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Isaiah 43:18-19

“Forget the former things;

do not dwell on the past.
19See, | am doing a new thing!

Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?
| am making a way in the wilderness

and streams in the wasteland.

Philippians 3:10-14

| want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and
participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, *and so, somehow,
attaining to the resurrection from the dead.

12Not that | have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but
| press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 33 Brothers
and sisters, | do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing |
do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, **1 press

on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in
Christ Jesus.

Sermon

As | mentioned in the email blast, | love stories about time travel, whether itis a
movie or a book or a TV show. One of my favorites is a novel by Stephen King
titled 11.22.63. Does that date sound familiar to you? November 22, 1963 — the
date of the assassination of John F Kennedy.



The main character in the novel discovers a portal in a diner. When he stumbles
through this portal, he is transported back to the year 1958. He discovers he can
go back and forth from his time to 1958 and back again. The portal always brings
him back to the same day in 1958.

As he continues to use this portal, he comes up with an idea — what if he could
prevent the assassination of John F Kennedy. He travels back to 1958 and lives
there for the next five years. He becomes a school teacher, falls in love, and moves
into the same apartment building as Lee Harvey Oswald.

Our hero is successful. He prevents the killing of JFK. (Here is the book. It is a
typical big, thick Stephen King novel. On the front is an original newspaper
headline that reads “JFK slain in Dallas, LBJ takes oath.” On the back of the book is
a new headline: “JFK escapes assassination, First lady also ok!”)

His job done, he returns back to his current time to discover World War 3 has
occurred, and world is devastated. His own home town is ruled by violent gangs.

He comes to the conclusion that Kennedy was supposed to die. He travels back to
1958 and relives the whole time period again, and this time does not stop
Kennedy’s killing. He returns to his present time, and everything is back to the way
it was originally.

Are there times when you look back on your life and you wish you had done
something different? Wish you could change something? What if | had made the
other decision? What if | hadn’t done that or said that?

Sometimes we can become quite obsessed with things in the past; things we did
wrong, relationships that never healed, decisions we never made. What if it could
be different?

As we start this New Year, | want you to think about your past. How do you not
live with regrets? How do you stop reliving those decisions, made or not made, or
mistakes? What if...?

| have a “what if” in my life.



When | was 26, | was engaged to be married. My fiancé and | were youth leaders
in our church. A couple months before the wedding, he had a breakdown. | had to
put him in the hospital and cancel the wedding. | was devastated.

When he got out of the hospital, he decided if God was going to let this happen to
him, he didn’t want anything to do with God any more. He walked away from his
faith.

He began to drink a lot and began to experiment with drugs. He would get me to
drink, at times to the point where | would pass out. | walked away from my fiancé
6 months after our wedding date.

| often look back and wonder what my life would be like today if | had not walked
away, and | married him. What if? Would we still be married? Would | be an
alcoholic? Would | have kids? Would | have ever become a pastor?

There is a rather strange Bible verse from the book of Joel. Actually, it is one of my
favorites. God says | will redeem the day of the locust. (Joel 2:25). The locust looks
like a grasshopper. Imagine thousands, millions of those coming all at once. They
eat crops and destroy everything. And they jump. | hate bugs that jump.

You see, God’s people had walked away from God, and God stopped protecting
them. They were attacked by an enemy, a locust, and taken into exile, removed
from their homeland. God’s people didn’t know what to do.

God said to them, stop looking back. Live in this new land, build homes, raise
crops, marry, have children, and pray for your enemy. For if it goes well with your
enemy, it will go well with you. | am working in your present circumstances, God
says. Bad years or mistakes will not be wasted but redeemed. | will restore you. |
will redeem the day of the locust.

In our Isaiah passage, God says do not dwell on the past because, behold, | am
doing a new thing.

In our Philippians passage, the Apostle Paul says forget what is behind and look
toward what is ahead. Look forward, not back. God is doing a new thing.



Paul gives the example of a runner that presses on toward the goal to win a race. |
am sure you have seen this situation happen in races: a runner leads the pack and
is nearing the finishing line. But the lead runner, wanting to know how where the
other runners are, looks back. And as the lead runner looks back, another runner

passes and wins the race.
The lead runner made the mistake of looking back.

Stop dwelling in the past, God says. You can’t erase the past, you can’t change it,
but you can make sure it does not define you now or in the future. Do not focus so
much on the past that you become blind to present grace.

For our past does not control God. God is not hindered by the things that we
regret. | love how the Isaiah passage says it. God says | can make a way in the
wilderness. | can create streams in the wasteland.

We know, living the desert, how wonderful it is to see water in the Santa Cruz
River after a rain. If you are like me, | get practically giddy. How much more when
God creates streams in our own lives. God has a long history of taking people with
broken pasts and giving them new lives and hearts.

God’s new thing often surpasses expectations.

So, how do we stop looking back and wishing something other? You focus on what
God is doing now. The grace that is being extended to you now.

When God says | will restore the day of the locust, God is saying | will take
everything that the locust destroyed and turn it into something good. You do not
have to wish you could go back and change something. God is already doing that.
Now.

For those of you who have retired, we have a lot of time to think and dwell and
wonder “What if...” | have learned a lesson in retirement that keeps me from
focusing on the past:

Do what gives you joy. For when you do, the past haunts you less.



My mornings in retirement start out with God, and it has become my favorite time
of the day. | pray, read spiritual books, listen to devotionals, and | journal my
experience. And because | am retired, | can do this as long as | want in the
mornings. It is a great joy that | look forward to every day.

Behold, | am doing a new thing, God says.

As a result, | am taking what | have written in my journal this past year, and | am
turning it into a Lenten devotional for you all. It will be available by mid- February.
It has given me great joy, and | have less time to think about the past.

Behold, | am doing a new thing, God says.

| encourage you to say yes to that which gives you joy. It took me a year and a half
in my retirement to learn this. That first year and a half, | said yes to almost
everything that came my way, whether | wanted to do it or not. It was exhausting.

| have told you the story of watching the TV series The Chosen as a Lenten
discipline this past year. It is a TV series that tells people about Jesus. | realized as |
watched the show, | began to weep because this is what | want to do...tell people
about Jesus. So now, | say yes to those things that allow me to tell people about
Jesus. Joy floods my soul.

Behold, | am doing a new thing, God says.
Say yes to that which gives you joy, for when you do, the past haunts you less.

The day after Christmas, | went hiking in Madera Canyon with Barb Verduin (VER
DINE). As we walked on the Nature Trail, we tried to memorize the first 4 verses of
the Gospel of John: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God.” We didn’t get too far in that memorization because our
brains don’t function as well as they used to, but what a joy to do that in nature
and with a friend.

When you do things that give you joy, the past haunts you less. Behold | am doing
a new thing, God says. Focus on that.



So, | ask you:

Do you have a haunting memory? What “former things” are you holding onto that
haunt you? Focus present grace.

What wilderness or desert season are you facing? How can you trust God to make
a way through the wilderness? Look for the streams in the wasteland.

Where can God redeem the day of the locust for you? Where do you sense God
doing something “new”? Focus on that and race after it.

What brings you joy? Say yes to it.
| end with a prayer for you. It is in first person, so make it your own:

Gracious God, | declare that my past has no power over my future.
Fill every empty place in me with Your love, peace, and wisdom.
Help me to walk boldly into the new life You have prepared for me.
| receive freedom, healing, and restoration in Jesus’ name.

Amen.



