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Every now and again, we hear said or perhaps even say it ourselves, “Let’s just forget about the 

past and go forward.”  Now there are some contexts in which this is good, sound advice.  After 

all, even Paul said that we should forget the things behind and press on.  You don’t want to 

spend your entire life beating yourself up on issues that are already forgiven and forgotten.   

 

However, totally forgetting the past can be a very dangerous thing when it comes to going 

forward for God, because when Israel forgot the past, she failed in the present.  The memory of 

past history can be a “great safeguard of the future.” 

 

Asaph was a man who remembered the past and he wanted Israel to remember the past.  

Specifically what he wanted Israel to remember were the things that made God so angry that He 

punished her.  The reason why he wanted Israel to remember this was so that she would not 

do the things again that would anger God.  He wanted her to experience the full blessings of 

God and remembering some of the past would be helpful in this.   

 

Now we may notice from the superscription that this is a maskil of Asaph.  Asaph wrote this for 

the purpose of study and instruction.  The point of the Psalm is this: 

 

IT IS EXTREMELY IMPORTANT FOR GOD’S PEOPLE TO REMEMBER PAST 

TIMES OF FAILURE WHEN GOD  PUNISHED  HIS PEOPLE SO THEY MAY 

CHOOSE THE PATH OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND BLESSING AND NOT HAVE TO 

BE PUNISHED AGAIN. 

 

God does not want His people to forget everything about the past.  He wants His people to 

specifically remember what life was like when they were not right with Him and what it is like 

when they are right with Him.  We may notice from verse 1 that this Psalm is written for “my 

people.”  So this Psalm is written to and for believers, not unbelievers. 

 

Our message to an unbeliever is to come to Christ and forget the past.  But the message to the 

believer is remember things from the past so that you will not repeat it. 

 

Now this Psalm breaks down into three main sections: 

 

SECTION #1 – The challenge to  listen  to the instruction of the history of Israel and  learn  

                              from it.  78:1-8 

 

Now when we read verse 1, we cannot help but see that the emphasis is on listening to the 

instruction of the Word of God.  This is a critical key to a life that ends up pleasing God.  This is 

the key to a life that does not have to be corrected by God.  A person who listens to the Word of 

God is making various judgments all the time and if we judge ourselves we will not be judged. 

 

Now there is much in the Scripture that is historical and that historical data is not there to put 

words on paper; they are there for didactic purposes. 
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According to verse 2, Asaph was going to use some dark moments of Israel’s history as a form 

of parabolic instruction.  According to verse 3, these dark stories were true stories that had been 

passed down from their fathers.  In fact, according to verse 4, it is imperative that every 

generation learn these things because they speak of the wonderful work of God.   

 

John Phillips said one of the worst attitudes that parents can adopt is an attitude that says, “I am 

not going to force religion on my children.  I am going to let them make up their own minds 

when they are old enough.” What will happen if you take that position is the world and godless 

teachers will eat them alive.  It is the job of the parent to not conceal the truth of God from 

their children (Psalms, Vol. 1, pp. 644-645).  According to verse 5, it is the parent’s respons-

ibility to tell their children about the praises and strength and power of God. 

 

Asaph says in verses 5-7 that the reason why he is presenting these stories is so that the children 

can know about God’s special relationship with Israel.  They needed to know that they can put 

their trust and confidence in God.  They never want to forget about His work and they always 

need to obey His Word. 

 

The problem is clearly stated in verse 8.  The track record of Israel’s history is one of rebellion.  

Israel’s history is the story of how God chose a people and gave His Word to His people and His 

people rebelled against His Word. 

 

Israel lost many blessings of God because of her rebellion and it was the fathers who led the 

nation that way.  There is no question that fathers will affect their children.   

 

SECTION #2 – The challenge to  remember  the illustration of Ephraim.  78:9-11 

 

Ephraim was the largest tribe in northern Israel that lived in very plush land.  This area was 

known to be an area richly blessed by God.  But the “sons of Ephraim” were not known for their 

faithfulness to God.  We are not certain as to the specific historical background on this, but 

because they did not train their young people to think about God and honor God, there are four 

negative facts brought out: 

 

Fact #1 - God’s people were well- equipped  to fight a good fight.  78:9a 

 

Now apparently we get a glimpse here of the problem; instead of trusting in God, they trusted in 

their bows and arrows.  They did not trust in God for victory, they trusted in themselves. 

 

Fact #2 - God’s people  turned  from their responsibility in the face of the fight.  78:9b 

 

They had the weapons and the training, but when they were in the battle, they ran away.  

Because they did not trust in God, God let them be defeated like a bunch of cowards. 
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Fact #3 - God’s people did not  obey  God’s Word.  78:10 

 

They did not guard the Word of God or walk according to His Word.  John Calvin said when a 

believer refuses to walk according to the Word of God, it adds to the “enormity of their guilt.” 

 

Fact #4 - God’s people  forgot  about all God had done for them.  78:11 

 

This is shameful.  This is disgraceful.  Again, as Calvin said this is not just stupidity, this is “a 

monstrous thing” (The Book of Psalms, p. 238).  There was a total breakdown in the people of 

God.  Instead of accomplishing things for God, they accomplished nothing.  They did not go 

forward, they went backward.  They did not develop in their faith and relationship with God; in 

fact, they forgot God. 

 

SECTION #3 – The list of things Israel  forgot  led to her downfall.  78:12-72 

 

As incredible as it may seem, there are at least twenty-one realities Israel forgot.  Some of the 

things are miraculous and one would think would be impossible to forget: 

 

Reality #1 - Israel forgot about God’s  deliverance  at the Red Sea.  78:12-13 

 

Zoan was one of the oldest cities in Egypt.  It is clear from verse 43 that Moses performed some 

of the great signs in this very field.  Furthermore, as verse 13 says, God parted the Sea for Israel. 

She forgot about this. 

 

Reality #2 - Israel forgot about God’s miraculous  leading .  78:14 

 

God literally had miraculously and physically led Israel as a nation and they forgot it.   

 

Reality #3 - Israel forgot about God’s miraculous  provisions .  78:15-16 

 

God provided food and water for Israel.  He did not give her just provisions, but “abundant” 

provisions. 

 

Reality #4 - Israel forgot about how she sinned and  rebelled  against God.  78:17-18 

 

These people persisted in their evil sin and were persistent in their lust-crazed existence. 

 

Reality #5 - Israel forgot about how she  spoke  against God.  78:19-20 

 

They actually questioned God’s ability to supply their needs.  Think of this, they saw God do so 

much and they still are questioning God’s ability to supply. 
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Reality #6 - Israel forgot about how she  angered  God.  78:21-22 

 

Notice why she angered God: because she did not believe in Him or trust in His salvation.  They 

trusted more in themselves to save themselves than in God.  Israel forgot about how she 

disbelieved God.    

 

Reality #7 - Israel forgot about how God cared for her and  provided  for her in spite of her  

                      rebellion.  78:23-30 

 

God could have rained fire and brimstone; but instead He rained manna and birds. 

 

Reality #8 - Israel forgot how God  killed  some of them.  78:31 

 

Reality #9 - Israel forgot about how she would not  repent .  78:32 

 

Some say if I could just see God perform some miracle I would believe.  That would not last 

long. 

 

Reality #10 - Israel forgot about how God brought her  terror  and  destruction .  78:33 

 

Reality #11 - Israel forgot about how God’s terrifying judgment brought her to a 

                         temporary  repentance.  78:34-35 

 

There were some rare moments in Israel’s history when the terrible things that happened to her 

caused her to turn back to God.  What is so sad is that she could have used the great blessings 

and provisions of God to turn back to God; but that did not do it. 

 

Reality #12 - Israel forgot about their  deception .  78:36-37 

 

God’s people were liars and their hearts were not devoted to Him.  They made their “confessions 

of faith,” but their hearts were not steadfast for God and His Word.  It seems to me that lying is a 

key problem among God’s people in the O.T. and the N.T..  We are supposed to be truthful 

people, not deceitful people. 

 

Reality #13 - Israel forgot about God’s amazing  Grace .  78:38-39 

 

God is compassionate and forgiving to His people because He remembers they are fleshly 

sinners.  Time and time again when God has the right to pour out judgment, He does not do it. 

 

Reality #14 - Israel forgot about the multiple times they  rebelled  against God.  78:40-41 

 

When people get out of fellowship with God, they do things that grieve Him, not please Him. 
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Reality #15 - Israel forgot about God’s great  delivering  power from the Egyptians.  78:42-53 

 

This was an epoch moment in Israel’s history when God targeted their enemies with miraculous 

plagues and she forgot it. 

 

Reality #16 - Israel forgot about God’s great  power  in leading her to the Promised Land. 

                        78:54-55 
 

Reality #17 - Israel forgot how she  rebelled  against God in the Promised Land.  78:56-58 

 

Reality #18 - Israel forgot how God temporarily  abandoned  her and let her be destroyed. 

                         78:59-64 

 

Reality #19 - Israel forgot about God’s  restoration  and  salvation  of Israel.  78:65-66 

 

Reality #20 - Israel forgot about God’s  rejection  of Israel.  78:67 

 

God rejected some of the people who totally turned their backs on Him.  There is no worse 

empty status in the entire world as the one that says, “I am rejected by God.”  It is a lonely and 

empty existence. 

 

Reality #21 - Israel forgot about God’s  promotion  of Israel.  78:68-72 

 

Now we are not too surprised that she forgot about God promoting Judah over Joseph and 

Ephraim, but what is surprising is that she forgot about her King David (v. 70)  whom God 

appointed because he had a heart for God.   

 

David was probably the King when this Psalm was written and many in Israel were so alienated 

from God, they were forgetting about David and his commitment to the Lord. 

 

Think for a moment of times in our lives when we have really blown it as a believer.  Think back 

to those moments of loneliness, emptiness, the weariness and the despair.  Now in remembering 

this, think about God’s grace and all you have seen God do for you in blessing you. 

 

Which kind of relationship do we want with God?  Israel forgot all about this; we must make 

certain we do not make the same mistake.  That is the key point of Psalm 78. 


