Small Things with Great Love
LaGrave Avenue Christian Reformed Church
June 21, 2026 — AM Sermon
Reverend Peter Jonker
2 Kings 5:1-6

If this passage were a painting, if the person who wrote 2 Kings was a painter instead of a writer and he
or she was painting this story, at the center of the canvas would be Naaman, the Syrian general. He'd be
standing there, tall and strong, looking impressive in his military uniform — medals across his chest, a sword
glistening at his side, his hand on the hilt of his sword. He’d fill up the frame. Naaman was the kind of guy who
always filled up the frame. When he walked in a room, he instantly became the center of attention.

But | don’t want you to look at Naaman. | want you to look at the other person in this picture. She’s not
front and center; she’s small and in the background. She’s a young girl in servant’s clothing. She’s not holding a
glistening sword; she’s holding a broom. She’s got her hair pulled back in a kerchief. She looks like she’s about
14 years old. She looks like she just finished sweeping the kitchen. | don’t know this girl’s name, but this girl is
one of my favorite Bible characters. Today, | want to bring this girl to the foreground so we can all get a good
look at her.

We may not know her name, but we do know some things about her. She is an Israelite. She’s not from
Syria; she grew up in Israel which means she grew up hearing the stories of God. On her mother’s knee, in her
Father’s arms, she heard the stories of Abraham and Isaac, Jacob and Joseph and all the things God did for
them and all the promises he made to them. She learned the commandments. She learned how to pray.

We also know that her life had pain in it. At some point in her childhood, she was taken into captivity
by a band of raiders. So, in those days, raiders taking slaves from neighboring countries was a common
practice. Syrian mercenaries, looking to make a fortune, would go out and raid Israelite towns. They would
sweep into a village, they would steal cattle, they would kill all the men and then take all the women and
children into slavery. It was a business proposition. There was good money in slaves. You took these captives
back to Syria and sold them to rich people — people like Naaman.

So, here’s what this young girl has seen. She was at home with her family; she was doing chores on the
family farm with her brothers and her parents when all of a sudden, she hears screams and cries. Fierce
foreign soldiers come rushing into the village. They kill her dad. They kill her brothers. She probably sees the
bodies of people she loves lying in the streets. And then these mercenaries carry her away to a strange land
where she is probably separated from her mom and her sisters and sold to this Syrian general. This probably
happened to her when she was maybe 8, 9, 10 years old. | know that some of you have had challenges in your
lives. | know that some of you have experienced trauma and loss. | know that some of you are living in difficult
and conflicted situations right now. But it’s hard to imagine any of us have experienced more than this young
Israelite slave girl.

So given all that trauma, as we see her standing there with her broom, small and in the background, at
first glance we might think of her as broken and powerless. This 14-year-old traumatized, damaged person,
what strength could she possibly have? So much strength. In this passage, the Holy Spirit shows us that this
young girl has so much strength. God has put so much strength in her. And there are two parts of that
strength that stand out for me, two aspects of her strength that | want to lift up for you.

First there is her faith. There would have been all sorts of reasons for her to have no faith. One of those
reasons is obvious. She could have looked at what happened to her family, she could have looked at the
trauma in her life, she could have looked at all her loss and decided she didn’t want anything to do with God.
She could have done what Job’s wife did, she could have cursed God and walked away. ‘I don’t want any part
of God who lets things like this happen.’ Lots of people do that after loss and trauma.

She also could have given up her faith because of her new surroundings. Everyone in Syria worshipped
different gods. They had different festivals and different values. It would have been easy for her to just go with



the flow. It would have simplified her life. If she just adopted Syrian customs and Syrian gods she would fit in,
people would accept her more easily. Holding on to the God of Israel almost certainly came at a social cost.

But she kept holding on. God had planted his story deep in her heart. God had planted his promises
deep in her heart. In spite of all her pain and loss, she still believed in God’s power to save, and so when she
found out Naaman had leprosy, she pointed to God and his prophet. She said to Naaman, “My God has the
power to cure you.” | find this girl’s faith deeply impressive. Her roots are deeply planted by God’s stream and
so when the storms come, she is still rooted and fruitful.

Which brings me to the other thing that | think is strong about her: her love. Her faith isn’t just
something she’s holding on to by her fingernails, it’s not just something that she’s holding onto fearfully and
trying to protect, it’s a faith that moves out into the world. Not only is she able to hold onto her faith; her faith
is able to express itself in love.

This is remarkable. If your family had been killed by Syrians, and if they had separated you from your
mother and sold you to work for a Syrian general, how would you feel about your Syrian captors? How would
you feel about the people who did this to you? Most of us would be seething. Most of us would look at these
people as monsters. Most of us, if we heard that the Syrian general for whom we worked had leprosy, we
would smile to ourselves and say: “Good. | hope his arm falls off.” But this young servant girl doesn’t do that.
She has compassion on her master. She loves her enemy. She reaches out. She shares the power of God with
him. In her own way, she offers Naaman the hope of salvation.

It reminds you of what Jesus teaches his disciples a thousand years later when he says, “Love your
enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” If you were looking for a biblical picture of what it looks like
to love your enemies, the best picture would be Jesus on the cross saying to the people who just tortured him,
“Father forgive them they don’t know what they are doing.” But the second best picture might be this girl,
having compassion on this man who has done such terrible things to her and her family.

So...this story is an Old Testament foreshadowing of the cross of Christ! For most of us, if we had been
victims of the kind of evil she’d been through, it would shut down our love. After going through that, all we
would have left is our hurt. We would just be looking to get even. But somehow, and this is the power of God
in her, somehow this young girl gets up in the face of that darkness, in the face of the evil and she loves. That’s
also what Jesus does. This is a foreshadowing of the cross.

And how strong is her little act of love? What is God able to do with her little act of love? | already
mentioned how Naaman goes to Israel and how he meets Elisha and how God cures Naaman of his leprosy
when he washes 7 times in the Jordan river. But do you remember what happened after that? It’s not just that
Naaman’s body was healed of leprosy; his soul is changed too. Naaman comes out of the water and he says to
Elisha: “Now | know there is no God in all the world except in Israel.” And for the rest of his life, Naaman
followed God. God uses this small act of love by this ‘powerless’ little girl to change the heart of one of the
most powerful men in the world.

So, let’s go back to the painting at the beginning, the one where Naaman was front and center with his
army uniform on, all those medals on his chest, and his sword at his side, and small in the background is our
young girl with her broom in her hand. Do you see how these two people represent very different ways of
being in the world, very different kinds of power? Naaman represents the traditional power of arms and force.
This little girl represents the power of faith, hope and especially love. Which power is stronger? In this story,
which power is stronger? In the whole arc of the Bible, which power is stronger? It’s the power of the little girl
with the broom which is ultimately the same power as the Man with the cross.

By now you can probably see why when | was trying to think of something to preach on for SERVE
Sunday the Holy Spirit nudged me towards this story. It’s not just for you SERVE kids, it’s for everyone here,
but | think it’s a good word for you. Because there’s probably a 14-year-old girl somewhere in this group, but,
more than that, all of you are about to spend a week where you will go out into our city and you will see
enormous problems: poverty, addiction, injustices, trauma. You will see large societal evils and this darkness
will fill up your frame. And you... you’re just a kid from lowa or Wisconsin or wherever. You don’t think of



yourself as specially gifted. Frankly on most days it’s all you can do to hold yourself together. Being a person is
hard, right? It’s hard to be a person in normal conditions. And some of you aren’t living in normal conditions.
You may not have the kind of trauma of the girl in our passage, but underneath the surface you are trying to
manage your own hurt and loss. On a lot of days, it’s all you can do to put one foot in front of the other. The
problems out there are enormous, and you’re just a little teenage servant standing in the background holding
a broom... or a shovel...maybe a paintbrush. What power do you have?

You have the same power as that little girl did in our story, which is to say you have the power of the
cross! You have the power of the risen Jesus Christ. So whatever darkness you face this week, whatever
darkness you are facing in the rest of your life, if you can stand up in the middle of that and love, if you can
love in the face of the darkness, if you can speak the hope of Jesus in the darkness, if you can do some small
act of kindness in the name of Jesus, trust me when | say, there is nothing that the powers of evil and darkness
can do against the power of the Holy Spirit in you. It’s not big flashy, ‘center of attention’ power you’ll be
showing; it’s the power of the cross, the power of sacrificial love and it might seem so small in the moment,
but it really is the power through which the Lord is changing the world.

That’s the beautiful thing about the gift of love. You probably know that in the New Testament, Paul
talks about how the Holy Spirit gives gifts to God’s people and there are all sorts of gifts given by the Spirit.
Gifts of teaching, and preaching, and speaking in tongues, and healing, and prophecy. Most of these gifts are
given to some people and not others. Not everyone speaks in tongues. Not everyone has the gift of healing.
Not everyone has the gift of prophecy. But Paul also makes it pretty clear that of all the gifts of the Spirit, one
gift stands above all the rest. What gift is that? Love. First Corinthians 13, right? ‘The greatest of these is Love.’

And the great thing about love is anyone can do it! Everyone has this gift. Everyone can exercise the
power of this gift. Everyone can use this gift. Two-year-old toddlers hugging their grandmas have the power of
this gift. 14-year-old slave girls in captivity in exile have the power of this gift. 90-year-old residents of assisted
living have the power of this gift. Ordinary teenagers from lowa and Michigan and Wisconsin walking the
streets of Grand Rapids have the power of this gift. If you can open your heart to the Holy Spirit and do some
small act of love against the sadness of the world; if you can do small things with great love this week, God will
bear fruit through you. In his love, you are stronger than you know.

So, all you SERVE young people, enjoy your week of service. Remember that He who is within you is
stronger than he who is on the world. And all you slightly older SERVE kids, enjoy your serve week. Because
you have a week of service too, we all do. It might be less structured, and you won’t get a T-shirt at the
beginning of your week, but we all have the same call. So, enjoy your SERVE week, go out there, be strong in
the Holy Spirit, and know that when you do small things with great love, the power of the risen Lord is in you.
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