When God Forgets: Good News, Bad News
Finishing Well—When God Forgets

One week ago yesterday I found myself in the middle of Lake Winnebago, in Oshkosh, WI. Do any of you know Lake Winnebago? It’s a huge lake, 40 miles long, 12 miles across, but very shallow. It’s actually a river that was dammed up & made up into a lake. Now, when that happens, when you have a big lake that’s very shallow, you have very, very bad waves. Do you know what I was doing out on the lake? My husband & I were racing sailboats! This is his hobby, & it was the 2nd race of the Inland Lake Yachting Assn. National Championship. Now, last year we were 1st in the nation! I’m sorry we’ve lost that title—we’re down to 4th—but let me tell you what happened in the 2nd race of the Inland this year. 

The 1st race was actually cancelled due to winds that were too strong. The great big boats, the A’s, 17 boats went out, 4 of them capsized! Two of them broke masts, and the carbon fiber mast for a big A boat costs $30,000. The smaller boats, called the Sea Boats, had also gone out. Of the 40 boats, only 22 came back! The rest of them capsized or turtled, and were towed in. well, our boats are little boats. We’re M-16s, which mean we’re 16’ long, 2 sails. The big sail my husband operates, is called the main. The little boat, the little sail, I operate, and is called the jib. And then we have bilge boards, which are, instead of a center board, we have 2 little side boards. Well, the wind was so bad they cancelled the first race, but when it was time for the 2nd race, we were out. There were about 20 boats that started out that day. And a race course for an M-16 is a 7-mile race course. The course that was set this day was called a “windward leeward 2 ½”, which means you head into the wind, that’s windward, leeward, away from the wind, and you do that 2 ½ times, so you end into the wind. So, it’s like 5 half-lap race. When we started out at the starting line we didn’t have all that great of a start. And the start is VERY important in sailboating! Because whoever gets the best air, who gets out in front, has the best chance of winning the whole race. We didn’t have such a good start, but do you realize by the time we made it to the first mark, we were ahead of EVERYBODY! When we rounded the mark, Wisconsin Long Lake 111, as #1. when we rounded the 2nd mark, we were STILL #1. when we rounded the 3rd mark, we were still #1. and all of the boats were going the opposite direction because we were so far ahead. And they would yell out (my husband’s name is Jan), “Good racing, Jan! Good racing!” 
You know, about the 4th mark when they were doing that, there’s only 1 mark left, Jan said, “It’s not over, yet!” but we were so far ahead. Everybody knew we were going to win. But, when we rounded the 4th mark the wind changed, and something went terribly wrong. We started out ahead, and I thought we were ahead, but you know in the long course, you can hardly see the mark. You have to strain on the horizon, there it is. And because a sailboat can’t sail directly into the wind, you have to tack, go this way, then this way, this way and, depending on the direction of the wind and the setting of the sail, you can cut a little closer away from the wind. So, everybody sets out on the tack that they think is going to be best. And you really don’t have any idea if you’re still in the lead until you get close to the mark. But I knew—first mark, 2nd mark, 3rd mark, even 4th mark—we were way ahead. But when all the boats started converging on the final mark, Jan said, “we’ll be lucky to come in 5th!” I said, “what do you mean? We’ve been ahead all 4 laps!” he said, “look at those boats over there. They got good air.” I said, “are you sure they’re ahead of us?” He said, “yes, they’re ahead of us.” And you know what? The skipper was right. As we approached the mark, they beat us. And we were lucky—we came in 5th. We came in 5th! And we were leading the race 4 out of 5 marks.
Well, my friends, Jan & I remember the first 4 marks. But nobody in the Inland Lake Yachting Assn. even cares about the first 4 marks. Do you know what was written down? Wisconsin Long Lake 111, Jan and Debbie Gill, 5th place. That’s all they remember. That’s all they remember. 
You know, friends? About the most important thing is how you finish. It’s great to get a good start. It’s IMPORTANT to get a good start. But no matter how good your start is, it’s not near as important as how you finish. The first mark, the 2nd mark, maybe in your life, the first decade, the 2nd decade, the first home you lived in, the first job you had, the first city. Maybe you did well, well, well, well. But you know what? In the end, when the record is written, none of that matters nearly as much as how you finish the race. The Inland Lake Yachting Assn. forgot the first 4 marks that Jan & Debbie rounded first. It didn’t matter. And not only does the world forget a lot of good things that happened, but the Bible says that God does, too, if that’s not how we finish the race.

If you have your Bibles, turn with me to Ezek. 3:33. and you’ll find Ezekiel with those major prophets after Psalms after Proverbs. Then when you get into the big books towards the OT. This is a sobering chapter to me. Ezekiel is called by God to be a watchman, to warn God’s people, to warn the people of Israel. And God says if you warn the people and they shape up, they will be ok, and you will be, too. But if you know there’s an issue and I put it on your heart to talk about it, and you don’t do it, then their blood is going to be on you, mister watchman. And so Ezekiel, with a heavy heart, shares this message from Ezek. 33, and I will read verses 11-20:

“Say to them, as surely as I live, declares the sovereign Lord, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked. But rather, that they would turn from their ways & live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways. Why will you die, O house of Israel? Therefore, son of man, say to your people, if someone who is righteous then disobeys, that person’s former righteousness will count for nothing.”

Can you believe that is in the book? I’ll tell you, when I was preparing for this retreat and I hit this in my devotions, I said, “God, I can’t believe that’s in your book!”

“If someone who is righteous then disobeys, that person’s former righteousness will count for nothing. And if someone who is wicked repents, that person’s former wickedness will not bring them condemnation. The righteous, if they sin, will not be allowed to live because of their former righteousness. If I tell the righteous that they will surely die, but they trust in their righteousness & still do evil, none of the righteous things that they have done will be remembered. They will die for the evil they have done. And I say to the wicked, if I say to the wicked, you will surely die but then they turn away from their sins, and they do what is just & right, if they give back to the one they took in pledge for a loan, and return what they have stolen. If they follow the decrees that give life & do no evil, they will surely live. They will not die. None of the sins they have committed will be remembered against them. They have done what is just & right and they will surely live. Yet your people say, “The way of the Lord is not just.”
So here’s God’s people, right? They’re retaliating, “hey, wait a minute, God, you’re not fair.” But it is their way that is not just! If the righteous turn from their righteousness & do evil, they will die for it. And if the wicked turn from their wickedness & do what is just & right, they will live by doing it.

“Yet, O House of Israel, you say, the way of the Lord is not just. God says I will judge each of you according to your own ways.”
My friends, nothing is more important than how we finish, how we finish the race. Perhaps you have heard it said by the baseball players, it’s not over until it’s over. Maybe you’ve heard from the operatic fame, it’s not over till the fat lady sings. I was trying to figure out where that came from. I think it comes from the Wagnerian operas, where there’s the whole 5 long operas called the “Ring of the _______” and at the very end ___Hilda, the big fat German lady, sings, and that’s the end. So the people who listen to these lengthy, lengthy, lengthy operas & when on earth is this going to end? It’s not over until the fat lady sings! That’s right. It’s really not over until it’s over. And much more important than anything that happens in the race, is how you finish the race. 

Remember the story, the famous fable by Aesop, the Greek man who wrote all these stories, these collected stories where plants & animals talk, and the story teaches a maxim, the moral of the story is—the story of the tortoise & the hare. These two competitors come up to the race line & there’s a sleek, sharp-looking fast bunny rabbit. He looks at that old turtle and says, “Man, I can take you in nothing flat.” And so, when the gun goes off they take off and sure enough the hare is miles ahead. The little turtle is just lumbering along and he knows he doesn’t have a chance of winning this race at all, especially when he saw that hare take off so fast. But you know the hare was over confident. That little bunny rabbit left the turtle in the dust and he said, “Man, I can just sit back. I can rest awhile. Look at my righteous legacy! Look at how I’ve left that old guy in the dust!” So he did. He rested on his laurels. Have you ever heard this one? Do you know what laurels are? It’s a victor’s wreath made out of leaves that the Greeks used to wear. He who rests on his laurels is wearing them in the wrong place!

So here’s the little bunny rabbit resting on his laurels. And he finds a nice shady place. He says, “I’m so far ahead that old tortoise isn’t going to catch up to me.” And he decides to take a nap. What does he do, according to Ezekiel? He trusts in his righteousness—“Ah, I’ve done enough good for God. I’ve put in enough time on my knees. In fact, I’ve tithed more than enough; I don’t think I should even have to tithe in retirement. Brother Wes, don’t you think God should let me off the hook?”

I don’t know what that old rabbit said, but he was wrong! He found a good shady tree & he trusted in his righteousness. When, here along came that guy that didn’t have a chance of finishing, much less beating that old tortoise. But he just kept on going. He wasn’t trusting in his righteousness, but he was living the life. He kept on praying. He kept on repenting, kept on loving people. He had a good merciful attitude. Bitterness never rose up in that old slow turtle’s heart. He just kept on moving. And one day, he was rounding the last bend, and he thought, “Why, isn’t that Hairy, the hare? Isn’t that Barney, the bunny man? What’s he doing there? My goodness, I’ve got a chance!” and he just finished the race.
My friends, it’s not so important what happens on the 1st mark, the 2nd mark, the 3rd mark, the 4th mark, but what really matters is how we finish the race. Now, I’ve entitled this message, “When God Forgets: The good news & the bad news”. And I’m very happy to say that, according to Ezekiel, when God decrees judgment against a people or a nation or a church or a family, & he says you have done so much evil, you’re going to fall under the mighty hand of God in judgment. And that person or that nation or that church or that family repents, God not only cancels the punishment but what does it say? It says He forgets! He forgets! Isn’t that good news? He forgets! Do you know that sometimes I have a hard time forgetting? But God doesn’t forget.
Maybe some of you have had a problem in your marriage, but God’s healed your marriage, and your partner has repented & confessed. Do you know God’s forgiven your partner? If they’ve changed, if they’ve turned, God’s forgiven your partner. It might be hard for you, but God’s forgiven & forgotten! He’s forgotten that sin! He’s completely wiped it away.
Do you know I know a few people who are ministers & they’ve done bad things? Maybe you know some, too. But you know what? They repented & I can’t hold those things against them anymore. And my mind dredges this up & I say I know I happen to know that…where that one was a student in my class when he cheated. And now he’s in this position! I happen to know, you know what, I can’t do that. That is not fair. If they repented & God’s forgiven them, God’s forgotten & I need to, too! You know that? I need to, also. I need to forget as God does.
I know professors from North Central who had bad attitudes; just plain bad attitudes. And they went to Pensacola & according to their own confession, they got saved! Can you imagine North Central Bible College professors getting saved in Pensacola! But they, and we, and I came back totally different people. And I don’t remember that former life of that professor. I remember that God-touched, God-anointed Holy Spirit-energized professor that came back from Pensacola.
You know, what is it about it? I think it’s self-righteousness. When we try to remember the dirt on somebody, you know? God doesn’t do that. The wonderful, amazing, miraculous, gracious good news is that God not only forgives, but that God forgets. God forgets! God forgets! God forgets! He wants us to, also.
One of my neighbors, as she was opening up to me, said, “Debbie, I had a terrible problem happen in my marriage. I dated this fellow 7 years. We finally got married. After a few months of marriage he divorced me. I was so hurt, I made a pact with the devil. I sold my soul to the devil if he would revenge my husband.” She tells how one night, in the middle of the night, the devil came in to cash in on that promise. She didn’t know what to do, but she prayed every memorized prayer she had ever learned in the Roman Catholic Church until that evil presence left her. The first night of our Bible study in Revelation—can you believe my neighbors asked for a Bible study on Revelation? The first night in our neighborhood Bible study on Revelation, she said, “Debbie, I don’t think I’m ready for the Rapture. How can I be?” And you know what? The moment that neighbor opened her heart to Jesus Christ & simply turned to Christ, Jesus not only forgave her, but forgot that pact with the devil! Didn’t He? God just forgot that. Do you know what? That doesn’t even count! He will not remember that. And even though sometimes at night she says, “Oh, why on earth did I do that? What if the devil comes back?” she doesn’t have to fear, because God forgets! Amen?
Now that’s the good news! That’s the good news! And if you were one of those boats who were 19th or 20th, or 18th, around the 1st mark, or around the 2nd mark, you’d be pretty happy about that good news, that everybody forgets that Jan and Debbie were in 1st, because it only matters what happens at the end of the race! Amen?

So, it’s good news that all the evil, all the unrighteousness, can be forgotten by God. All the sins, all the problems, all the hurt, all the things we did wrong, but the news that puts the fear of God into me, is that God can also forget the good if we don’t persist in good until we cross the finish line! The good news is what we’ve done, what those we’ve prayed for have done in terms of evil will all be forgotten, but the bad news is that the good can be forgotten unless we keep doing good until we cross the finish line.
I’ve been a college professor for 20 years. And I know that a whole lot more students start college than finish college. Now there are many reasons for that. Some come to North Central just to get 1 year of Bible, or some come to find their life partner. Those things are all understandable. But sometimes people come with big dreams and something happens. They get discouraged or disappointed or in debt & it doesn’t happen. The drop-out rate is pretty high. Do you know it’s even true in ministry? Those who start out with a calling of God are a lot more than those who finish their life in ministry. One of our AG districts way out west, a district sup’s wife told me that when they have a class of candidates & credential them, only one out of ten of those people who become a minister will even be in the ministry 10 years later. 90% drop-out rate of credentialed ministers in 10 yrs! Unfortunately we’re seeing it in ministry. 
SIDE TWO:

In the AG we’ve had such a good strong missions program, people sign up & they’re lifers! It costs thousands & thousands of dollars for the AG to process a missionary candidate, and then it’s a lot of effort for them to itinerate & travel & to raise their funds. And it used to be that those people would stay in missions for a whole lifetime. It’s not the way it used to be. Not everybody is finishing the race. I’m the commissioner of the Commission on Discipleship. My role is to look at the AG, to look at & get the spiritual pulse of our fellowship & see how that measures up to God’s heartbeat. Are we in rhythm with God’s heartbeat? Kind of our benchmarks, the statistics I look at is the number of people coming to know Jesus Christ, the percentage of those people who follow the Lord in water baptism, the percentage of those people who want to become members of our churches, the percentage of those people who seek to be filled with the Holy Spirit until they’ve spoken in other tongues, the percentage of those people who are assimilated & grow & discover their spiritual gifts & get plugged into ministry.

You know what, my friends? I’m sad to say that we are on the decline. Every one of those statistics is going down. Now the amazing part of this, the amazing part is the financial statistics are still going up! The money coming in our offerings, the money coming to support missions, the money coming for BGMC & Speed the Light; those things are still going up! Isn’t that interesting? While the spiritual benchmarks are going down, we know that if those spiritual benchmarks continue declining, the finances will follow soon. So, we can’t sit back & say, “Ah, we’re richer than we’ve ever been”. Boy, we’re going to sound like one of those churches in Revelation, huh? We have all, we’re well fed, but we don’t realize how impoverished we are.
My friends, I come to you, because you’re our founders, you’re our pioneers; you’re the people who taught us how to know Jesus. You’re the people who led our children’s churches, our SS classes, our Missionettes. Dale Tolefson was our youth pastor, big daddy & Barbara. You’re the people that have invested your lives in us & our church, our camp, our district. I’m asking you, will you help me & Jesus turn this thing around? Do you realize that every generation is responsible for its own generation? Do you realize our whole fellowship could be extinct in one generation! If we do what that little bunny rabbit did, if we rest on our laurels & say, “Oh, we’ve got a great heritage. We’re the folks that were part of the stream that came from Azusa Street! We’re the people who were touched by Pentecost & raised up the most thriving, fast-growing denomination in America!” that’s our history! But if we rest on our laurels, if we’re satisfied with the past alone, we may not have a future. Would you join me in praying for our fellowship? Would you join me in doing everything in your power to make sure that whatever level you were when you crossed the 1st mark, or the 2nd mark, or the 3rd mark, or the 4th mark, that when you cross the final mark, you’re still praying, you’re still believing, you’re still witnessing, you’re still repenting, you’re still changing.

Do you know what I think discipleship is? It’s following Jesus. It’s becoming conformed to the image, it’s acting like Jesus, it’s living like Jesus. And then, it’s reproducing yourself. Discipleship is becoming like Jesus & then making other disciples, other people who become like Jesus.

Do you know how to keep changing & being conformed & transformed, how you can keep becoming like Jesus all your life? It’s by continuing to repent. What’s repent? Repent means when the Holy Spirit shines the spotlight on my heart instead of me poking my husband & saying, “Oh, Jan, that’s your problem.” I say, “Oh, God, that’s my problem. I am so sorry. Since you showed me the error in my life, instead of denying it, I confess it.” I say, “Lord, I have this sin issue. Will you please forgive me?” 

And you know, it’s like a hairpin turn. I might just be going this way, & the Holy Spirit says, “Debbie, I don’t like that attitude”. And instead of saying, “Well, I happen to relish that attitude” I say, “Oh, I’m so sorry, Jesus”. And I make a hairpin turn & I approach the heart of God. I grab that attitude by the scruff of the neck & I say, “Hey, Debbie, that doesn’t belong in a Christlike life” and I pull it back to Jesus.

Now if you remember, when you made a decision to follow Jesus, it was repentance that got us there, wasn’t it? It was recognizing we needed change. It was grabbing that old sinful life & saying, “You need to submit to Jesus Christ”. Well, the thing that keeps us on the cutting edge of discipleship, of continuing to become more & more & more like Jesus all the days of our life, is by continuing to respond to the Holy Spirit in repentance. 
Do you realize we never graduate from discipleship? We don’t graduate from discipleship. Discipleship, following Jesus, becoming conformed to Him, acting more & more like Him, repenting through our whole life, is a life-long lifestyle.
I know when we first started discipleship groups at my little church, Living Hope, one of my deacons said, “Oh, I’ve already been through that. That’s the 6-week program for new converts”. We get that idea, don’t we? “Oh, I’ve been through that. Sure, I’ve had the 16 Fundamental Truths”. But discipleship means every time the Holy Spirit says, “Debbie, I don’t like that” I agree with the HS. ________ (Greek) confession means “saying the same thing”, agreeing with. God says, “I don’t like that, Debbie” and I say, “I don’t either, Jesus. What should we do about it?” Grab it by the scruff of the neck; bring it back to the cross.
You know when I keep doing that, I keep on the cutting edge. You know it’s not so much fun, because every time that happens, I have to humble myself. I see, Carl, that I’m not finished. And I’m so disappointed with myself. But you know what? There’s something good about that. Because when I do that, I realize how much I need Jesus! And then the joy of my salvation is restored. I haven’t graduated from changing. I still need Jesus. I still need His grace. I still need His forgiveness. And I keep grabbing those attitudes & bringing them back again & again. And I know this: If I will keep on doing that, especially now in my 2nd half—I’m 47, I’ve heard that 45 is mid-life, so I’m in my 2nd half like you—but if I will continue doing that this 2nd half, I know I will finish the course, having kept the faith. Nothing matters quite as much as how you finish the race!

God forgets things. That’s good news & that’s bad news. It’s not over until it’s all over. It’s not how we begin the race, but how we finish the race. I’ve found myself increasingly more humble as I’ve taken this position in Springfield. I realize that the position doesn’t make the person. I’m just a little peanut with a long title. And if I start to think I’m any better because I have my name on my office or a title, the higher I think I am, the harder I will fall. And God says that those who exalt themselves will fall. So in my new position I find myself ever more humbled & I try to humble myself & respond ever more delicately to the HS that I will not turn Him away.

My friends, you are my heroes. The reason I was so delighted when Barb called & invited me to speak is so that I could come & say, “Thank you. Thank you for all you’ve invested in our district.”, but also to come & ask you to pray. Will you pray for us? Pray for this church that you love! Pray for this fellowship, & pray that the fire will remain strong in your heart, that Pentecost will burn as bright as it ever has & that you & I will remain humble & responsive so that we will finish that course; & that the things that God forgets will always be good news for us. It’s just fine that he forgets the evil. But let Him NOT forget the good! And the way you will guarantee that God does not forget the good is if you keep doing good until you cross the finish line!
Nancy, would you come as we close our time in prayer?

