The God of the Seas does not offer 20 decks, swim-up bars, ice shows, stand-up comedians, or water slides; but God does offer salvation, redemption, and protection. As we pass through the seas, literally and metaphorically, we are promised that God will be with us, and that the waters of life will not overwhelm us. “I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior” (v. 3). God is holy, more awe-inspiring, more powerful, and more faithful than anything humans can create. God is our Savior, the one who delivers us from sin and death. God redeems us by paying a ransom for us, and says to us, “you are precious in my sight and honored and I love you” (v. 4).

The Icon of the Seas is no match for our God of the Seas. It might seem ridiculous to compare God to a cruise ship but I’m going to press the analogy a little further. Royal Caribbean cruise line provides guests with a “SeaPass” which gives them access to a cashless system used for all onboard purchases and services. With a SeaPass, you can be connected to everything that Icon of the Seas offers.

In a very real sense, God gives us a SeaPass. Not “s-e-a”, but the letter “C”, as in Covenant. This Covenant-Pass is available to “everyone who is called by my name,” says God, “whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made” (v. 7). This precious Covenant-Pass does not give access to drinks at the bar or poker chips at the casino; but it does carry promise, “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you” (v. 2). With this Covenant-Pass, God promises always to be with us, and God promises that the waters will not overwhelm us.

God’s Covenant-Pass does not mean we will experience a life of luxury and ease. When we travel with God’s Covenant-Pass, we are not promised luxurious cruising. Instead, we are given something more valuable and long-lasting: salvation and divine help. We receive these gifts when we trust the LORD God of Israel, and when we put our faith in Jesus Christ. With this Covenant-Pass we have access to God’s care and companionship. With this Covenant-Pass we know God’s claim on our lives, and we hear God’s call to serve. With this Covenant-Pass we are convicted of our sin; we are not condemned but called to atone for our sin and to repent. With this Covenant-Pass we are cleansed of that sin through Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. Finally, echoing our text today, we are made new creations through baptism. We are forgiven and redeemed, repurposed and revitalized. All of this happens because God promises to be with us, protecting us, strengthening us, guiding us.

If this jump from Isaiah to Jesus seems like too big a leap, it may not be as far as you might think. In fact, the two are very close together. Jesus fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy, “Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son and shall name him Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14). When Mary was expecting, an angel told Joseph, “She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). The angel also said, “‘Look, the virgin shall become pregnant and give birth to a son, and they shall name him Immanuel,’ which means, ‘God is with us’” (Matthew 1:23). This is the gift of divine companionship and help, in the face of any threats or dangers. In Isaiah, God promises that “when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you” (43:2).

Isaiah is also the prophet that Jesus quoted the most: eight times. In fact, Jesus began his ministry by reading Isaiah’s words: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free those who are oppressed” (Luke 4:18). Salvation and divine help. Both come from God, as promised by Isaiah, and both are found in Jesus.

What’s more, the name, Jesus means salvation! In Matthew, the angel hints at this when he tells Joseph “To name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” The Hebrew word for “salvation” is yeshu’ah, a noun derived from the verb that means “relief” in the sense of being rescued from enemies, trouble, or illness. The name “Joshua” is a derivative of this word, and that name evolved over time into the name “Jesus.” Throughout its long history, the word yeshu’ah has carried the sense of victory over danger, defeat, or distress.

Jesus is our salvation. When we put our faith in Jesus, we are rescued from anything that can destroy us: sin, enemies, troubles, and illnesses. Jesus is our Redeemer, which means that he pays our debt and delivers us from destruction and death. As God says through Isaiah, “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you…I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior” (43:1, 3).

The prophet Isaiah introduces us to God’s Covenant-Pass, which connects us to salvation and divine help, in the roughest of seas. This Covenant-Pass is seen most clearly in Jesus, whose name reminds us that “God is with us.” We will not be overwhelmed, no matter what the storm. We are given salvation, redemption and protection by the God of the Seas.

The hymn, “Eternal Father, Strong to Save,” is beloved by those who have served in the navies of many nations. In the United States, it’s sometimes known as “The Navy Hymn.” The first stanza goes like this: Eternal Father, strong to save / Whose arm hath bound the restless wave / Who bid’st the mighty ocean deep / Its own appointed limits keep / O hear us when we cry to Thee / For those in peril on the sea.

William Whiting, a priest in the Church of England, wrote the hymn text in 1860 by. While serving as Headmaster of the Winchester College Choristers School, Whiting was approached by a student who was about to make an ocean voyage to the United States and was terrified at the prospect. Whiting happened to know something about fear of the sea. Five years before, at the age of 35, he had found himself on a boat on the ocean, beset by a fierce storm. Fearing the boat was about to go down, he prayed and was overcome by a powerful sense of God’s presence and protection. 

Whiting wrote the hymn to comfort his terror-stricken student. His inspiration was Psalm 107, with its vivid depiction of a storm at sea. Those who go down to the sea in ships, doing business on the mighty waters are beset by a storm: then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, and [God] brought them out from their distress; [God] made the storm be still, and the waves of the sea were hushed (Psalm 107:28-29). 

The God of the Seas gave inspiration to the World Council of Churches whose logo depicts a ship sailing on the waters. Rising from the ship’s deck is a mast and spar in the form of the cross of Christ. Below the ship, as though floating on the ocean waters, is the Greek word, “Oikoumene” from which the term ‘ecumenical’ derives, means ‘the whole inhabited earth.’” The earth’s oceans unite all the world’s continents. The waves that lap against the shores of Europe and Asia, the Americas, Africa, Australia and Antarctica, all come from the same source: the God of the Seas. They remind us that we are one people, one God-created human race. The Covenant-Pass we hold with the God of the Seas is made possible because of Christ’s work at the cross. Isaiah reminds us that the God of the Seas knows us and loves us fiercely.

Prayer: Loving God, as we face life’s storms that appear so overwhelming, may we remember your Word of truth. Help us to recall who you are and what you promised. Help us to secure our hope in You. We are grateful that you promise to be with us in all the scenes and circumstances of life, for you are the all-powerful, all-knowing, all-gracious God who loves us with an everlasting love. We praise you for your gracious promises, not only to Israel, but to your new creation in Christ. Thank you for redeeming us, calling us by name, and proving that we are now yours, by grace through faith. In Jesus' name, Amen. 
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It has twenty decks, six water slides, seven swimming pools, and forty restaurants. It is the new Icon of the Seas cruise ship. Displacing more than 250,000 gross tons, this is the biggest cruise ship ever built. Launched in 2022 and put in service last year, the Icon of the Seas can accommodate 7,600 guests. For comparison, that would equal half the population of Fergus Falls, MN going to sea. I wonder if there is a Groupon for that…

Gary Shteyngart, a passenger on the ship’s inaugural voyage, wrote about the experience saying that the ship “looks like a hodgepodge of domes and minarets, tubes and canopies, like Istanbul had it been designed by idiots.” As for the food, Gary reports, “The buffet is groaning with what sounds like sophisticated dishes — marinated octopus, boiled egg with anchovy, chorizo, lobster claws — but every animal tastes tragically the same.” 

If you want a drink, you can visit the “Swim & Tonic,” which is “the biggest swim-up bar on any cruise ship in the world.” As for the entertainment: you can see an ice show, acrobatics in the AquaDome, and a comedy review in the Manhattan Comedy Club. The water park has a ride called “Storm Chasers.” Gary says that it “flops you down headfirst into a trough of water, a Royal Caribbean baptism.” Not exactly the baptism of Jesus we celebrate today.

Still, there is a connection to be made between Icon of the Seas and the words of the prophet Isaiah. “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you,” says God through the prophet, “and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you” (Isaiah 43:2). Passing through water was a dangerous trip for the people of Israel. They remembered how Noah rode upon the flood in the ark, and how their ancestors escaped captivity in Egypt when the Red Sea parted. For the Israelites, passage through water was not a pleasure cruise: it was an escape from death and enslavement.

Fortunately, the Israelites found their deliverance, not by the Icon of the Seas, but by the God of the Seas. It was the God who “created” and “formed” the people of Israel who also saved them (vv. 1, 7). The first seven verses of Isaiah 43 contain “the promise of salvation” (Brevard Childs). “God not only created Israel but redeemed her.” God called her by name and said, “you are mine” (v. 1). “Israel is promised God’s special protection” (Brevard Childs). God made promises to the people: “I will be with you,” and the waters “shall not overwhelm you” (v. 2).


