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By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Text: Isaiah 43:1-7 

Luke 3:15-17 &21-23 

 

 

Water. We have seen a lot of flooding in the United Kingdom recently. 

Even this weekend there are still yellow “be aware” weather warnings 

out from the Met Office for flooding in certain areas here in Scotland. 

Water can cause lots of damage and huge devastation.  

 

On the news we’ve seen images of main streets turned into strong-

flowing rivers, we’ve seen entire roads washed away, static caravans 

broken into pieces, and cars floating aways like Dinky Toys. In general, 

the people’s reaction to this is: “It’s frightening. It happened so quickly. 

We’re devastated.”  

 

Water is a force to be reckoned with.  

 

Fire. During this same time, on the other side of the world, in Australia, 

there are huge, devastating forest fires. Yesterday it was reported in the 

news that the wild fire, sparked by lightning, has burnt more than 58,000 

hectares of land already. Complete destruction. People had to flee their 
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homes with only the clothes on their backs, because the wind was so 

very strong and the fire moved quickly, causing devastation everywhere.  

 

Fire is a force to be reckoned with. 

 

And you know, when I was watching all of this on the news, and in the 

same bulletin heard about terrorist attacks, the war raging in Syria, 

seeing thousands of refugees looking for a home somewhere, I couldn’t 

help but wonder: “What is becoming of the world? Is this what the end 

looks like?” 

 

But it’s not. Because in Isaiah, a book that was written in the 6th century 

BEFORE Christ, we just read the following:   

“But now, this is what the Lord says – 

    he who created you, Jacob, 

    he who formed you, Israel: 

‘Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; 

    I have summoned you by name; you are mine. 

When you pass through the waters, 

    I will be with you; 

and when you pass through the rivers, 

    they will not sweep over you. 

When you walk through the fire, 

    you will not be burned; 

    the flames will not set you ablaze. 

For I am the Lord your God, 

    the Holy One of Israel, your Saviour…” 
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Water and fire have been causing devastation for forever. Even all those 

years ago, when the prophet Isaiah lived, people were scared of water 

and fire.  

 

At that time the Israelites were in exile, longing to go back home. It was 

as if they were  living their worst nightmare, but Isaiah consoles them. 

He says that there will be floods, there will be fires, there will be political 

turmoil, because that is just part of life.  

 

But God won’t ever allow the floods or the fires to destroy his children. In 

the chaos, he will be with them. With us. He calls us by name, we belong 

to him, and he will take care of us. 

 

And in our second reading this morning, we saw that those words 

spoken by the prophet Isaiah, were not only empty words. Because God 

sent his Son to come close to us, to become one of us, actually. And 

once again we see the reference to water and fire.  

 

John baptised with water, Jesus baptised with the Holy Spirit, with fire. In 

Jesus, God came so close to his people, that the 2 things that scared 

them most, water and fire, got a positive connotation. 

 

Because the same water that can destroy a whole village, became a 

symbol of washing our sins away. And the same fire, that can burn a 

whole town to ashes, became a symbol of God’s presence within us 

through his Spirit. 

 

John the Baptist invited people to repent, to turn their lives around, to get 

baptised to get all their sins washed away. We all know that Jesus didn’t 
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have any sins that needed to be washed away, but I see his baptism as 

a sign that he became one of us in the full sense of the word. 

 

So – by sending Jesus to earth, God came close to us in this world we 

are living in, with all the chaos and problems we have, and he promised 

to stay near us, through his Spirit, no matter what happens. 

 

Believing in God doesn’t mean that we will never have to face 

floodwaters or fire, but it means that we won’t have to face it alone. God 

is like our life jacket, our fire blanket. He protects us. He makes sure that 

our circumstances never get the better of us. 

 

Saying this makes me think of something that happened to us when we 

were on holiday in Corfu last year. One day we went on a boat trip to 

Paxi and Antipaxi, 2 small islands in the middle of nowhere, with the 

most beautiful white sandy beaches and clear turquoise water… 

Breathtakingly beautiful.  

 

Scenery I’ve only seen on telly before – usually in shots where people 

go out on the ocean in a yacht, where beautiful women sunbathe in their 

bikini’s and attractive men stand around or steer the boat. Every so often 

someone would gracefully dive into the water for a swim in the ocean. 

So serene. 

 

Well, that is NOT us! We are usually the ones sitting somewhere in the 

shade with a book in our hands! But our boat stopped about 50 meters 

from the beach and people jumped overboard for a swim in the lovely 

waters – and although it’s not our thing – because swimming in the 

Ionian Sea is probably one of those ‘once in a lifetime opportunities’ that 
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you just have to do if you are there – we couldn’t not venture into the 

water. 

 

But looking off the side of the boat, the ocean looked really far away. 

And we were panicking, because what do you do if you get tired of 

swimming? There is nowhere to hold on to, and the water is way too 

deep to stand up in. You could see all the way to the bottom, and it 

looked FAR away… 

 

When the captain of the boat saw us standing there, debating whether or 

not to take the risk, he offered us life jackets for the boys. Which was a 

brilliant idea! To which André responded that he wanted a life jacket too. 

With the security of the life jacket, André all of a sudden had lots of 

courage and before we knew it he was in the water! The only adult there 

with a life jacket on!! 

 

And we couldn’t help giggling about this afterwards, because what we 

didn’t know was that the water was very salty and dense, so it was very 

easy to stay afloat. And it turned out that there was a ladder down at the 

other side of the boat, so this whole experience didn’t have to be scary 

at all!! 

 

But this just reinforces what I was trying to say about God being with us 

in life. It can be very scary out there in the deep waters, but with the life 

jacket on, André was all of a sudden very brave, because he knew that if 

he got into trouble, or even if he just got tired, the life jacket would keep 

him afloat and he wouldn’t drown. 
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Just like that God is with us every single day of our lives. Keeping us 

safe against the floodwaters and fires of this world. 

 

So if you feel as if the tears you cry every day because you miss 

someone who left you or who passed away is becoming like a river that 

is going to sweep you away, just reach out to God, and feel the safety of 

the life jacket of his love around your body. 

 

If you feel as if the questions and worries you have about your life and 

about the things that are happening to you or your loved ones are 

burning a hole through you heart, just reach out to God and feel the fire 

blanket of his love put out that fire before it destroys you. 

 

God loves YOU. And me. He loves every single one of us very much. 

That’s why he sent Jesus to come save us. That’s why he sent his Spirit 

to stay with us. 

 

And remember – that same water that can cause so much destruction, is 

something we can’t live without. We need water to drink, to wash, to let 

the crops grow. 

 

And although fire can burn things to the ground, we need fire to make 

something beautiful out of a piece of gold, for instance. Sometimes the 

fires are there not to destroy us, but to form us, to shape us, to change 

us into the people God wants us to be. 

 

No matter what we see on the news each night, all the chaos and 

destruction and bad things that are going on in the world out there, we 

shouldn’t despair, because the good news of Jesus Christ – although it 
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is not reported daily – places all these bad things into perspective. God 

is here with us, and he will help us to cope. 

 

Amen 

 


