
“Thus says the LORD, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters, who brings forth chariot and horse, army
and warrior; they lie down, they cannot rise, they are extinguished, quenched like a wick: “Remember not the former things,
nor consider the things of old. Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a
way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert. The wild beasts will honor me, the jackals and the ostriches, for I give water
in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself that they might
declare my praise.” 

Dear Friends in Christ, and fellow redeemed:

It’s been quite some time since I have been back to my hometown of Kitchener, Ontario. The last time I was “home”, if you
will, was for the Lutheran Church–Canada that was held there in 2017. While it was a busy time, there was also time for a bit
of a walk down memory lane. Yet, as Thomas Wolfe wrote, “you can’t go home again”. Things were different. Streets I knew
well years ago were no longer easily travelled. The city was putting in a light rail system that was creating havoc on many
streets. I drove by my old church, which was the same, but the neighbourhood around it was different. A condominium complex
now stood where homes of friends and congregational members had been. The Schneider’s Meats plant where I had worked
for 4 summers during university was now shuttered and in disrepair. My high school, which had been just newly opened when
I went into grade nine now looked as if its glory days were behind it. The house that I grew up in wasn’t the house I grew up
in. It was different. The yard was different. The paint was a different colour. It didn’t look like I remembered. That is what
Wolfe was saying: you can’t go home again. If you try to return to a place you remember from the past it won't be the same
as you remember it.

It isn’t a bad thing to enjoy a little bit of nostalgia every once in awhile. A trip down memory lane can be quite enjoyable! But
we can also become trapped in remembering only what was and thereby miss what God is continuing to do for us day by day.
As Isaiah writes the words of our text, the people of Israel are in captivity in Babylon, as God’s just punishment upon their sins
and unbelief. The glory days of David are long gone. They are sad and weak and helpless. A trip down memory lane only seems
to emphasize all the more the misery of their captivity and the loss of home.

Even though we may have those moments when we long for the good old days, Isaiah directs us to a better focus; to a confident
trust in God’s deliverance for His people. Like St. Paul in our Epistle lesson today, we say: “But one thing I do: forgetting
what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God
in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 3:13–14, ESV) We have a better focus: to remember and to rejoice in all that is ours in Jesus Christ.

Whether we look back, look ahead, or even just look around at our lives day by day, there has always been one constant, one
sure and certain hope. Oh, I know there are times where we have trouble seeing it, but even in the cloudiest days or darkest
nights of our life, our great and loving God has always been with us. He has always been at work for our good. In our text,
Isaiah reminds the people who are moping and longing for the good old days of all that God had done for them. Isaiah speaks
of the way that God made a path through the Red Sea, so that His people could flee from the Egyptians, and how God also
destroyed the horses and chariots of the Egyptian army so that they cannot rise, they are extinguished, quenched like a wick.
God’s deliverance of His people from the plague of the death of the firstborn in Egypt through the blood of the Passover lamb,
and His mighty miracle at the Red Sea were to be remembered every year as the people celebrated the Passover. We can go
just a few chapters further into Isaiah’s prophecy, and God will say: “Remember this and stand firm, recall it to mind, you
transgressors, remember the former things of old; for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me.”
(Isaiah 46:8–9, ESV)

But here God says through Isaiah: “Remember not the former things, nor consider the things of old.” God doesn’t want His
people to be trapped into only remembering the ‘good old days’. He isn’t telling them that they should forget, but rather that
they need to see what God is doing for them now, even as they look to what God will still do for them. The Lord will bring
His people back to the land He had promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He will use pagan king for his purpose, to bring
freedom to His people. He will lead them, promising: I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert. The land
that had been neglected will again flourish under His gracious hand. As they trust in Him, they will see and know His grace
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day by day.

God’s mighty works of the past are always testimony to his power and faithfulness. His glory and majesty are revealed in the
world He created so that David declares: “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.”
(Psalm 19:1, ESV) God shows again and again that He, and He alone can rescue and save His people. The idols of wood and stone
and precious metals have no power. God is seen in His mighty deeds.

Yet God doesn’t just work in the past. He always gives His people just what they need for each new day. That is why Isaiah
calls us to a better focus–not just on what was, but on what is and what will be. God says: Behold, I am doing a new thing;
now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? God continues to work for our good. He does it in spite of our sin. He does it in
spite of our indifference to Him and His truth. He does it out of His boundless love and mercy, just as He did for the people
of Israel; just as He has done since the fall of Adam and Eve in the garden. 

We look to the God who works this new thing–this great work of our deliverance and salvation. All of God’s acts of the past
point us to His greatest act and His most precious gift as the Eternal Son delivers us from sin, death and Satan through His death
and resurrection. We may not think of ourselves being in a situation as ugly as the Babylonian captivity was for the people of
Israel, yet Jesus tells us: “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin.” (John 8:34, ESV) Sin holds us
in its grasp. It leaves us weak and helpless. It always ends the same way: “For the wages of sin is death.” (Romans 6:23, ESV) 

Paul knew that slavery. That is why he tried so hard to be “ a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a
persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.” (Philippians 3:5–6, ESV) But Paul also came to realize how
empty and powerless he was to save himself. Thankfully, by the grace of God, Paul was given a better focus. The Holy Spirit
opened his eyes to see the new and wonderful thing God has done in giving His Son as our Saviour. Our Old Testament canticle
this morning is from Isaiah, too, and was the Old Testament reading last week. What a joy it is to know that “the LORD GOD
is my strength and my song, and he has become my salvation.” (Isaiah 12:2, ESV) That glorious song isn’t about a mere return
to the good old days. It is the declaration of that new life we have as forgiven people in Jesus Christ. When Paul came to know
that truth through Jesus Christ, he joyously declared: “But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.
Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have
suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having
a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from
God that depends on faith— that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming
like him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.” (Philippians 3:7–11, ESV) 

My dear people, loved by God, that should be our focus, too. We do remember what God has done, but we can and should
focus on what God is doing and will do for us. As the psalmist says: “Blessed be the Lord, who daily bears us up; God is our
salvation. Our God is a God of salvation, and to GOD, the Lord, belong deliverances from death.” (Psalm 68:19–20, ESV) 
We have this confidence because of the new and better salvation that God has made known in Jesus Christ. Christ is our focus.
In Him we are forgiven, for He took our humanity into His own divinity, so that He could suffer and die in our place. He bore
the burden of the cross for us all. He works something new through His resurrection from the dead. Through the faith that we
have as a gift of the Holy Spirit, we are alive in Christ. We will live in and with Christ. We don’t have to wax nostalgic for
the good old days. We look ahead to the glory that is ours in Christ. In the verses before our text, God says to us through Isaiah:
“Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.” (Isaiah 43:1, ESV) God marked us as His own
as He made a way for us through the waters of Holy Baptism. He continues to be with us, to care for us, and to give us the hope
of that new life in Him, which never ends.

We face each day, knowing what God has done for us. Best of all, we focus on His love, mercy and grace in Jesus Christ. Yes,
we too, can say: “ forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 3:13–14, ESV) Amen.
 


