel. The Bible is a Jewish book. Thus, all Christians 
implicitly or explicitly adopt some posture toward Jewish people. What is your posture? 
The church’s significant loss of connection to her Hebraic roots negatively effect aspects 
of her faith and life. For the sake of her own integrity and destiny, it is vital that the 
church recover her biblical and existential connection to Israel. To truly understand Jesus, 
we must understand His people and context. This quest is part of our life voyage. 
 
Voyage- Definition: “A long journey, usually to a foreign or distant land.” (American 
Heritage Dictionary). Out of the mass ancient humanity, God called Abram the Hebrew 
to a journey that would permanently change human history. This journey marked the 
birth of time, as we know it in the West, and the “ worldview themes of progress and 
destiny. Those who follow the faith of Abraham, Isaac & Jacob, King David, and his 
Greater Son, are on a voyage of hope to God’s bright future. To fully understand this 
voyage of destiny, we must understand Israel and our Hebraic heritage. And this voyage 
is the virtual experience of our final destination. 
 
Virtual- Definition:  “Existing or resulting in essence or effect, though not in actual… 
form… .” (American Heritage Dictionary).  The unifying theme of the whole Bible is the 
Kingdom of God. Israel, as an example people, and the Church exist as virtual 

This anti-Jewish tradition came to its 
logical conclusion in Europe in the mid 
20th Century. It a major reason  
why the Holocaust occurred. 
Replacement theology became 
displacement reality. 
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embodiments and signs to the world, in their “already-but-not-yet” form, of the full and 
final glorious coming of the Kingdom of God to Earth. For this, all Creation yearns. This 
is the overarching vector of human history. 
 
Vector- Definition: “A quantity completely specified by a magnitude and direction.”. . . 
broadly, any force or influence.” (American Heritage Dictionary).  All history has a flow, 
a trajectory in a certain direction, though there are ebbs and flows and detours. God is  
directing the forces of history toward His intended glorious End. However, the great 
Cosmic War between Good and Evil will continue to rage until that End. There will 
continue to be casualties. God is waging the war through His people. The climax of the 
vectors of history will be staged in the Middle East, at places called Har Megiddo 
(Armageddon) and Jerusalem. The broad confluences of historical forces are bound up 
with Israel and the Jewish people. Those who would be wise, and would be where that 
action is, will harmonize their lives with the magnitude of this vector.  
 

B. Major application of the story for the Church regarding contemporary so called 
“Insider Movements” to Christ, especially in the Hindu and Muslim worlds.  

When Naaman, the newly converted monotheist who worshiped only YHWH, asked 
pardon in advance for going into a pagan temple and assisting his king in bowing down to 
the god Rimmon, is it not striking that Elisha the prophet, known for his zero-tolerance of 
idolatry, says to Naaman about the matter “go in shalom”?  This would have been 
Elisha’s moment to warn Naaman to not ever again go into a pagan temple or he would 
be defiled, …or maybe even instruct him to stay in Israel, to separate from his pagan 
people, and become a proselyte to Judaism. But Elisha says none of these things. He 
rather tells Naaman to go back to his people and way of life. 

Implications/Applications for the Great Commission and the Missio Dei today:  

We have seen the emergence in recent years of “insider movements,” as a social 
phenomenon in the Hindu and Muslim worlds. Their legitimacy is quite controversial in 
the evangelical missions world. But consider the following as facts-on-the-ground, 
withhold judgment for a moment, and observe the phenomena. An “insider movement” 
can be defined as,  

“… movements to obedient faith in Christ that remain integrated with or inside 
their ancestral community. In any insider movement there are two distinct 
elements: 1) The Gospel takes root within pre-existing families, communities or 
social networks. These groupings develop into fellowships of believers as they 
become followers of Christ. These become the main expression of “church” in 
that context. Believers are not extracted from diverse social networks to create a 
“church.” New parallel communities are not created or introduced.  2) The 
believers remain inside their socio-religious communities be retaining their God-
given birth identity, while living under the Lordship of Jesus Christ and the 
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authority of the Bible.”  (Lewis: International Journal of Frontier Missiology 
(IJFM) 26:1, 2009, p. 16). 

 

 

Jesu bhaktis (Hindu devotees of Jesus) sharing Communion or the Lord’s Supper 
using bananas and coconut milk (picture below) instead of bread and wine. If Jesus 
had come to India, would he have used the elements most common and at hand to 
symbolize his body and blood? 
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Muslim followers of Isa al-Masih (Jesus the Messiah) praying to Jesus with their 
community during prayer times, five times per day. 
 
 
1. Herbert Hoefer's Churchless Christianity (1991) concluded the number of Hindu 
Christ-followers exceeded the number of official Christians in the area he researched in S. 
India. Here is a review of the book (which is now apparently out of print): 
http://www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/christ-followers-in-india-flourishing-but-
outside-the-church  
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2. According to Todd Johnson at the Center for the Study of Global Christianity at 
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, as of 2010 about 5.9 million non-Christians were 
following Christ from within the context of their own religious and cultural traditions. 
These include insider movements as well as hidden and secret believers. The Center’s 
estimate for the year 2000 for these types of believers was 4.6 million, which means that 
they grew at 2.5% per year from 2000–2010 or twice as fast as Christianity as a whole. 
85% of these individuals are either Hindus or Muslims. Given current trends, these were 
expected to grow to 6.5 million by mid-2014. (cf. Todd M. Johnson, ed., World Christian 
Database (Leiden/Boston: Brill). http://www.gordonconwell.edu/resources/Center-for-
the-Study-of-Global-Christianity.cfm  

So, we observe this is happening. What should be our response and evaluation as 
Bible-believing followers of Messiah Jesus? Here are eight theological and 
missiological factors to consider: 

1. The Imago Dei and General Revelation - We can be sure that because the Image 
of God is still evident in humans, despite the effects of the Fall, human cultures 
and religions will reflect this in some measure. Also, because of general 
revelation (through nature and conscience, Romans 1: 19-20), people without the 
Bible, and/or who do not know God through Jesus, will still have some moral and 
spiritual insights, not just error and ignorance. Though this light is an insufficient 
source of truth without the special revelation given to Israel.  

2. God Gave Revelation to Select Individuals who were Outside the Stream of 
Abrahamic revelation – Consider Abel, Enoch, Noah, Melchizedek, Abimelech, 
Job, Jethro [a priest of Midian], Rahab, the Queen of Sheba, Naaman the Syrian 
and others. None of these men and women were Israelite or Jewish, but seem to 
have been in right relationship with the True God, though they do not know all 
there is to know about Him. The Ninevites repented under Jonah’s preaching and 
God relented from executing His intended judgment upon them. Though there 
were proselyte conversions, (Hebrew גיור , giyur), formal conversion	  to the people 
and religion of the Israel/the Jewish people in Old Testament times, known as 
gerim (e.g. Rahab, Ruth), there were also non-proselyte conversions of which 
Naaman is a model. Judaism also recognized Gentiles as related to God under 
the Noahide Laws. Later, there were “God-fearers” (yirei Hashem ,"השם יראי") 
meaning "Fearers of the Name," Gentiles who believed in the God of Israel and 
the beliefs of the Jewish people, who joined themselves to the synagogue as 
believers in the God of Israel, but were not undergoing the proselytization to 
Judaism process (circumcision, etc.) A reference to these “God-fearers” is when 
Paul preached in the synagogue in Antioch of Pisidia, and addressed the people, 
“Men of Israel and God-fearers…” (Acts 13 16). 

3. Outside Religious Influence Accepted in Israel’s Religion - There is 
unmistakable influence of other religions on Israel’s religion in Old Testament 
times. Abraham and the patriarchs worshipped at or near Canaanite shrines such 
as at Shechem (Gen 12:6), Bethel (Gen. 12: 8), Hebron (Gen. 13:18), and Beer 
Sheba (Gen. 21:33). The patriarch Joseph accepted a daughter of the Egyptian 
priest of On, as a wife (Gen. 41:45).  Coming in as immigrants from the desert 
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nomadic life, the Israelites assimilated into the agriculturalist culture, adopting 
some of their language, legal codes and values. The name for the Canaanite high 
god was “El” was appropriated for the God of Israel (“El”, “El Elyon”, “Elohim”), 
but rejected the Canaanite conception of God. Israel took over Melchizedek’s city 
of Salem. The Book of Proverbs reflects Israel’s willingness to incorporate 
Egypt’s wisdom literature (while rejecting its polytheism).  

4. Socio-religious Community versus Religion – There is a difference between a 
socio-religious community and religion. Not seeing this distinction is a major 
difficulty to critics of insider movements. The question is asked, “How can a 
person be a Hindu follower of Christ, when Hindus are idolatrous polytheists who 
believe in reincarnation?” But this reflects an “essentialist” view of world 
religions, which holds that there is a stable set of core beliefs and practices and 
which are necessary to the identity of the religion, and these core beliefs 
monolithic throughout the religion, the essence of the religion that sets that 
religion in contradistinction to other religions. So there is thought to be a “true 
Islam” and a “true Hinduism.” This is the essentialist view of religion. 

a. But the most recent research in the field of world religions, or a more 
cultural approach, finds that world religions are a conglomeration of 
diverse communities, defined more by traditions, history and customs than 
by a singular stated core theology. So to be accurate, we must not speak of 
Judaism, but “Judaisms,” not Islam, but “Islams,” not Buddhism, but 
Buddhisms, not Hinduism, but “Hinduisms” (or “Indian religions”). 
Hinduism is more accurately a civilization that contains a plurality of 
distinct religions. The rubric “Hinduism” is closer to the rubric 
“Americanism.” Think of the diversity of religious beliefs under each of 
those rubrics!  

b. Judaism has always had great diversity. Think of the Qumran 
community’s self- perception as the pure and “true Israel” while many 
other forms of Judaism flourished in Israel. The early Messianic Jewish 
movement was considered a sect within Judaism, followers of the Way, or 
the “Nazarenes.”  

c. Christianity is also a religion with great diversity. There is essential truth 
in the Bible. But a religion is always an interpretative implementation of 
the holy books revered by the adherents of the religion. Think also of the 
great diversity of Christian traditions. We also must speak of 
“Christianitys.” 

d. Therefore, this sociological perspective helps us see that Jews, Muslims, 
Hindus or others outside of a standard, traditional, cultural expression of 
“Christianity” may be regarded as members of their socio-religious 
community, even though they do not adhere to a textbook definition of 
that religions beliefs. There is much plurality. An example is that Jewish 
people who are atheists (religious beliefs contradictory to most of their 
Jewish community) who are still considered part of the Jewish community, 
as long as they do not convert to another religious community. There are 
apparently also French Catholics who are atheists (they are part of a 
French Catholic community, but their beliefs are very unorthodox). So it is 
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with Muslims and Hindus who follow Jesus, and who remain part of their 
socio-religious community.  

e. There are three levels of life experience that can be depicted thus: 

 

 

   

So the seed of Gospel takes root at the Faith level, and then as the faith is 
worked out in the religion and culture. As the believers remain in their 
communities, they may retain any forms or practices in the Religion and 
Culture levels that are compatible with the Bible, and reject those 
elements that contradict the Bible. Religion is really a part of culture, in 
fact it can be said that “religion is the cult in culture.” Religion does not 
save—not even Israel’s religion, nor Christianity—only God saves 
through faith in Christ. Believers in Jesus may reinterpret forms (forms 
may be the same, but given different meaning) that are possible of 
reinterpretation. For example, Muslims may still fast during Ramadan, but 
not to earn merit with Allah, but to intercede in prayer in the name of Isa 
al-Masih (Jesus the Messiah) for the salvation of their community. 
Practices that are dark, demonic, immoral or sinful or beliefs that are not 
Biblically true must be rejected. 

5. Dual Identity – The earliest generations of Messianic Jews, retained their identity 
within Judaism, but adopted a second identity as members of the renewal 
movement (the Way) that was a sub-group of their corporate Jewish identity. So, 
members of insider movement who are true believers in the Islamic world and the 
Hindu world will have a dual identity— their first allegiance to fellow believers 
(in the Body of Messiah, whose citizenship is in Heaven), but also part of their 
socio-religious community here on earth. 

6. Witness-Bearing and Evangelism Facilitated by Insider Movements - The 
important advantage for the advance of the Kingdom of God with insider 
movements is that it allows believers to bear witness to their community. If they 
are extracted from their community, gathered into separate “Christian” churches, 
they are perceived as traitors to their people and lose their witness and 
opportunity to win their people to Jesus.  The contemporary Messianic Jewish 
movement has laregely established itself outside the mainstream of Judaism (in 
their own self-perception and in the perception of mainstream Judaism), but there 
are Jewish believers in Yeshua who are regularly attending their neighborhood 
Orthodox Jewish synagogues, intended to more deeply identify with their 
ancestral community, and bear witness to them, and so catalyze a Jewish insider 
movement. 

7. Syncretism and Spiritual Journey - Many evangelicals fear that affirming such 
insider movements is affirming syncretism (mixing and diluting biblical beliefs 

FAITH	  
RELIGION	  
CULTURE	  
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and practices with non biblical ones), or heresy. It is helpful to recall that the 
Creator accommodated to Abraham and the patriarchs’ sub-biblical beliefs and 
practices (like polygamy); God began “where they were at.”  He then led them on 
a journey into increasing light and holiness. So for many of those in the Muslim 
and Hindu communities who embrace Messiah, their insider identities and 
religious practices may be the starting point on their way to recognizing that the 
definitive acts of God are found in the story of Israel, climaxing in the story of 
Yeshua. They have saving faith now, but perhaps in a generation of or two (if 
they keep reading and believing the Bible and follow the Holy Spirit), their 
theology will be clearer and their religious practices purer, but would still reflect 
their culture.  Where genuine conversion to Christ happens, new birth by the 
Spirit, can we trust this promise of God to them, “He who began a good work in 
you, will be faithful to carry it on to completion until the Day of Jesus the Messiah” 
(Philippians 1:6)? Surely there is also messy syncretism and failures and defeats 
as well—Birth, life and growth are messy; death and funerals are dignified. 
*There is a place for helping insiders to be more Biblical (with a more critical 
contextualization), if they are open to hear outsiders . For example, with the Jesu-
bhaktis pictured above in a Hindu context using banana and coconut milk for the 
Lord’s Supper. They do have unleavened bread in India. It is called chapati or roti. 
Does a banana and a coconut really convey the rich historical and theological 
meaning of the Lord’s Supper using unleavened bread, with its roots in the 
Passover, and Jesus as the “Bread of Life”?  Why chose something different when 
a close or exact substitute is readily available? (If bread was not available in a 
region, that is a different matter). 

8.  The Implications of the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15  - The early Messianic 
Jewish movement went through an intense struggle but finally decided that the 
Gentiles coming to the Faith, did not have to become proselytes to Judaism, 
become Jews in every sense, in order to be fully accepted by God. James, the 
leader of the Jerusalem congregation, validated what they saw happening on the 
ground by referring to the Hebrew Bible (Amos 9:11-12 LXX), “in order that the 
rest of mankind may seek the LORD, and all the Gentiles who are called by My 
name…” (Acts 15: 17-18). This gives validation to the Naaman-type non-
proselyte conversion model that is followed in the insider movements.  

In the first century AD the burning question was—“Can a Gentile become a 
Christian without becoming a Jew?”  The Messianic Jewish apostles and elders at 
the Council of Jerusalem answered, “Yes, they can!” In modern times the 
question became just the opposite (in one of the great ironies of history)— “Can a 
Jew become a follower of Jesus without becoming a Gentile? Today, mainstream 
Judaism takes for granted the answer is “No.” They believe you can either be a 
Jew or a Christian but you cannot be both. However, the modern Messianic 
Jewish movement, since the 1960s is answering, “Yes, we can!” Jewish people 
are realizing that following Jesus— Yeshua the Messiah—is a very Jewish thing 
to do. As Messianic Jews, they continue to live a Jewish life and worship in the 
Jewish tradition. Today the question is— Can a Jew… or a Muslim…or a 
Hindu become a follower of Jesus without becoming a “Christian”?   
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Below is the “C1 — C6 Spectrum” developed by John Travis (pseudonym) 
http://www.thepeopleofthebook.org/C1-C6_Spectrum.html  

 

 

This continuum charts and compares believers and types of “Christ-Centered” (C) 
communities in the Muslim world. There are actually six types, if we include a C6 as 
which describes “secret believers.” The “C” can stand for the “Contextualization” degree 
or level of identification with the Islamic community. Language, culture, worship forms, 
degree of freedom to worship and religious identity differentiate the six types. 

C1 - Missionaries establish a church that is basically identical to wherever they are from. 
Services are conducted in the language of the missionaries. They call themselves 
"Christians" and have very little cultural connection to the region where they plant the 
church. 

C2 - The same as C1, except the services are conducted in the language of the region. 

C3 - They have incorporated many non-religious cultural forms of the region into their 
community, such as dress, art, etc. They still reject any purely Islamic religious elements. 
They may meet in a traditional church building or in a more religiously neutral location. 
They call themselves "Christians" but try to have a more contextualized presence in the 
region. 

C4 - They are similar to C3, but they incorporate some Islamic religious elements into 
their community – like avoiding pork, praying in a more Islamic style, using Islamic 
dress and employing Islamic terminology. They call themselves "Followers of Isa" or 
something similar. They do not call themselves “Christians” (as many Messianic 
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Jews do not call themselves “Christians.”) Their meetings are usually not held in 
traditional church buildings. They are not considered to be Muslims by the Muslim 
community. 

C5 - They retain their legal and social identity within their Muslim community. They 
reject or reinterpret any part of Islamic practices and doctrine that contradict the Bible. 
They may or may not attend the mosque regularly, and they actively are involved in 
sharing their faith in Jesus with other Muslims. They may call themselves Muslims who 
follow Isa al-Masih, or just Muslims. Their community may view them as Muslims that 
are a little unorthodox. 

C6 - They keep their faith secret because of an extreme threat of persecution, suffering or 
legal retaliation. They may worship secretly in small groups. They do not normally share 
their faith openly and have a 100% Muslim identity. 

Back to our story, was Naaman a C6 ? Was he intent on being a “secret believer”? 

I quote an author who has thought deeply and missiologically on the Naaman story, 
 

“The petition to get earth of Israel indicates the clear intention to worship YHWH 
alone,” observes Daniel Baeq, and indicates that Naaman had no intention of 
being a “secret believer.” (It would have been well nigh impossible to keep his 
faith a secret, given the visible proof of his miraculous healing, his entourage’s 
hearing of his vow, the mules carrying dirt, and then a constructed altar).  
(Talman IJFM 30:2, 2013, p. 53) 

 
Daniel Baeq states:  

“Naaman knows that as the commander of the army and a notable and powerful 
official, he is unable to excuse himself from all the state functions, which usually 
entailed religious rituals. Thus, rather than trying to hide what he would be 
required to do, he is earnest and honest before Elisha, voluntarily informing 
Elisha of an unavoidable, inevitable activity in his home land. The fact that he 
even brought up this subject strongly indicates that Naaman had already 
considered the future and foreseen what serving YHWH would entail in his home 
country. In essence, Naaman is explaining to Elisha that even though he has to 
physically bow down before the idol, he is not worshiping the idol.” 
(Daniel Shinjong Baeq, “Contextualizing Religious Form and Meaning: A 
Missiological Interpretation of Naaman’s Petitions (2 Kings 5:15-19),” IJFM, 
27:4, 2010, p.203). 

 
“The best interpretation of Naaman’s request for “forgiveness” was that he was seeking 
“understanding” from Elisha. As Frank Spina concludes: The new convert wants to make 
sure Elisha realizes that, appearances aside, under no circumstances are his actions to 
be taken as sincere acts of worship… His request is not for advance pardon of actual sin, 
but for the potential for misunderstanding based on mere appearances taken as sincere 
acts of worshiping”  (Talman IJFM 30:2, 2013, p. 53). 
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Conclusion 

 
We can consider Naaman the Syrian’s experience to be a model of the non-proselyte 
conversion, a man who was genuinely and deeply converted to the God of Israel, but was 
not required by Israel’s prophet to convert to the religion of Israel. 
 
Today, as we see not only Jews, who in the Messianic Jewish movement, do not identify 
as “Christians,” but also Muslims and Hindus who are converting to the Jesus the 
Messiah, but are not being converting to the religion of Christianity, and not joining the 
visible Christian church. Did anyone ever think the 1.3 billion Muslims are ever going to 
en masse identify as “Christians?”… Are we who are the “prophets” of the Faith going to 
insist they become proselytes to Christianity? ...  or are we able to say to them with Elisha, 
follow Jesus and “Go in shalom” ? 
 

 
This Peanuts cartoon applies to us all. 

 

 
 
I restate the two major missiological principles we have drawn from this story: 

A. The Church’s Mandate to Israel/the Jewish people, to repudiate replacement 
theology and embrace the Olive Tree theology of Romans 11. This is the call 
for the Gentile church to “make Israel envious of what we have through their 
promised Messiah.” A major way we do that is loving/honoring Jewish heritage. 

B. The Church’s need to be open to “Insider Movements” and “radical 
contextualization” as God’s work of bringing people into His Kingdom.  
Messianic Jews (and Gentiles) need to understand this as a fulfillment of Israel’s 
call to be “a light to the Gentiles.” It may well be that during this last era of 
world history, Israel fulfills her destiny to the greatest extent, by seeing the light 
she was given (in her Messiah Yeshua) reach finally to the greatest blocs of 
unreached peoples. Through this radical contextualization of the Gospel may 
come the final historic breakthroughs such that “this Gospel of the Kingdom will 
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be preached throughout the whole world, as a witness to every ethne, and then the 
end will come.” (Matthew 24:14). See the APPENDIX: ON “RADICAL 
CONTEXTUALIZATION” below for more on this. 

 
These two principles seem almost contradictory, and almost give us “whiplash” between 
the two poles (strongly Jewish, strongly non-Jewish). Talk about thinking outside the 
box!  Surely it stretches our thinking, and prevents “hardening of the categories” for both 
“the Chosen” and the “Grafted In” believers among us. Nevertheless, these truths are not 
ultimately contradictory, however much they are held in tension.  Those coming to faith 
in Jesus in insider movements, need to grow in their faith until they understand the Olive 
Tree theology of Romans 11. If they have the Scriptures in their language and as God 
raises up good teachers among them, they will increasingly understand the ongoing 
significance of Israel/the Jewish people, 
 
For millions of these Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists and Chinese, there are no Jews within 
thousands of miles from them. But in this digital age and due to  globalization, increasing 
numbers of them will learn about Israel and her enemies. Even if there are no Jewish 
people who live in their countries, they can still learn the attitude that all the church, 
everywhere, through all time should cultivate knowledge of, gratitude to, and respect and 
love for the Jewish people, since we are their debtors. And that all the church, 
everywhere, through all time should pray for the shalom of Jerusalem/the Jewish people, 
as commanded in Psalm 122:6. 
   
On the other hand, if there are some of us in the Messianic Jewish and Christian 
Zionist movements who may tend to be ethnocentric, we need to understand that if 
people from “pagan,” hostile and anti-Semitic societies come to Faith in Yeshua, we must 
be ready to embrace them as brothers and sisters. As Yeshua said, “Whoever does God’s 
will is my brother and sister and mother.” (Mark 3:35). God’s heart is to take a people to 
Himself from every people group on earth. The Creator affirms each people group and 
every person’s ethnic identity as part who they are, and their (our) identity will continue 
in the Age to Come. Ethnicity counts! The Day is coming when it shall be proclaimed,  
	  

“And they sang a new song with these words: "You are worthy to take the scroll 
and break its seals and open it. For you were slaughtered, and your blood has 
ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.” 
(Revelation 5:9). 
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APPENDIX: 
ON	  “RADICAL	  CONTEXTUALIZATION”	  

 
The modern evangelical missions movement’s failure to reach large blocs of unreached 
peoples embedded in the major world religions has motivated a trend to a more radical 
contextualization. The late missiologist Ralph D. Winter (1924-2009), a few years before 
his death,  wrote on several missionary frontiers at the edges of Kingdom of God 
expansion. He called these “Eleven Frontiers of Perspective.” This one, the fourth, he 
called the “Failure with Large Groups and the Off-setting Trend to ‘Radical 
Contextualization.’” I copy it here: 
 
“The fourth shift had to do with the fact that all along our eyes had been pealed on mainly 
smaller groups around the world. This was because all the major groups already had been, 
supposedly, breached by Christianity in one form or another. We had beachheads, but, in 
the main, the major groups were continuing to be rather awesomely unfriendly to 
Christianity. For Example, Hinduism as a whole, and Islam as a whole just aren’t 
breached in any major way at all. We have only relatively small beachheads in these 
blocs. So we began to think, “Well, maybe we’ve  got the wrong approach; we’re not 
contextualizing sufficiently.” 
So here comes the idea of radical contextualization, and all of a sudden our eyes are 
opened to what is already happening. In Africa, 52 million people in the African Initiated 
Churches movement have radically contextualized. Or, take India. According to the 
Missouri-Synod Lutheran theologian/missionary, Herbert Hoefer, in his book Churchless 
Christianity, in the largest city of South India maybe four times as many Hindus are 
devout followers of Christ as the number of devout believers who are affiliated with the 
official Christian churches. In China, the swath of 50 or more million people in the so-
called unofficial churches does not fit the pattern that we would consider normal 
Christianity. And in Japan, you know, we haven’t gotten anywhere. We are told that 
Christianity now includes only 300,000 people out of 130 million people in the country. 
Forget it. We apparently haven’t even got a truly Japanese church yet. I remember Phil 
Foxwell (a retired missionary from Japan) showing me an editorial written by a secular 
sociologist saying that there is not yet a truly Japanese church. What is there is just a 
Western church. 
Thus, the idea of radical contextualization is an incredibly new frontier. It’s not just how 
many minority peoples are left. It’s how many large blocs are still untouched or unchosen. 
It’s how many peoples which are supposedly already “reached” that are not really 
reached. 
Well, is it possible that within these large blocs of humanity we have achieved (with 
trumpets blaring) only a form of Christianity that ranges from “sturdy and valid but 
foreign,” to maybe “superficial or phony”? Do we have a church movement which from 
the point of view of these large blocs has been acceptable only to a minority and is not 
going anyplace? What is the meaning of the oft-quoted statement that Christianity in 
Africa is “a mile wide and an inch deep?” 
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Here is something to think about: Isn’t it getting clearer that we’re never ever going to 
persuade all the Muslims to call themselves Christians? Can’t we recognize that it’s not 
important, nor helpful—not merely impossible—to expect very many Muslims to identify 
with the cultural stream called “Christianity.” If someone is a born again believer in Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior, isn’t that enough? 
Take for example, the 19th Century Protestants in this country. As the Catholics from 
southern Europe streamed into this country after 1870, the Protestant churches over the 
next 50 years spent something like $500,000,000 to win Catholics and yet after all that 
sincere home mission work only won a handful of families. That is, we can’t realistically 
set out to win over people to a new faith if we also require them to identify with a 
different community in a substantially different culture—which is truly not a Biblical 
requirement. Thus, we can make Catholics into Protestants as soon as the everyday 
culture of the two become very similar. For the same reason, apart from those who want 
to be Westernized, we can’t readily make Muslims or Hindus into believers in Jesus 
Christ if we also require them to come over into the cultural form of our Christianity. 
This gives rise to the idea of a ‘Third Reformation.’ The first reformation was the shift 
from Jewish clothing to Greek and Latin clothing. The second happened when our faith 
went from Latin Christianity to German Christianity. Of course the latter Reformation” is 
THE Reformation that everyone talks about. 
But now Western Christianity, if it really wants to give away its faith, is poised to 
recognize (and to become sensibly involved with) something already happening under 
our noses—a Third Reformation. Sorry to say, as before (both in the time of Paul and in 
the Reformation), this rising phenomenon probably will involve antagonisms. We have 
seen profound antagonisms between Jewish and Greek forms of the faith, and between 
Latin and German forms of the faith. In each case the burning question has been “Just 
how essential to Biblical faith is any particular one of these various cultural vehicles of 
the faith?”  (Ralph Winter) 
 
For the full two-part article comprising all eleven “Frontiers of Perspective,” See: 
 
http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/20_3_PDFs/Perspectives.pdf 
& 
http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/20_4_PDFs/135_perspectives.pdf 
 
 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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