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The comedian Steve Martin, on his “Comedy is Not Pretty” album, famously 

said these words: 
 

You can be a millionaire, and never pay taxes.  You can have one 

million dollars, and never pay taxes.  You say, “Steve, how can I 

be a millionaire and never pay taxes?” 
 

First, get a million dollars.  
 

Now – you say, “Steve, what do I say to the tax man when he 

comes to my door and says, ‘You have never paid taxes.’?” 
 

Two simple words.  Two simple words in the English language: “I 

forgot.”   
 

*   *   * 
 

This week, our readings in The Long Story Short focus on the worst disaster 

to befall the Jews in biblical history.  Last Monday we read 2 Kings 17, 

describing the destruction of the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 733 BC by 

the Assyrian Empire.  After this invasion, these ten Jewish tribes disappear 

off the face of the earth.  And this week, starting on Tuesday, we read about 

what happens 150 years later to the Southern Kingdom of Judah: Jerusalem 

is destroyed by the Babylonians.  The walls of Jerusalem are knocked down, 

the Temple is leveled, and the entire ruling class of Judah—the king, his 

court, the priests, the military commanders, the business leaders, the 

teachers, the administrators—are hauled off to exile to live in the city of 

Babylon, 900 miles away in Iraq, where they remain in exile for 70 years. 
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The Exile—it’s the lowest point in The Story of the Old Testament.  Even 

lower than when the Jews were slaves in Egypt—because that wasn’t their 

fault.  The Jews were slaves in Egypt because the new Pharaoh forgot about 

Joseph and his service to previous pharaohs.  But the reason why Jerusalem 

is destroyed, and the Temple is looted, and two generations of God’s people 

are forced to live in exile is entirely their own fault: 
 

   “This is what the LORD says: … I placed Jerusalem at the center of the 

nations, but she has rebelled against my commandments and decrees and has 

been even more wicked than the surrounding nations. 

   “… Therefore, I myself, the LORD, am now your enemy. … 

   “As surely as I live, says the LORD, I will cut you off completely. I will 

show you no pity because you have defiled my Temple with your vile idols and 

detestable sins. … 

   “So I will turn you into a ruin, a mockery in the eyes of the surrounding 

nations and to all who pass by.”1  
  

How did this happen?  How could God’s people have fallen so far, so far 

away from God?  Well, we are given an intriguing insight into why all this 

happened from an episode in Judah’s history right before the Babylonians 

conquer them.  In the reign of King Josiah—like Hezekiah, whom Becky 

preached on last week, one of the few good kings—we are given a stunning, 

simple, Steve-Martinish, two-worded answer: “they forgot.” 
  

Here’s the background.  King Josiah becomes king of the Southern Kingdom 

of Judah at age 8, after his father Amon, who was an awful king, was 

assassinated by his own palace servants only two years into his reign.2  But 

from the beginning, Josiah demonstrates a unique character that sets him 

apart from all of the other kings of Judah: “Josiah did what was pleasing in 

the LORD’s sight and followed the example of his ancestor David. He did 

not turn away from doing what was right.”3 

                                       
1 Ezekiel 5: 5-15 
2 2 Kings 21:19-23 
3 2 Kings 22:2 
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When Josiah turns 26, he tackles one of the responsibilities of being king—

the Temple is starting to get a little run down, there are lots of minor repairs 

that need to be done and a few major repairs as well.  So Josiah sends 

Shaphan, his secretary, to Hilkiah, the high priest, to ask for a count of the 

money that’s been collecting the Temple offering box in order to fund the 

repairs.  But when Hilkiah reports back to Shaphan, he says that he’s found 

something else.  Listen to God’s Word from 2 Kings 22: 
 

   Hilkiah the high priest said to Shaphan the court secretary, “I have found 

the Book of the Law in the LORD’s Temple!” Then Hilkiah gave the scroll to 

Shaphan, and he read it. 

 Shaphan went to the king and reported, “Your officials have turned over the 

money collected at the Temple of the LORD to the workers and supervisors at 

the Temple.”  Then Shaphan told the king, “Hilkiah the priest has also given 

me a scroll.” So Shaphan read it to the king.   

   When the king heard what was written in the Book of the Law, he tore his 

clothes in despair.  
  

This is how bad things have gotten.  Not only have the kings of Israel and 

Judah been rotten kings—practicing idolatry, failing to establish justice, 

neglecting to protect the weak—forgotten” in the sense that they paid no 

attention to it, but forgotten in the most literal sense—nobody remembers 

that there were any laws, nobody remembers that God has given them His 

Law, nobody even remembers there was a scroll where God’s Law been 

written down.  The people have forgotten everything—everything—that God 

has ever told them.  Until Hilkiah the high priest goes the Temple collection 

chest to gather some funds for a capital repair campaign and he happens to 

notice that there’s this dusty old scroll wedged behind the collection chest.  

And Hilkiah says to himself, “I wonder what this is.”  And he blows off the 

dust, opens up the scroll, and he reads it, and says to himself, “Oh boy.”  

And Hilkiah takes the scroll to Shaphan the court secretary, and Shaphan 

reads it, and he says to himself, “Oh boy.”  And then Shaphan takes the 

scroll to King Josiah and reads it to him, and Josiah tears his clothes in 

despair. 
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Most scholars think that the scroll that was found was what we call the Book 

of Deuteronomy—a summary of God’s Law delivered by Moses in a long 

sermon to the Jews as they stood across the Jordan River preparing to enter 

the Promised Land.  Because one of the key refrains throughout 

Deuteronomy, a phrase Moses repeats again and again, is that once they’ve 

taken over Palestine and settled there and life is good—don’t forget! 
 

   “Beware that in your plenty you do not forget the LORD your God and 

disobey his commands…that I am giving you today.  For when you have 

become full and prosperous and have built fine homes to live in, and when 

your flocks and herds have become very large and your silver and gold have 

multiplied along with everything else, be careful!  Don’t…forget the LORD, 

who rescued you from slavery in the land of Egypt. … Remember the LORD 

your God!”4 
 

In other words, avoid those two simple words: “I forgot.” 
  

Can you imagine being that lost, that clueless, that far off the path?  For 50 

years—50 years, from the time of terrible King Manasseh—the Jews had 

failed to read, to hear, to reflect upon, or to follow God’s word.  They shut 

God’s word out of their lives—they stuffed it in the back of a closet.  It 

would be like if 50 years from now—in 2068—some deacon is rummaging 

around the worship closet to find a match to light the candles and stumbles 

across a book and takes it to the Session and says, “Look what I found in the 

closet.  It’s a book that begins, ‘In the beginning God created the heavens 

and the earth ... .’” 
  

What makes Josiah a good king is that he not only receives the Book of the 

Law as God’s word, but he responds wholeheartedly to it.  From chapter 23: 
 

   Then King Josiah summoned all the elders of Judah.  And the king went up 

to the Temple of the LORD with all the people, along with the priests and the 

prophets…. There the king read to them the entire Book of the Covenant that 

had been found in the Temple.   

                                       
4 Deuteronomy 8:11-18 
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   Then the king…renewed the covenant in the LORD’s presence.  He pledged 

to obey the LORD by keeping all his commands, laws, and decrees with all his 

heart and soul.  In this way, Josiah confirmed all the terms of the covenant 

that were written in the scroll.  And all the people pledged themselves to the 

covenant. 
 

*   *   * 
  

It is sad but true that a significant dynamic in all of our Christian lives is that 

we have a tendency to forget.  It’s a problem we all struggle with all the 

time: 
 

• Sometimes we forget there is a God 

• Sometimes we forget that God loves us. 

• Sometimes we forget to love God with all of our hearts. 

• Sometimes we forget to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

• Sometimes we forget that what God wants from us, every moment of 

every day, is to walk in His will and ways. 
   

A cynic might say, “It’s easy to forget about God—God’s invisible.”  But I 

don’t think that’s the key dynamic here.  I think part of our weakness, part of 

our sinfulness, is that we forget all kinds of important things in our lives. 
   

For example—if any of you have ever read a marriage enrichment book, you 

know this is true.  One marital exercise that has always surprised me is the 

one where it recommends that, each day, you set aside just three minutes to 

be alone with your spouse.  You sit directly across from each other, you hold 

hands, and for three minutes you say absolutely nothing—you just look each 

other in the eyes.  (Try it sometime, it is incredibly powerful!)  And what’s 

the point?  The point is so you don’t forget.  It reminds you how much 

you’re in love with this person.  For those three minutes, you’re being as 

intimate as you can be, as loving as you can be, with this person whom you 

sometimes forget is the joy of your life. 
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No, we don’t forget about God because God is invisible.  We forget about 

God because it’s easy, because it’s convenient, because more than we’d like 

to admit we push God out to the periphery of our lives, as if the whole “God 

thing” is this part of life that’s nice and special, but optional, something that 

always takes a back seat to “real life.”  We forget for the exact same reason 

that Adam forgot that God prohibited eating that particular fruit—because it 

gets in the way of what we’d rather do. 
  

*   *   * 
   

A vital part of being a Christian, being a follower of Jesus Christ, is simply 

remembering.  Simply remembering that there is a God, that this God is real 

and present, that God calls us to live a specific kind of life shaped after the 

pattern of Jesus. 
   

So how do we avoid the “I forgot syndrome”?  We avoid the “I forgot 

syndrome” by building into our lives spiritual habits, spiritual practices, 

spiritual disciplines that fight against the ever-present tendency of our self-

centered and self-occupied selves to forget. 
   

Several years ago, Becky and I were on vacation in Italy.  We spent the last 

four days driving around the Tuscan countryside—a really beautiful 

landscape filled with wonderful ancient hilltop towns. 
   

On our final day, Becky plotted our drive back to Rome so that we could 

stop at two monasteries.  The first was this gorgeous place perched on a cliff 

with a magnificent view of Tuscany.  The other was called Sant’Antimo 

Abbey.  Becky timed our arrival so that we could participate in one of the 

monks’ seven daily prayer services—the third service, at the sixth hour (that 

is, noon), which went by the Latin word for “six”—“Sext”.  (We were 

thrown off a bit when we were clarifying the details at our hotel, where the 

manager spoke less than perfect English, and he excitedly assured us that if 

we arrived at Sant’Antimo Abbey by noon we could see the monks 

“sexting”!). 
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With about two dozen other tourists joining us in the nave, precisely at noon 

four monks entered the chancel, knelt, and began to pray in song.  It was a 

simple prayer service, with simple chanted melodies, led by one monk with 

the other three responding, lasting about 20 minutes.  It was in Latin, of 

course, so it was not entirely clear what was being prayed.  But what a great 

image of spiritual discipline, that these monks were humble enough and 

realistic enough and disciplined enough to know that without building in 

seven times of prayer into their day, they might forget. 
  

*   *   * 
   

Don’t forget.   
  

That’s what this table is about.  We celebrate this meal because Jesus said, 

“Do this remembering me.”   

   

Friends: “I forgot” is not an acceptable excuse.  “I forgot” is not a legitimate 

explanation.  “I forgot” is not a successful strategy for living as a disciple of 

Jesus Christ.  Because we have a God who has done so much for us, who has 

been so gracious to us, who has blessed us time and time again.  So let’s 

remember, and be faithful.  AMEN 
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