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One of the greatest treasures in life is our memory.  We don’t need a philosopher to tell us that; that’s something we all know from firsthand experience.  It is a great gift to be able to remember the day you met your life partner, that moment your first child was born, the time your family surprised you on your birthday, the sights and sounds of your favorite vacation.  And because our memories are so precious to us, one of the great tragedies of life is losing your memories.  It often happens to us as we get older, even if your mind is otherwise sharp.  There are times when Brenda will ask me if I remember something one of our kids did when they were much younger, and after doing my best to recall the event she’s described, I have to confess to her, “Sorry, I don’t remember that.”  A number of years ago an elderly man ran a red light and t-boned the van Brenda was driving, knocking her unconscious for just a few seconds.  And while she recovered from that accident, because of it there are certain memories that she just can’t recall, no matter how hard she tries.  
Because memories are so important to us, we often go to great pains to preserve them.  We take pictures.  I’ve often thought that other than the bride and groom the most important person at a wedding isn’t me – the pastor – but the photographer, because it’s those pictures that preserve the memory of one of the most important days in our lives.  Now everyone has a camera built into their phone, which makes it that much more convenient for us to preserve our everyday memories.  I’m not very good at taking pictures, so I tend to preserve my memories by writing them down.  We cherish our memories.  My Mom is 91, and her memory isn’t as good as it once was.  So she spends time pretty much every day going through old pictures and reading old letters and cards, because those memories are her most important possessions.

But while memories are good servants, they make bad masters.  We all know what it’s like to be “haunted” by our memories.  Often in life we’ll tell ourselves, “I really need to remember this.”  But just as often we would be better off if we could tell ourselves, “I really need to forget this.”  
In Isaiah 43 God gives his people a rather odd command: “Forget about it.”  No, he doesn’t want us to forget everything.  He doesn’t command us to wipe our memory banks completely clean.  God is the Creator of our memory; it is a gift God has given us.  But those memories are meant to serve us, not to master us.  And when we find that our memories have become our masters God speaks to us loudly and clearly to tell us, “Forget about it.”  
Before we look specifically at what God commands us to forget, let me catch us up on the background of Isaiah 43.  You might remember me saying at the beginning of our study of Isaiah that the book divides quite distinctly into two sections – chapters 1 to 39 focus on judgment, and chapters 40-66 focus on comfort.  In the first section of Isaiah God’s message is, “Because of your sin, I am going to punish you,” and in chapters 40-66 God’s message is, “Because of my love for you, I am going to redeem you.”  Isaiah was a prophet from about 740 B.C. to about 690 B.C.  Isaiah warned the northern kingdom of Israel that because of their sin God was going to use the Assyrians to punish them and to take them away into slavery, and Isaiah saw that happen with his own eyes in the year 722 B.C.  Isaiah also warned the southern kingdom of Judah that if they didn’t repent of their sin God was going to eventually punish them by using the nation of Babylon to destroy the temple in Jerusalem and to take them captive.  That didn’t happen, however, in Isaiah’s lifetime.  Babylon didn’t take Judah captive until the year 586 B.C., about 100 years after Isaiah’s death.  
But here’s what’s so interesting about chapters 40-66.  These chapters are written to God’s people who are living in captivity in Babylon.  It’s written to comfort them and to encourage them and to let them know that God has not forgotten them; it’s written to give them the good news that God intends to reclaim them and to restore them and to return them to Jerusalem.  And we know from history that God did just that.  God’s people lived as slaves in Babylon for 70 years, and then God set them free and returned them to their own land.  But think about this – Isaiah is writing these words of comfort to people who don’t yet need comfort.  When Isaiah writes these words, Babylon isn’t even in power, and Judah hasn’t yet been captured.  
It’s kind of like this.  Before our youngest daughter went off to the Dominican Republic for six weeks her Mom wrote her a letter that she packed in Kelsey’s bag and told her not to read until about halfway through her trip. When Brenda wrote that letter, Kelsey was still living in our home with access to the TV and the internet and the refrigerator and anything else she wanted.  But Brenda knew that halfway through her six week-long trip, Kelsey’s situation would be very different.  She knew Kelsey was likely to be in some much more uncomfortable surroundings, that she might be a little homesick and that Kelsey would be in need of some encouragement.  So she wrote her a letter to encourage her and to tell her we love her and that we were thinking about her.
And that’s something like what Isaiah did for the people of Judah when he gave them chapters 40-66.  Frankly they didn’t need the message of these chapters back in 690 B.C. when Isaiah was still alive and when they were still living in safety and security.  But God had revealed to Isaiah quite supernaturally that they day was coming when the circumstances of the people of Judah would be much different and they would need to hear exactly what Isaiah wrote down in these 27 chapters.  It’s as if Isaiah gave them these chapters and said, “Here – keep this in your suitcase for the next 100 years.  That’s when you’ll need to read this.”

So as we read Isaiah 43 today, let’s read it from that perspective.  Let’s imagine that we are in Babylon, that we are living in slavery, that our homeland has been destroyed, and that we have no idea how long this misery is going to last.  We’re not at all sure what God is doing.  We’re not at all sure if he even cares anymore.  And then we remember that letter Isaiah told us to tuck away until now, and we go dig it out of our suitcase and open it to chapter 43 … and this is what we read:
But now, this is what the Lord says – he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel; “Fear not, 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 Savior; I give Egypt for your ransom, Cush and Seba in your stead.  Since you are precious and honored in my sight, and because I love you, I will give men in exchange for you … Do not be afraid, for I am with you; I will bring your children from the east and gather you from the west.” (Isaiah 43:1-5) 
Forget About Your Fears
So here’s the first thing God wants us to forget – forget about your fears.  Think about this – what makes you afraid?  What causes you to feel the kind of fear that impacts how you live your life?  Usually it’s because you had a bad experience.  You got bit by a dog; you got attacked by a bird; you got hit in an accident; you were victimized by a bully; you failed a test; you watched a loved one suffer from an illness.  And it’s that memory that causes you to be afraid and that impacts the way you live your life.

Now I’m not saying that you shouldn’t learn something from that bad experience.  Certainly we need to learn not to put ourselves into dangerous situations.  We need to learn how to cope with difficulty.  Our memories serve us well when they help us learn those kinds of valuable life lessons.  But the problem is when our memories stop serving us and instead become our masters, when we allow our lives to be dictated by those memories.   As many of you know, I’ve had some bad experiences with birds.  But there’s a difference between what I consider a healthy respect for birds and an unhealthy phobia of birds.  If I was so afraid of birds that I refused to ever leave my house, that would be unhealthy.  That would be to make my memories my master.  That’s giving control of my life to my memory of what happened some time in my past.  And when our memories become our masters, God says to us, “Forget about it.”

 And we say, “That’s easier said than done.”  I mean, how do we do that?  It’s not as if there’s some switch in our heads we can turn off to keep us from remembering what we went through.  And then there’s this fact – just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t really after you.  It’s true that the fact something bad happened to you before doesn’t necessarily mean it won’t happen to you again, but neither does it mean that it can’t happen to you again.  So when God tells us, as he told the people of Judah, “Fear not,” how do we do that?
Well let’s take a closer look at the way God reassures his frightened people.  Notice that God doesn’t tell them this; God doesn’t say, “Don’t be afraid because I’m never going to let you go through anything hard.”  God doesn’t say, “Don’t be afraid, because you’ll never face anything scary again.”  Instead God says this: “Don’t be afraid, because I will go through the hard thing with you.”  After God tells his people to forget about their fears, he says this: “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.” (Isaiah 43:2)  Notice that God doesn’t say “if” – he says “when.”  In other words, God is very up front with his people.  He doesn’t try to snow them and tell them that they’re never going to encounter anything fearful again.  Just the opposite – it’s going to happen.  And when it does, God will be with them.  And he won’t just be there on the sidelines; he will be right there in the middle of things.  He will be with them when they pass through the waters and when they pass through the rivers and when they walk through the fire.
By the way, this is where our memories can serve us well, when we remember those times when God did just what he said he would do.  When God told the people that he would be with them when they passed through the waters, what should those people have remembered?  They should have thought back to the Exodus, when God parted the Red Sea and walked the people to safety as they fled from the Egyptians.  When God said he would be with them when they passed through the rivers, what should they have remembered?  They should have remembered how God parted the Jordan River and walked them into the Promised Land.  God had done before what he promised he would do for them.  And by cherishing those memories, they could forget about their fears.

Now it certainly helps to know that we won’t go through hard times and scary situations on our own, but let’s admit that it matters who is going through those times with us.  Imagine you’re going to climb a mountain; imagine you’re going to tackle Mt. Everest.  People die climbing Mt. Everest; it’s a scary endeavor.  And imagine an acquaintance tells you, “Don’t worry – I’ll climb Everest with you.”  Does that help?  It depends, doesn’t it?  There are two important factors at play.  First of all, does this acquaintance know what he’s doing?  What if this acquaintance knows as little as you about climbing a mountain?  What if he is your equal when it comes to incompetence?  That doesn’t help, does it?  All that means is that instead of dying alone, you’ll have company.  And there’s a second factor – does this acquaintance care about you?  Can you depend on him, or is he someone who is going to bail on you when things get hard because your well-being matters to him very little?  
If you’re going to go through a hard, scary circumstance, you want someone with competence and compassion.  You want someone who can actually help you when things get hard, and someone who cares enough about you not to leave you behind.  And that’s who God is.  In verse 1 Isaiah reminds us that God is the Creator; he’s the one who formed us, who designed us, who shaped us.  He is a mighty God.  There is no situation he can’t handle; he is a God of competence.  And he is a God of compassion.  He loves us with a passion that transcends our imagination.  Notice how God expresses his heart for his people: “Since you are precious and honored in my sight, and because I love you …” (Isaiah 43:4)  This is the Person who will be with us when we go through the waters and through the rivers and through the fires – this Almighty One who calls us precious and honored and loved.  And when we remember that our God will always be with us, we can forget about our fears.  
Forget About The Familiar 
Here’s a second thing God tells us to forget about – forget about the familiar.  Let’s look down at verses 16-19 and I will explain what I mean:
This is what the Lord says – he who made a way through the sea, a path through the mighty waters, who drew out the chariots and horses, the army and reinforcements together, and they lay there, never to rise again, extinguished, snuffed out like a wick: “Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.  See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?  I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland.” (Isaiah 43:16-19)
I resist new things.  I heard an ad put out by Kaiser Hospital that says we need to change things up in our lives if we want to keep our minds sharp and healthy.  The ad encouraged us to take a new route to work and to make a change to your schedule, to break out of your routine.  I hate that ad.  Why would I take a new way to work?  I’ve already figured out that this way is the fastest, most convenient route – why would I take a longer route to get to work?  That makes no sense.  I don’t like to try new things at restaurants.  I already know that the No. 2 is my favorite at Arby’s.  Why would I go to my favorite restaurant and order a different number only to find out that I didn’t like it as much as the No. 2?  That makes no sense.  
And yet here is God telling his people, “Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.  See, I am doing a new thing!”  So what does God mean by that?  After all, just before God says that, Isaiah reminds us about the way God delivered the Israelites from Egypt, about how God parted the Red Sea for the Israelites and then collapsed the waters onto the pursuing Egyptians.  So if God wants us to forget about the former things, why would he tell us about them all over again?
And the reason is that memories are good servants but bad masters. When our memories remind us that God has cared for us in the past and that he has done great things in the past, they serve us well.  But there is such a thing as being stuck in the past, and that is not a good thing.  You’ve heard it said that these will be the seven last words of the church: “We’ve always done it that way.”  When we do something only because we’ve always done it that way, then we are allowing our memories to be our master, we’re allowing our memories to dictate to us instead of to serve us.

Let me give you another reason why we think it’s important for everyone in our church to be part of a small group.  Here on Sunday mornings we spend most of our time studying and celebrating what God has done.  This morning we’re in Isaiah, a book written 2700 years ago.  We’ve been talking about what God did for Israel in the time of the Exodus – that happened 3400 years ago.  Often we study the life of Jesus as his life is recorded for us in the Gospels, which were written 2000 years ago.  If all you ever do is sit in our Sunday morning services, you might think that all we do is study history, that all we care about is what God did halfway around the world thousands of years ago.  You might be tempted to think that we’re stuck in the past.
But if you’re part of a small group, you know that’s not true, because in our small groups we have the time and the opportunity to tell each other about what God is doing in our lives here and now.  In our small groups we get the chance to share our prayer requests with each other and to share with each other what new things God is doing in answer to our prayers.  And here’s something I want to challenge you to think about – do you have anything new to tell people about in terms of your walk with God?  Because the fact is that we should.  God said it himself: “Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.  See, I am doing a new thing!”  God promised that he would do new things in our lives.  Being a follower of God should never get stale, it should never get old, it should never be so comfortable and so familiar that we’re never surprised by what God is doing.  I get together with a group of pastors every other month, and we always go around and ask each other what God is doing in our lives and in our churches.  And we can’t get away with telling each other the same old stories.  If one of us tries to tell the story of what God did in the Christmas of ’02, the rest of us will say, “Wait a minute; we’ve heard that before.  What’s God doing in your life now?  What’s God done in your church in the last two months?”
And that should happen in all our small groups. Every week we should be hearing about the new things that God is doing in the life of our church, because God promised he would do a new thing.  Forget about the familiar, God says.  Don’t stay stuck on what God did in your life 15 years ago.  Invite God to do something new in you; invite God to keep changing you and to keep stretching you and to keep surprising you with his grace and his power.  When it comes to the old and familiar, well, forget about it.
Forget About Your Failures
And there’s one more thing God commands us to forget about – to forget about our failures.  Look at verse 25, where God says this: “I, even I, am he who blots out your transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sins no more.” (Isaiah 43:25)  
I hope you won’t think too poorly of me because of this, but I have to confess something – I watched a show on the Oprah Winfrey Network.  It started because I like to watch Piers Morgan interview different people on CNN and I saw an interview he did with Ryan O’Neal and his daughter Tatum O’Neal in advance of their new show “The O’Neals.”  If you know their story, you know that Ryan O’Neal became a movie star at a fairly young age in the movie “Love Story,” and that his daughter Tatum became famous by co-starring in the movie “Paper Moon” with her dad when she was 12.  You might also know that for 25 years, Ryan and Tatum didn’t talk to each other.  Now they’re making an effort to reconcile, and they’re letting the world watch as they wrestle with the pain of the past and try to come to grips with each other all over again.
And I suppose they have to do this to make the show interesting for the general public, but you can’t help but notice that they spend a lot of time on the show rehashing their past failures as a family.  They talk about it with each other, they talk about it with their friends, and they talk about it with their therapists.  Watching them talk to their therapists about the mistakes they had made reminded me of this quote by G.K. Chesterton: “Psychoanalysis is confession without absolution.”  After a couple of episodes I thought, “You know, Ryan was really a lousy father and Tatum was a pretty lousy daughter.”  The focus of the episodes I saw was the failures of the past.

And I wondered, “What might it be like if these two were to have a genuine experience with Jesus?  What might it be like if they were to experience forgiveness firsthand?”  I would love to see the show where Ryan O’Neal, who by his own admission basically abandoned his daughter to pursue other women and his own career, were to have his sins blotted out by the God who remembers our sins no more?
Most of us haven’t failed those we love quite as blatantly and unashamedly as Ryan O’Neal seems to have failed his three kids.  But we’ve all failed to one extent or another; we’ve all fallen short of God’s standards and even our own standards.  But there’s a difference – we’ve been forgiven.  God has, through the blood of Jesus, blotted out our sins.  And did you notice what else God says?  He says, “I remember your sins no more.”  When it comes to our sin, God has forgotten about it.  And in his grace he invites us to do the same.  Forget about it.  Forget about your failure.  Forget about your sin.  It’s been forgiven; it’s been atoned for.  There’s no need to keep those old memories of your past failures in storage.  Burn the pictures; erase the hard drive.  God himself has let you off the hook.  Maybe it’s time you did the same.  When it comes to our sin, God has this to say to we who follow his Son Jesus: “Forget about it.”
And to cement that truth in our hearts we’re going to celebrate communion together this morning.  The only reason God can tell us to forget about our sin is because Jesus paid our debt.  Jesus paid for the damage we caused.  His death on the cross is what makes our forgiveness possible.  So let me invite you to bow with me in prayer as we prepare ourselves to celebrate this great truth – because of Jesus, our God has forgiven and forgotten our sin.  Let’s take our sin to our God, and then let’s forget about it.
Communion
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