
How Soon We Forget 

Exodus 32:1-14 

 

Here we are again, September 11th.  A day burned into the memory of anyone 

living in this country on that fateful day in 2001.  I believe most of us would have 

immediate answers to the question, “Where were you when you heard about the 

Twin Towers?”  Our national pain wasn’t limited to just the World Trade Center 

falling, the Pentagon – the hub of our national defense - had been hit as well.  And 

things could have been even worse were it not for the courageous passengers on 

United Airlines Flight 93, who thwarted the hijackers, causing the plane to crash in 

a field in Shanksville, PA. 

 

My recollection of that day is of being in Lancaster at a seminar on the healing 

power of humor.  The seminar had started when one of the organizers entered the 

room to share some news.  Since not all the attendees had arrived, I thought 

perhaps someone had been in an accident and that was the news they would share.  

Instead, the woman announced that the first of the Twin Towers had been struck by 

an airplane.  We were all in shock.  Someone wheeled a television into the meeting 

room and all eyes were glued to the images on the screen.  As we all watched in 

disbelief, a second plane hit the other tower.  It was decided that given the events 

unfolding before our eyes, it would be inappropriate to continue with the subject of 

the day.  Those of us who could were asked to stay to have lunch since the food 

was already prepared.  My coworkers and I ate a hurried lunch and then began the 

drive back to Souderton.  I wondered, would our son Michael, an Army reservist, 

be called on to respond to New York City?  In a call to our son Christopher later 

that night I learned that the Dublin Fire Company, where he is a volunteer fireman, 



was on standby to respond to New York if needed.  They were not called on to 

respond; however, Michael’s reserve unit would be mobilized to Iraq in 2005 as 

part of the war in response to the events of September 11. 

 

Each year our nation pauses to remember the events of that fateful day, just as we 

have paused to remember the events of December 7, the day Pearl Harbor was 

bombed in 1941, or November 22, the day President Kennedy was assassinated in 

1963.  And it’s not just traumatic events that we recall, think about July 4th and our 

liberation from the tyranny of the king of England.  But why do we stop to 

remember these dramatic and traumatic events?  We stop because these are very 

significant events in our nation’s history.  Think about it, don’t we stop as 

individuals to remember birthdays, anniversaries, and other significant life events?  

Of course, we do, but, again, why?  Could it be that being human beings, with 

relatively short attention spans when faced with the enormity of time, that we 

would forget these things unless we make a special effort to remember them? 

 

I think that may be what happened to the Israelites as they made their way through 

the desert following their escape from slavery in Egypt under Pharaoh.  Had they 

already forgotten how God had heard their cries for freedom and sent Moses to 

challenge Pharaoh to let his people go?  What about the gift of the Passover, when 

they were spared as the angel of death ravaged Egypt, claiming the first born of 

every family?  Had they forgotten the massive walls of water that allowed them to 

cross the Red Sea on dry land, only to come crashing down and consuming the 

Egyptian army that had pursued them as they made their escape?  Or did they 

forget the pillar of smoke and fire that had guided them to the place they now 

found themselves at the foot of Mt. Sinai?  God had shown himself in many 

powerful ways to these people, yet here they are in this story, only a few months 



removed from these fantastic events, and they are ready to worship other gods.  

What gives with these people?! It seems their impatience for Moses to return from 

his confab with God has them giving in to baser instincts. 

 

And we might ask what gives with Aaron, Moses’ brother, who has been left in 

charge while Moses is on the mountain communing with God?  The same Aaron 

who was consecrated as high priest of the Lord Most High just before Moses hiked 

up the mountain.  What was he thinking when he asked the people to give up their 

gold to mold into an idol?  Had he, too, forgotten his place and the God he was 

charged to serve? 

 

I think from the reading we can cut Aaron a little bit of slack.  It would appear that 

in order to keep the rabble from rioting, he suggests that they give up their 

treasures, hoping that this might be enough to deter them from the path they are 

choosing.  He is surprised and now up against a hard place when the people gladly 

give of their possessions to cast an idol.  Already the people have forgotten the 

commandment to not cast graven images of the Lord and Aaron has set himself up 

for trouble.  Still he tries to keep the people focused on the Lord who has brought 

them this far: 

 Exodus 32:5 (NIV2011)  

5  When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, 

“Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD.” 

 

Through his words and the offering of the prescribed sacrifices, Aaron tried to 

keep the people focused on worshipping Yahweh.  Unfortunately, after eating and 

drinking their fill, the people forgot proper behavior before the altar and went a bit 

overboard with their partying. 



Unfortunately for them, God hadn’t forgotten to keep an eye on things at the base 

of the mountain while he met with Moses and decided to deal decisively with these 

“stiff-necked people”.  At this point Moses pleads for the people and even turns 

down God’s offer to make a great nation of him alone.  At this God decides to 

forget his planned destruction of these fickle folks. 

 

I found myself wondering how an entire nation could so easily forget all that God 

had done for them in such a short period of time.  Where I work there are many 

people who forget a lot, but they are dealing with dementia, so we know why they 

are forgetful.  But what about everyone else?  So, I did a little research on the 

subject of forgetting.  There are several schools of thought on why we forget.  An 

article from the guest blog of ScientificAmerican.com talks about these ideas. 

 

It is believed that decay, or the passing of time, wears away at our memories until 

they are no longer available to us.  I find it hard to believe that the entire Israelite 

nation had its collective memory wiped out in only a few months. 

 

The other theory is called interference.  This is when memories become less 

accessible because of the interference of similar information acquired before or 

after their formation.  This I believe might have happened to the Israelites in the 

desert.  They had been exposed to so many mighty miracles back-to-back-to-back, 

that each memory was overwritten by the next, perhaps to the point that they were 

unable to sort them all out.  Maybe even wondering if any of it was real. 

 

For whatever reason, it would seem that forgetting was a big deal in the early days 

of God’s people.  Of the 60 times the word forget shows up in the Bible, 55 of 

them are found in the Old Testament.  The remaining 5 show up in the Epistles – 3 



in Hebrews and 2 in 2 Peter.  Even the followers of Jesus needed to be reminded to 

not forget what they had learned and to practice what Jesus taught. 

 

Why is forgetting such a problem?  We see in our story that forgetting led the 

people into sin.  Had they remembered what they had seen and heard, they would 

have been less likely to press Aaron to provide them with a false idol in place of 

the Living God who had rescued and sustained them up to that point. 

 

The lesson for us today is to not forget all that God has done for us and 

commanded us to do.  King David understood this need when he wrote these words 

in Psalm 78: 

Psalm 78:5-8 (NIV2011)  

5  He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he 

commanded our ancestors to teach their children,  

6  so the next generation would know them, even the children yet to be born, 

and they in turn would tell their children.  

7  Then they would put their trust in God and would not forget his deeds but 

would keep his commands.  

8  They would not be like their ancestors— a stubborn and rebellious 

generation, whose hearts were not loyal to God, whose spirits were not 

faithful to him.  

 

At this point you might ask how we have been forgetful in relation to God?  I’m 

sorry to say that all we have to do is look around us.  God tells us to care for 

orphans and widows, yet children and the elderly are among the most 

impoverished in what is believed to be the richest nation in the world. God told his 

people to welcome the alien and treat them like one of their own, yet around the 



world the alien and foreigner is being villainized rather than welcomed. From the 

beginning, God gave stewardship of the earth over to man, yet our waters and air 

are polluted, fertile ground has been stripped and is now barren, deep holes have 

been dug in the ground to harvest riches from below.  Forests burn not just because 

of drought and lightning strikes, but because people want to clear the land for their 

own purposes.  Many of God’s creatures are disappearing because of our desire to 

build more monuments to our own greatness pushing animals out of their habitats. 

 

On a more mundane level have we forgotten to give thanks for sunrises and 

sunsets, family and friends, work that sustains us, modern medicine that is 

advancing cures against any number of illnesses, and a myriad of gifts that can go 

unnoticed unless we remember to look for them?  All good gifts from a God that 

loves us.  Those folks in the desert forgot about how God had helped them, falling 

into the sin of seeking other gods.  That can easily enough happen to us, too. 

 

How can this happen?  Just like it did to the Israelites in the desert.  They grew 

impatient and took matters into their own hands.  It is likely that not everyone 

decided at once, but that a faction worked everyone up to the point of sinning 

against God.  These words from 2 Peter remind us of how this could happen to us 

today: 

 

2 Peter 3:3-9 (NIV2011)  

3  Above all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, 

scoffing and following their own evil desires.  

4  They will say, “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised? Ever since our 

ancestors died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation.”  

5  But they deliberately forget that long ago by God’s word the heavens came 



into being and the earth was formed out of water and by water.  

6  By these waters also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed.  

7  By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, 

being kept for the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly.  

8  But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a 

thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.  

9  The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. 

Instead he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to 

come to repentance.  

 

The Israelites in the desert grew weary waiting for Moses to come down from the 

mountain.  We can grow weary waiting for Christ’s return.  The ancients and even 

those of us today may think that God has forgotten us.  Yet we have this promise 

given in Isaiah: 

 

Isaiah 49:15-16 (NIV2011)  

15  “Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on 

the child she has borne? Though she may forget, I will not forget you!  

16  See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands; your walls are ever 

before me.  

   

What a wonderful promise for a forgetful people! 

 

Join me for prayer: 

 

Dear Lord, we are a forgetful people who have been blessed by a God who 

Himself forgets our sins and does not hold them against us any longer, thanks to 



the sacrifice of his son Jesus Christ.  Help us to remember the many blessings you 

have bestowed on us and bring us into a closer relationship with you.  We ask this 

in the name of Jesus.  AMEN 
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