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Jesu Juva

“Come Hell or High Water..."
Text: Isaiah 43:1-7; Romans 6:1-11; Luke 3:15-22; Psalm 29:11

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father, and from our Lord and Saviour
Jesus Christ. Amen.

It is impossible to turn on the TV or go on the computer without hearing of the
wildfires in California and seeing the sad and devastating pictures. People who
hadn’t even put away their Christmas decorations now have no decorations to put
away. There are gifts that never got to be used, and maybe some still in their
packages that will now never be opened. Men and women who have just returned to
work now have no home to return to anymore, and children who didn’t want to go
back to school have now no school to go back to. And it’s not over yet. The winds are
still feeding the flames that are still raging and consuming.

It's sad and it’s shocking, but the truth is, we’ve seen this before. Many times
actually. And not all that long ago. It was just a few months back that hurricanes and
floods wiped out islands and communities in Florida and North Carolina. Tornados
do the same thing in Tornado Alley, taking out everything in their path. Earthquakes
reduce cities to rubble, tsunamis wipe out entire islands . .. Maybe this one is
different because of its duration, maybe because of its extent, maybe because many
think it was preventable - unlike many natural disasters. Perhaps. That judgment is
above my pay grade.

But I do know that some people will turn away from God because of this. They will
accuse Him of wrong. How could He do this? How could He allow this? Why didn’t
He stop it? Others will point an accusing finger at the victims - that this is God’s
payback for their sins. Well, no. People tried that at the time of Jesus, too, when
Pilate slaughtered some worshipers and when the Tower of Siloam fell on some
Jews - but Jesus squashed that argument pretty quickly (Luke 13:1-5).

Truth is, we don’t know why this happened. Oh, maybe we’ll find out earthly causes
and factors. There will be investigations, as there should be. But all the “why”
questions directed towards God ... God doesn’t tell us the answers to all those
questions. And He doesn’t have to. Which is frustrating, maybe. Wouldn’t you like to
file a Freedom of Information Act request with the divine council and get the
answers we want! But maybe it's good that we don’t get to do that. Maybe there are



some things we are better off not knowing. For instance, there are things our
government knows that we don’t, things that are happening all over the world, that
maybe if we knew would keep us up at night!

But instead of turning away from God at such a time as this, let us turn toward Him,
and hear what He does have to say, like the words we heard today from the prophet
[saiah:

Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by name, you are mine.
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;
and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;
when you walk through fire you shall not be burned,
and the flame shall not consume you.
For I am the Lord your God,
the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.

And maybe our first reaction to hearing those words in our ears while seeing what
we are seeing with our eyes is really? ‘Cause it sure doesn’t seem like it! Like You,
God, are with us through the wind and water, the fire and flame. It feels like You
couldn’t be farther away ...

[saiah wrote those words to the people of Israel whose nation, cities, and homes had
been plundered, trampled, and reduced to rubble by the Babylonians, and some of
them taken into slavery. And we know why God did that, at that time. Because He
told us. It was because of the idolatry, unfaithfulness, and wickedness of His people.

But with these words, God makes them promises. He hasn’t utterly abandoned
them. Instead, He says, through all this, as bad as it may get, I will be with you.
Because I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior. That’s who He
is, and who He will be. No. Matter. What. No matter what disaster or tragedy strikes
on a state scale, a national scale, an earthly scale, or to you personally, in your life.
That’s who He is, and who He will be.

And notice what He doesn’t say: that the wind and water, the fire and flame would
not destroy or consume our homes or property - they very well might. But they will
not consume YOU. Our life and hope are not in the things of this world - or shouldn’t
be. Our life and hope are with God our Saviour. Our home, too. And even when not
just Los Angeles or California, but this entire world is destroyed, that will still be
true. WE will not be destroyed. Because we belong to the one who redeemed us,
who called us by His name, who died for us and rose for us, and promised us a home
and life beyond the reach of all sin, evil, and even death. A home and life that nothing



can take away.

And that gift is given you in Baptism. That's when you passed through the waters,
dying and rising with Christ, as Paul said today in the reading from Romans. That
water that did not consume you, but saved you and gave you a new and eternal life.
And John today spoke of being baptized not just with water, but with the Holy Spirit
and fire. Cleansing fire, that. And he speaks of the unquenchable fire that Jesus will
bring - which seems like the images we’ve been seeing, doesn’t it? But it’s not. It'll be
worse. When on the Last Day, the chaff will be burned up. All who are not in Christ.

But even now, perhaps there is chaff in our lives that needs to be consumed ...
Everything we think will last, everything we've built for ourselves in this world,
everything in this world we rely on and turn to for meaning, security, and life.
Things that do not last and cannot give us what we need. The people in California
are not worse sinners than us, but what we are seeing should remind us of how
fragile this world and our life is. To hold onto the things of this world a little more
loosely, and hold onto Christ and His Word a lot more tightly. For everything HE
builds will last. And that what matters is not a house on the beach, living in the most
desirable neighborhood, or the number of commas in your net worth - it’s being a
child of God.

[t is the waters of Baptism that protect us from the floods of this world. It is the
cleansing fire of the Spirit that protects us from the fires of this world. It is the
forgiveness given us here that protects us from the sins that rage in us and in the
world. It is the life given us here that will last, not the lives we make for ourselves.
And our salvation and confidence is not in rescue workers, fire hydrants that have
water, government officials who make good and wise decisions, or having the
insurance to rebuild - our salvation and confidence is in the God who is with us.
The God whose birth with us we just celebrated. The God who was baptized with us,
as one of us. And the God who died on the cross - with us and for us. His I will be
with you was no empty - or easy - promise. But one that cost Him everything.

And so our salvation and confidence is in the one who passed through the waters of
baptism with us, and took the fire of God’s wrath against our sin on the cross, and
who was consumed! But who then rose from the ashes of death to life again. And
that’s why we will rise from the ashes - the ashes of this world, or the ashes of our
ruined lives, or ultimately the ashes of death. Rising not like a Phoenix, but as
children of God. Children of the God who is with us.

When Isaiah wrote those words, the people of Israel still remembered when they
had lost everything while slaves in Egypt, but also how God bought them through
the waters - the waters of the Red Sea and then the Jordan - and saved them. They



were not consumed. And now, they had lost everything to the Babylonians, but God
promised to bring them through this, too - the flames of this persecution and
destruction. They would not be consumed.

And now, the beloved Son of God, with whom the Father is well pleased, makes
the same promise to you. No matter what waters or fires are threatening you, what
sins are eating you up, what persecution or trouble is weighing heavy upon you...
you will not be consumed.

Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by name, you are mine.

And now He who called you by name in Baptism, now calls you by name to His
Supper, where He continues to be with us, His Body and Blood to feed us, forgive us,
strengthen us, and save us. And when everything else in this world is destroyed -
everything! - it will be His Body and Blood - His very same Body and Blood! - that
will call us from the grave and take us home to life. To a heaven that is as open to us
as the heavens were opened when Jesus was baptized.

The psalm that is assigned for this day, Psalm 29, we didn’t sing it today, but it
concludes with these lines, appropriate also to conclude this sermon with:

May the Lord give strength to his people!
May the Lord bless his people with peace!

May the Lord give us strength - in the face of all that we see, when beset with sin and
evil and fear, the strength to repent and the strength to believe. And may He bless us
with peace - when the waters come, when the fires come. The peace that comes only
by faith and the forgiveness of our sins. The peace of knowing that come hell or high
water,

Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by name, you are mine.

In these gray and latter and uncertain days, may the Lord give us such strength, and
such peace. In Him. The God who is with us. The Prince of Peace. The King of
creation. The Lord of life. Your Father and Saviour.

In the Name of the Father, and of the (+) Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Now the peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
through faith in Christ Jesus, our Lord. Amen.



