This book first frightens, then entrances, then liberates. It frightens
as it lays bare the hidden idols of the heart. It entrances with the
promise of a treasure worth more than all our idols put together.
And ultimately, it liberates with a vision of Christ so compelling and
so powerful that the reader says, “O Lord, set me free and I will be
free indeed.” It’s easy to make people feel guilty about their idols.
Greg Dutcher inspires us to set aside our trinkets in pursuit of the
Ultimate Treasure.”
Dr. Ray Pritchard, president of Keep Believing Ministries
and author of An Anchor for the Soul, The Healing
Power of Forgiveness, He’s God and We're Not

The first two commandments and the cautionary history of ancient
Israel should set our hearts at their highest level of alert against
idolatry. Perhaps we are more sophisticated than our forefathers who
made wood and stone images of their gods—but ours are no less
deadly for being invisible. We need to drag them out into the light
and smash them to pieces in repentance. Greg Dutcher’s book serves
as a set of “night-vision goggles” to help us root these insidious idols
out of our hearts. Then he goes further and restores and renews us
in full-fledged adoration of Jesus.

Kris Lundgaard, author of The Enemy Within

Of the making of books that make us feel better there is no end, but
books that actually make us better are rare. Greg Dutcher has done
the rare thing: journeyed into the heart of darkness—our penchant
for idols—and then blazed a trail back into daylight. He dares to
tell us the bad news about ourselves in order that we can hear, clear
and fresh, the good news in spite of ourselves.
Mark Buchanan, author of 7he Rest of God: Restoring
Your Soul by Restoring Sabbath and Hidden in Plain Sight



Greg Dutcher’s book is excellent. It is biblical in content and very
well written. It is wonderful that Greg has made the subject so
accessible. He is a master of illustration. The discussion of the idols
of our lives leads to a strong affirmation of the gospel. This book
would be great for adult or high school Bible studies or as a gift for
an inquirer.
Dr. John Frame, professor of systematic theology and philosophy,
Reformed Theological Seminary, and author of
The Doctrine of God and Salvation Belongs to the Lord

This is a great book (and a needed one), and Greg’s writing is crisp
and fun.

Dr. Steve Brown, nationally syndicated

talk-show host, Key Life Network
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To Lisa

An exceptional wife, mother, and best friend. Thank you for enduring
my own idolatry, but most of all for loving me in spite of it.



Foreword

When God tells us not to worship idols, He is not talking only
about idols made of stone or wood. An idol is anything other than
the true God. And “idol worship” is not just the physical motion of
bowing down. It is the whole attitude of mind that puts anything
ahead of God in our lives. Understood in that way, all sin is idolatry.
If we are ruled by money, it becomes our god, the god Jesus called
“mammon” in Matthew 6:24. Paul said, indeed, that greed is idola-
try (Colossians 3:5).

So when we find ourselves going against God’s Word, it is help-
ful to ask the question, “What idol am I worshiping?” That is a
powerful question, because it exposes the heart. It asks us to inspect
our motives. When I am unkind to my wife, for example, it’s not a
mere slip. It shows that my heart is not right with God, that I love
myself more than my wife rather than giving to her the self-giving
love that Jesus gave me (Ephesians 5:25-32). My own convenience,
my own preferences, my own comfort have become my idol. When
we see our sins this way, as God does, we will be quicker to repent
of them.

Thinking about idolatry helps us to measure ourselves accu-
rately, to see how far we fall below God’s standards. For sin is never
a minor thing: cheating a bit on taxes, taking a doughnut without
paying, running a red light, spanking my child out of anger rather
than love. We so easily dismiss these things as minor and come up
feeling that we are doing pretty well in our Christian walk. But God
won'’t let us off that easily. These actions are symptoms of something
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deep. Sin is always a heart condition. God wants us to note them
and grieve for them. We have exchanged God’s truth for a lie, His
glory for other gods. Only when we recognize this can we see how
precious, by contrast, is the true and living God, and His Son Jesus
Christ.

And God wants us not just to acknowledge Christ, but to
acclaim Him, to praise Him, to recognize Him with our intellect,
will, and emotions as the greatest treasure that there is. The greatest
treasure deserves the greatest passion, the greatest love.

When we see our sin as idolatry, we come to appreciate far more
deeply what Christ has done for us on the cross. Idolatry is a prob-
lem we cannot fix, because it goes so deep. It places us under God’s
wrath and curse, and we can well understand why. Only God’s free
gift of salvation through Jesus can change our heart and turn it in
a new direction.

Greg Dutcher is a man who has thought long and hard about
idolatry and has been moved to praise Jesus as his greatest treasure.
He is just great at telling stories and providing apt illustrations. He
speaks to us where we are and lifts us up to be with Christ. I'm
delighted he has published this book, and I pray that it gets a large
readership. This book can lead the church out of its complacency
with sin and its superficial understanding of redemption. To God
be all the glory.

John M. Frame

Professor of Systematic Theology
and Philosophy

Reformed Theological Seminary






I wanna heal, I wanna feel what I thought was never real.

—Linkin Park

If I find in myself a desire which no experience
in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation
is that I was made for another world.
—C. S. Lewis



YOU are the
freasurec

that I seek ...

But There’s a Lot of Cool Stuff
Out There, Lord

In the jungle underbrush, a young pygmy holds his body as still
as the statue he has come to see. A cobra slithers by just a few feet
ahead. Had he not spotted and avoided it, the boy’s veins would
be filling up with venom at this very moment, forever barring him
access to the hallowed shrine of the forest spirit. The boy’s mother
is sick with the fever, and the shaman has guided him to this sacred
site to obtain healing. In the remote villages of Cameroon, the holy
man’s word is gold. To the natural observer, this place is little more
than a stick in the ground encircled by smooth gray stones. But the
boy believes the shaman’s promise; he waits for the snake to pass,
then presses onward toward his mother’s only hope . . .

After a brief battle with second-guessing, the young female

executive takes the $2,700 business suit to the counter and pulls out

11
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her Visa Platinum. She’s fairly certain it has a three-thousand-dollar
limit, so she takes a deep breath, tries to look natural, and smiles a
sigh of relief as the handsome cashier—wearing a smile himself, of
course—hands her the receipt to sign.

“My, someone will be looking dynamite tonight, won’t she?” he
asks playfully.

The young woman shrugs, as if she’s bought several of these
suits before, and casually says, “Nah, just liked the color.” The truth
is, she is swimming in debt. Her young husband has begged her to
help work out a realistic budget for the family. Do they have to live
in Midtown? Must they belong to the most expensive health club
in the city when there’s a YMCA down the street? But he doesn’t
understand what she does; the trappings of success are the proof of
success. With a little luck she’ll get one of the VP spots in her firm

within the next year or two. She hopes to. She has to . . .

Laying his Bible on the dashboard, the pastor starts the ignition
and pulls out of the church parking lot. “Your sermon was great
today, honey. Did you get any feedback?” asks his wife.

The minister cocks his head slightly, as if retrieving the answer
takes a good deal of effort. After a few moments of “searching”
(after all, people’s comments were the furthest thing from his mind),
he responds, “Yes, I think one or two people said they thought it was
helpful. Praise the Lord.”

And with that the conversation changes. The pastor looks fully
engaged when his wife talks about the new children’s coordinator:
“She’s wonderful.” But if she could see what’s playing out in his mind,
wouldn’t she be surprised! The fact is that he received many com-
ments about today’s sermon: “funny,” “inspiring,” “solid,” “trans-

forming.” And every one of those comments is running through
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his mind in full Technicolor splendor! He’s been in a rut lately, and
today he was determined to break free. Looks like he did . . .

Idolatry: It’s Not Just for Pygmies Anymore

A pygmy, a young executive, and a preacher—sounds like
the start of a bad joke, doesn’t it? Could you think of three more
distinctly different people from this motley crew? But look more
closely: An invisible thread connects them. Each of them is looking
for something. In their own way, they are all on a hunt for fulfill-
ment, but none of them is finding it. And that’s really the story
of the human race, isn’t it? Scan through some music stations on
your FM dial and listen for the longing. U2 “still hasn’t found what
they’re looking for.” Keane’s “getting older” and “needs something
to rely on.” Linkin Park wants to “heal, wants to feel what it thought
was never real.” We are all longing to arrive on the shores of content-

ment, to find what will ultimately satisfy us.

The Treasure Hunt

Perhaps this is why Jesus so often used the motifs of quests
and treasures in His teaching. A woman loses a valuable coin and
rejoices when she finds it. A shepherd goes on an all-out search,
leaving the other sheep to secure “the one that got away.” And could
Jesus be any clearer when He says, “The kingdom of heaven is like
treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up. Then
in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field” (Mat-
thew 13:44). The fact that Christ compares receiving Him and His
kingdom to discovering a treasure has profound implications for
how we understand the Christian faith.

Years ago I talked with a man who told me he was a Buddhist, a

Taoist, a Hindu, a Muslim, and a Christian simultaneously. Thinking
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he was setting me up for one of those “a priest, a rabbi, and a minister
all walk into a bar” jokes, I braced myself for a punch line that never
came. This man was absolutely serious about his religious identity.
When I asked him why he wanted to be an amalgamation of all of
these faiths, he simply said, “Doesn’t it make sense to have all the
bases covered?”

But Jesus’ comparison of finding Him to finding a buried trea-
sure won'’t allow this kind of “play-it-safe” approach. Embracing
the Jesus of Scripture is not a roll of the dice or even a reasonable,
educated guess. When we receive Christ as Savior we are making a
declaration with our very lives that shouts, “I've found it! Jesus is my
treasure!” So when somebody becomes a Christian, the quest is over.
The story of that person’s life has come to a happy ending, right? At
the risk of sounding a bit political, we can only say yes—and no.

Conflicted Christians

It is true—there is nothing better than Christ. He is the pearl of
great price, and it would be worthwhile for us to sell off every other
possession if that’s what it required to have Him. He is the answer to
the psalmist’s question, “Whom have I in heaven but you?” (73:25).
The Christian knows that Jesus is not simply the last rest stop before
reaching the anticipated destination. Jesus is the destination. Even
heaven, as wonderful a place as it must be, is merely window dress-
ing when compared to the great inhabitant of heaven. Jesus did
not say to the repentant thief on the cross, “Today you will be in
Paradise,” but rather, “Today you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke
23:43, emphasis added). So, we say yes. When we receive Christ as
our treasure, we have found the very thing for which our souls have
most longed. But the Christian’s heart is a funny thing.

We also say no, however, since the treasure hunt is an ongoing

process as our hearts keep losing sight of what they know to be
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supremely valuable. Recall the third example in this chapter’s open-
ing, the pastor. He is a man who knows that Christ is the pearl of
great price. He invests his life proclaiming that true contentment
and satisfaction are found in no one other than Jesus himself. But
why does he seem like a vain woman craving compliments on the
drive home from church? Doesn’t he know better?

Or ask yourself: Do you know better? Let me answer that while
you're giving it some thought. After all, I am the pastor in the story.
On another Sunday not too long ago, I preached a message where I
boldly stated, “Jesus Christ is our everything, or he isn’t anything.”
I meant every word of it. And even when we finished our service by
singing that Christ is our strength in weakness, the treasure that we
seek, our all in all, I meant every word of that, too.

And then I found myself a few hours later browsing through a
catalog of upcoming Macintosh products. It was a calm, casual way
to spend a lazy Sunday afternoon. And then—rising like Poseidon
out of the glossy-page sea—1I saw it: the new iPhone. Wow! A phone,
an iPod, and a pocket computer! How could I live another day with-
out one of those? Without realizing it, I lost myself for another hour
on the Internet reading any article I could find for more information
about this life-changing device. I should have just been honest and
prayed, “Lord, you are the treasure that I seek . . . but there’s some
really cool stuff out there, too.” But the disparity between the place
Christ should hold in our lives and the place He does hold should
give us hope. It tells us that there is a battle to be fought, a battle
that God can fight in and through us.

How Can We Keep Christ at the Center?

I trust that you have picked up this book because, like me, you
want your Sunday afternoon experience to line up with those Sun-
day morning moments when you really do get a glimpse of Jesus as
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your all-satisfying treasure. My prayer is that this book will help you
in this regard, but in order to press forward, we have to take a look
at an ugly word, and it’s a word that gets little press today.

Idolatry is an old-fashioned word, consigned to social studies
classes and Clive Cussler novels. But what if it’s alive and well, even
in America? What if it’s a problem of such epidemic proportions
that our unawareness of it is only making it worse? But more impor-
tantly, what if we could isolate this problem, like a disease, and
contain it before it destroys us? As you'll see in the chapters ahead,
the stakes are very high. The battle against idolatry is a fight for our
lives, the lives of others, and, most importantly, the reputation of
Christ himself. I invite you to learn more about this syndrome, its
pathology and its remedy, and join me, another recovering idolater,
on a journey of eternal significance. There is good news to be found
in the pages ahead, but we need to start with the bad news first. The
remedy, like most, can only be appreciated when we understand the
illness for what it is. May the Lord Jesus bless you as you lay your
heart open before Him.

Prayer

Lord Jesus, take from us now everything that would hinder the
closest communion with God. Any wish or desire that might
hamper us in prayer remove, we pray You. Any memory of
either sorrow or care that might hinder the fixing of our affec-

tion wholly on our God, take it away now. What have we to do

with idols any more? You have seen and observed us. You know
where the difficulty lies. Help us against it, and may we now
come boldly, not in the Holy place alone, but in the Holiest of
all, where we should not dare to come if our great Lord had
not torn the veil, sprinkled the mercy sear with His own blood,

and asked us to enter.

—Charles Spurgeon
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Study Guide

Can you think of other contemporary songs, films, books, or
television shows that capture the universal longing in people’s

hearts to find ultimate satisfaction in something?

Glance through the many parables Jesus tells in Matthew 13.
Where else do you see the theme of treasure, joy, and ultimate
satisfaction described? In what ways are they similar to the little
parable in verse 44? In what ways are they different?

If you wanted to tell a twenty-first-century version of one of

these parables, what story would you tell?

Can you relate to showing more interest in a nifty gadget than
in Christ? In what way?



The more one analyzes people, the more all reasons for analysis
disappear. Sooner or later one comes to that dreadful
universal thing called human nature.

—Oscar Wilde

Man is wrong at the center of his being,
and therefore everything is wrong.

—Martyn Lloyd-Jones

See, this alone I found, that God made man upright,
but they have sought out many schemes.
—Ecclesiastes 7:29



“I'VE got some

bad news
for YOU ..”

The Nightmare

“I'm afraid I've got some bad news for you . . .”
Is there anywhere to go but down from an introduction like

that? Pick any scenario:

* Your lawyer tells you the best you will get is five to ten
years.

* Your mechanic describes a shot transmission, when you
thought it just needed a tune-up.

* Your son’s teacher informs you that young Jeremy will have to
repeat the fourth grade next year.

* Your loan officer notifies you that you have been denied.

The list could go on and on. If someone starts a sentence with
these words, you brace yourself for what’s coming. But look at the
examples again. One is glaringly absent, isn’t it? We would take any

of the above scenarios over the one we all fear the most.

19



20 YOU are the treasure that I seek

* Your doctor enters the small, sterile exam room. His expres-
sion is grim, and suddenly your heart starts working overtime.
Without comment he places your chart on the table. He turns

to you and says, “I'm afraid I have some bad news for you . ..”

Many of you reading this book have not experienced this
checkup-turned-nightmare, but you probably know someone who
has. Most of us are able to muster up enough compassion for those
“less fortunate” people to say, “Man, that’s terrible.” Few of us are
honest enough, however, to say what we’re really thinking: “I'm so

glad it’s not me.”

The Tenuous Comfort of Statistics

It seems that what enables us to live each day in a world where
tragedy strikes all around us is the probability that it will not strike
us directly. We roll the dice and rest reasonably assured that the
odds are in our favor. Those poor souls whose doctors approach
them with a dreaded diagnosis are, hopefully, “other people.” The
statistics are on most people’s sides, though, righe?

But what if there is a bullet that you cannot dodge? What if
there is a deadly virus with your name on it? What if you looked
around and saw that no one, including you, was lucky enough to be
on vacation when this germ spread and got the whole neighborhood
quarantined?

By now you may be looking at the cover to make sure you didn’t
inadvertently pick up the latest Stephen King novel. The sad truth,
however, is that you have already been diagnosed with something
worse than anything horror fiction can depict. God himself, in the
person of His Son, Jesus Christ, the Great Physician, has entered the
exam room of history with a diagnosis most people simply dismiss.

Tragically, they consider this doctor a “quack” and go about their
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lives not knowing that something is rapidly eating them from the

inside out.

A Divine Diagnosis

Where do we find such a sobering analysis? Quite frankly, there
are countless such descriptions from Genesis through Revelation.
Yet one of the most concise diagnoses is found in Paul’s letter to the
church at Rome.

After a brief introduction of himself and his travel plans, Paul
tells the young church at Rome why the gospel is such a precious
thing. To do so, he chooses the conventional way of giving the bad
news first.

When my brother-in-law was a teenager, he had an interesting
way of lessening the impact of his father’s discipline. If he came
home in violation of his curfew, he would say, “Dad, I'm really sorry,
but I wrecked the car.” When Dad’s eyes swelled with horror, David
would smile and say, “Just kidding, Dad.” I do not remember my
brother-in-law ever evading punishment with this tactic, but to this
day he insists it helped dampen the fires of his father’s wrath. He
was convinced that the temporary image of a wrecked Toyota would
sweeten the lesser crime of a broken curfew.

Paul, on the other hand, does not fabricate stories to make the
gospel look any better; he does not have to. He needs only to tell the
truth: Humanity is a wreck, headed for the scrap heap. Notice how

Paul minces no words when he makes his candid observations.

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against a//
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrigh-
teousness suppress the truth. For what can be known about
God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.

For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and
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divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the
creation of the world, in the things that have been made.
So they are without excuse. For although they knew God,
they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but
they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts
were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools . . .
(Romans 1:18-22, emphasis added).

Paul is not describing a segment of the human race.! His task
here is much more daunting than commenting on a particular group
of people living in a particular time and place. The context of the
book of Romans makes it clear that he is describing Jew and Gentile
(a Hebrew way of dividing up the whole world into two groups).
Paul’s role is that of a physician’s assistant. He enters the exam room
with divine X-rays and tells it like it is. God’s flawless diagnosis of
the human race is not pretty. We would love to hear words like good,
honorable, compassionate, wise. Instead, we wince at the words used
to describe our present condition: ungodliness, unrighteousness, futile
thinking, foolish hearts, fools.

There is no dodging the divine analysis of the human heart; it is
diseased. We are plagued by an eternally terminable illness. We may
work hard, play hard, get married, make love, eat voraciously, laugh
loudly, and dance the night away. But God knows that underneath
the veneer of such carefree lives, we are decomposing.

Cynthia was one of the most vivacious, joyful Christians I have
ever known. If I ever wanted to shake off the Sunday morning sloth
that so often made my worship of God drudgery, I needed only to
watch Cynthia worship. She was absolutely captivating. Her joyful

1. Many have pointed out that in this particular section, Paul appears to indict only the
ancient Gentile world for its pagan idolatry, but if you follow Paul’s argument through
the first three chapters of Romans, you see “that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under sin”
(Romans 3:9).
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response to the songs, prayers, and sermon (even the announce-
ments) put me to shame. Her intense energy was all I needed to
pray, “Lord, let me worship you like that!” Then one day she waited
in that small, sterile exam room. The doctor entered with a grim
expression and . . . well, you can imagine the rest.

I could barely believe it when I sat by her bedside in the hospice
facility a few days before she died. The cancer had overrun her body.
Her once vibrant face had been drained of all its color. She struggled
with all of her fading strength to take each breath. As I silently wept
and prayed for this woman I loved, I strove to convince myself that
this was still Cynthia. Perhaps the most disturbing thought was
that her disease had been working around the clock to kill her years
earlier when she was at her liveliest.

What is true of the human body proves true of the human spirit
as well. Despite a healthy outward appearance, our hearts are slowly

dying as a spiritual sickness works to bring about our demise.

A Frightening Prognosis

We are accustomed to even the worst of human illnesses com-
ing to a merciful end. When Cynthia died, virtually everyone who
came to visit the family said something like, “She’s not suffering any
more.” As a pastor, I found myself comforting the family with some
of the same sentiments. For all of its terrors, even the most dreadful
disease has to stop eventually. Tragically, the spiritual virus Paul
describes has no such happy ending.

Paul says that this disease never reaches a peak from where it
mercifully descends (like it does for the cancer patient at death).
This kind of illness gets worse and worse, with no relief in sight.
In fact, it leads to God’s eternal wrath (Romans 1:18; 2:5), which
lands us on an everlasting deathbed, separated from God himself.

Surely we can understand why so many people might be inclined to
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dismiss Paul as a loon. We want doctors to give us good news, and
if they cannot do that, we at least want them to sugarcoat the bad

news! But no amount of “wordsmithing” can change the facts. The

late A. W. Tozer said it well:

God’s justice stands forever against the sinner in utter
severity. The vague and tenuous hope that God is too kind
to punish the ungodly has become a deadly opiate for the
consciences of millions. It hushes their fears and allows
them to practice all pleasant forms of iniquity while death
draws every day nearer and the command to repent goes
unregarded. As responsible moral beings we dare not so

trifle with our eternal future.?

Tozer’s words put us in a place of crisis: God’s diagnosis—or
our wishful thinking. If we are duped into thinking that the human
condition is not diseased or that if it is, it is infected with only the
mildest of viruses, then we are doomed. The only way to be con-
vinced that this malady is deadly is to put it under a microscope and
carefully study its pathology. Just what is this hideous thing that has

infected the human race?

Prayer

Search me, O God, and know my heart!
Try me and know my thoughts!
And. see if there be any grievous way in me,
and lead me in the way everlasting!
Psalm 139:23-24

2. A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: Harper Collins), 1978.
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Study Guide

ave you or someone you love ever experienced the “bad news
Have y you | d the “bad
in the doctor’s office” scenario? How did it change your (or your

loved one’s) perspective on life?

Why do you think it is so difficult for people to accept that they
are spiritually diseased, that their eternal souls are in danger?
How would it change people’s perspectives if they acknowl-
edged their true condition?

Read Romans 1:28-32. In this list of sins, do you see yourself?
What do you think of the fact that “gossips,” “disobedience to
parents,” and “envy” are listed alongside of “haters of God” and

“murder”?

Some contemporary church leaders have suggested that unbe-
lievers should not be exposed to concepts like sin, judgment,
and wrath in a worship service since they might be “turned off.”
How do you feel about this suggestion in light of what has been

discussed in this chapter?



I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse.
—from The Godfather

The created universe is all about glory. The deepest
longing of the human heart and the deepest meaning of heaven
and earth are summed up in this: the glory of God . . .
The universe was made to show it, and we were made to see it
and savor it. Which is why the world is as disordered
and as dysfunctional as it is. We have exchanged
the glory of God for other things.

—John Piper

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field
that the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God
actually say, “You shall not eat of any tree in the garden™”
—Genesis 3:1



the ESSENCE of

idolatry

What’s in a Name?

No, the term idolatry syndrome cannot be found in Scripture,
so it may seem that I am starting this journey on the wrong foot.
My hope, however, is that the expression will prove helpful in ways
that other non-biblical phrases have benefited Christians in the past.
Quiet times, devotions, and small groups are not terms that can be
found in the Bible, but they certainly do have biblical content. I pray
that my use of the phrase in this book will adequately reflect the
Bible’s teaching on the tragedy of the human condition.

In the same chapter where Paul gives the diagnosis of human-
ity’s illness, we get a glimpse of the nature of the disease that plagues

us. Let’s pick up where we left off.

Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the
glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal
man and birds and animals and reptiles. Therefore God
gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the
dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because they
exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and
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served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed
forever! Amen (Romans 1:22-25, emphasis added).

I took a college philosophy class my freshman year. The pro-
fessor was a no-nonsense kind of instructor. When describing the
four papers we would be required to write that semester, a student,
aiming for a moment of levity, raised his hand and asked, “Can I
just write one paper on what went wrong with the human race?”
A few students chuckled at the second-rate joke, but the professor
simply replied, “One paper won’t do it, young friend. You're already
about ten thousand pages behind even the most mediocre thinker
on that subject.”

How ironic that Paul condenses the tens of thousands of pages
written on what went wrong with the human race into three verses!
With the precision of a scientist, the apostle isolates the origin of

mankind’s fall from grace in just one word: exchanged.

A Bum Tradeoff

In many ways, our entire lives are about exchanging things.
Every day we attempt to get the better end of the deal. That Star-
bucks coffee we buy every morning does more for us than the cash
in our pockets. The cup of java is a prize, so we happily part with a
couple of dollars to get it. That morning run seems like pure torture
when we're all wrapped up in our warm blankets. The fifteen min-
utes of extra sleep hold more attraction than the negligible benefits
of a single jog, so we gladly hit the snooze button to go back to our
dreaming,.

From time to time though, we get burned. The coffee is stale.
We’d have been better off to make a cup at home. We feel sluggish
at work. It would have been better to put on our Nikes and hit the
streets. We kick ourselves when we get a bum tradeoft.
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Careful readers of Paul’s words should slam their palms to their
foreheads in regret. They see that the apostle boils all of humanity’s
problems down to a bad trade. In verse 22 we learn that mankind
swapped the masterpiece of God for a garage sale counterfeit. Man
had the beauty and majesty of the God of the universe right before
his eyes, and he decided he didn’t like the view. We turned our back
on God, looked at the world around us (forgetting who made it in
the first place), and said, “Now, this is where the action is. Men,
women, money, things—these are worth living for.”

Pastor John Piper effectively captures this principle when he
asserts, “That is the fundamental problem with the human race. We
do not acknowledge, value, treasure, savor, honor, or make much
of the greatest value in the universe, the glory of God. That is our
wickedness and our disease and our great mutiny against God.”

Paul then says that we not only exchanged God’s glory for
our vainglory, but we also traded eternal truth for a pack of lies,
“[We] exchanged the truth about God for a lie.” Even though we
could have seen life through crystal clear lenses, we chose the “rose-
colored” lenses of our fevered imagination. It is interesting that Paul
simply calls what we traded in for truth “a lie.” It is an all-inclusive
term that boldly declares the hollowness of anything or anyone
other than God. Paul does not need to recite the menu of other
options the world offers us. Humanism, atheism, polytheism, hedo-
nism, nor any other “ism” needs to be carefully examined to see if it
stands as an equally viable alternative to the truth of God. All rival
worldviews fall under the category of “a lie” when compared to the
God of Scripture. This is why the most diverse kinds of worshipers
can be lumped together. The naturalist worships the earth. The

humanist worships man. The atheist worships nothing. Each has

3. “The First Dark Exchange,” http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/Sermons/
ByDate/1998/1052_The_First_Dark_Exchange_Idolatry/
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traded in the truth of God for a bogus belief system. Each person,

then, worships “a lie.”

Is It Really That Simple?

Can you imagine the time and money we could save if our
society accepted this assessment of the human predicament? Think
about the number of committees, programs, and congressional
initiatives that have been formed to investigate, assess, and resolve
mankind’s various maladies. Alcoholism, crime, drugs, racism, teen-
age pregnancy, terrorism, and a host of other ills plague our world.
For each atrocity, scores of taskforces are established to tackle the
problem. But Paul comes to us with a simple analysis: The problem
is that man exchanged God for a cheap substitute, and look where
it’s gotten us!

Humanity’s illness is the idolatry syndrome. We were infected
when our first parents considered a piece of fruit sweeter than fel-
lowship with God. We were ruined when they deemed the word of a
snake better than the promise of “a God who cannot lie” (Titus 1:2).
They compared. They calculated. They traded in God for a “better
model.” We’ve been doomed ever since.

Interestingly, we might think that when Eden was off limits,
when work made us sweat, and when God was hidden from our
sight, that we would have fallen to our knees and begged for mercy.
But that’s not how the idolatry syndrome works. Once our souls are

contaminated, the desire for more substitutes only grows.

Meal-Replacement Drinks Are Great for the First Five Minutes

The biblical writers mention no world conferences where man-
kind convenes to discuss how we all might return to the God we've
rejected. Rather, we read of substitution after substitution, as God

is continually traded for idols. The writer of Ecclesiastes serves as
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a representative for the human race when he recounts his wasted
life. He experimented with architecture, philosophy, food, wine,
women, and song (chapters 1 and 2). Yet near the end of his life, he
assesses how he has spent his years. “Then I considered all that my
hands had done and the toil I had expended in doing it, and behold,
all was vanity and a striving after wind and there was nothing to be
gained under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 2:11, emphasis added).

Those infected with the idolatry syndrome have no hope of
finding the life God originally intended for them. An existence
spent exchanging God for counterfeits is destined for disaster, both
in this life and the next. Those suffering from the syndrome never
realize that the reason they feel so purposeless is that an idol cannot
satisfy a heart designed to experience God.

Every now and then I convince myself that I can actually do one
of those diets where you drink two meal-replacement shakes a day.
It always starts off pretty well, as I convince myself that a powdery,
eight-ounce drink has done the trick. 7z was just as good as a sausage
and cheese omelet, 1 tell myself. My resistance usually breaks down
somewhere around 10:30 a.m. As my hunger intensifies, I can’t even
comfort myself with the promise of a turkey club at noon—just
another shake to hold me until my “sensible” dinner. Why am I so
miserable on such a weight-loss plan? Because a can of artificially

sweetened “milk” is a lousy substitute for a good meal.

Is There Any Hope?
An idol is a lousy substitute for God. And as long as people

refuse to return to the Creator, they move from one substitute to
another, searching in vain for the satisfaction of their own souls.
The early church father Augustine once prayed, “You have formed
us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they find rest in you.”

Sadly, it seems that many people will never enter into this kind of
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peace. Jesus said, “Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and
the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it
are many” (Matthew 7:13).

Yet is there a way to find rest for our restless hearts? Is the idola-
try syndrome an incurable disease? Are people who have put their
trust in Christ still infected? Can we actually find a lifelong remedy
that will free us from the ravaging effects of this virus?

To these and many other questions we now turn. May the Great
Physician himself help us understand what is killing us, and, more
importantly, how to kill it back!

Prayer

Eternal God, in whom we live and move and have our being,
whose face is hidden from us by our sins, and whose mercy we
forget in the blindness of our hearts: cleanse us from all our
offenses, and deliver us from proud thoughts and vain desires,
that with reverent and humble hearts we may draw near ro
you, confessing our faults, confiding in your grace, and find-
ing in you our refuge and strength; through Jesus Christ your
Son.

—Book of Common Worship
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Study Guide

Read Romans 1:22. If the essence of idolatry is exchanging God
for something else, then what are some fresher ways to describe
particular sins? What is the good that we give up, and what is
the alleged “prize” that we receive? Note the first example and
fill in the list below.

The Sin What's Given Up What's “Gained”

Cheating | God-glorifying honesty

. Mone
on taxes and stewardship y

Adultery

Gossip

Gluttony
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2. Read Psalm 115. How are idols contrasted with God? How

should we feel when we read this psalm and reflect upon the
nature of our idols?

3. The writer of Ecclesiastes is a vivid example of someone who

demonstrates the tragedy of a life devoted to worthless substi-
tutes for God. Can you think of any modern examples of the
same type of person?
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4. Take some time for some prayerful introspection. Do you see

areas of your life that reveal a greater hunger for substitutes than

for God himself?



We believe that the history of the world is but
the history of His influence and that the center of
the whole universe is the cross of Calvary.

—Alexander MacLaren

The cross is the lightning rod of grace that
short-circuits God’s wrath to Christ so that only
the light of His love remains for sinners.
—A. W. Tozer

For I decided to know nothing among you except
Jesus Christ and him crucified.

—the apostle Paul, 1 Corinthians 2:2



the cross

of CHRIST—

safety

in the ashes

Boasting in What?

Imagine yourself sitting in the posh Kodak Theater for this
year’s Academy Awards ceremony. A famous director is called to the
stage to receive a coveted honorary achievement award. As he runs
through a list of names you’ve never heard, you find yourself drift-
ing off in a daydream, hoping the Best Actor or Best Picture Oscar
is coming up soon. Just as you're really starting to check out, the
director says something that shocks you back to attention.

“...and I have something in my pocket that I've never showed
another living soul. It’s the most important thing in my life. With-
out it, I would not be who I am.”

Now your interest in the director has dramatically increased, and
you can barely contain your suspense. Come on, come on, you think.
What is it in your pocket? Youre guessing it’s a picture of someone—his
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wife, his child, a good friend perhaps. Or maybe it’s just a memento
from such a person. While you're guessing, he finally reaches into his
lapel and pulls outa. .. What! Is that what I think it is? You think you
know, but how could that possibly be?

“This is a potassium chloride syringe. It is used to inject liquid
death into the veins of a condemned criminal. It’s the greatest thing
in my life,” says the director.

It’s hard to think of something more bizarre, isn’t it? But what-
ever confusion you may be feeling right now is probably very similar
to the bewilderment the Christians at Galatia experienced when
Paul wrote, “But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our
Lord Jesus Christ” (Galatians 6:14). The cross was the first-century
equivalent of the potassium chloride syringe, the electric chair, the
noose, or the gas chamber. What was it about such a barbaric instru-
ment of death that made it Paul’s only ground of boasting? The
answer is, quite frankly, a matter of life or death. For all of us have
been infected with this deadly virus called the idolatry syndrome.
The cross is its only antidote.

Christ’s Decisive Moment

Jesus Christ came into this world to rescue idolaters. The
problem was that idolaters were not interested in Christ, the very
embodiment of the thing they traded in: the glory of God. How
ironic that humans were given another opportunity to behold the
glory of God in Christ—“And the Word became flesh and dwelt
among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from
the Father” (John 1:14)—and they still refused to receive this glory
as their greatest treasure. Instead we continued to cling to our coun-
terfeits and substitutes.

Jesus did not shrink back, however, from His mission to rescue
us. In fact, He humbly chose to share His life with twelve men
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who would by and large abandon Him in His hour of need. But
just before His idolatrous clan hit the road, we find them together
(well, sort of together) on a mount called Olives. The disciples are
with Jesus only in terms of their close proximity. Their hearts are
far from cherishing His presence among them; in fact, they’ve all
drifted off to sleep. Let’s behold the Savior as He anguishes there
before His Father.

And there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthen-
ing him. And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly; and
his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the
ground.

Luke 22:43-44

The only other time an angel appeared to strengthen Jesus was
just after his forty-day fast, which culminated in a bout with the
devil himself (Matthew 4:1-11). There we see the Savior in a state
of such physical weakness that He was probably barely able to stand
up, which was why angels came to minister to Him. So this passage
in Gethsemane begs the question: Just what is happening here that
requires an angel to come to strengthen Jesus? Notice that Jesus is
sweating drops of blood to the ground after the angel’s appearance.
What is it that Jesus is wrestling with here that causes Him such
agony—even after receiving supernatural assistance? Many different
answers have been suggested.

Some have proposed that Jesus is overwhelmed with the physi-
cal pain He is about to experience. And who can doubt the sever-
ity of that anguish? In the next twenty hours or so, He will go
without sleep, be on trial six times, be scourged, mocked, punched,
spit upon, and deprived of all physical comforts. But ensuing physi-
cal challenges are not what He is wrestling with on the Mount of

Olives.
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Others have suggested that Jesus is dealing with the emotional
pain He will soon bear. Again, it’s hard to argue with this in light
of Judas” betrayal, Peter’s cowardice, and the fickle crowd’s rejec-
tion of Him as Messiah. But this is not what He is wrestling with
in Gethsemane either.

The careful reader will notice that Jesus tells us precisely what He
is wrestling with. But to understand His anguish, let’s back up and

consider something Jesus knew all too well: the Old Testament.

The Ominous Cup

The Old Testament Jew was well acquainted with a number of
metaphors for God’s wrath. Darkness, thunder, the winepress—
such images pictorially captured the severity of God’s hatred of sin.
But there was another symbol that Israel was quite familiar with.

The following passages depict it graphically.

But it is God who executes judgment, putting down one and
lifting up another. For in the hand of the Lord there is a cup
with foaming wine, well mixed, and he pours out from it,
and all the wicked of the earth shall drain it down ro the dregs
(emphasis added).

Psalm 75:7-8

Wake yourself, wake yourself, stand up, O Jerusalem, you who
have drunk from the hand of the Lord the cup of his wrath,
who have drunk to the dregs the bowl, the cup of staggering
(emphasis added).

Isaiah 51:17

The cup was a dreadful symbol of the deserved wrath of God.
When the Almighty visited a city with His cup of wrath, His ene-
mies had to drink it down to the dregs. But never had the total
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measure of God’s wrath, the eternal weight of it, been poured out
before. Yes, there were “previews” of that wrath throughout the Old
Testament when places like Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed.
Yet the full fury of that wrath was not poured out until . . . Let’s go
back to the Mount of Olives and see what Christ is wrestling with.

The Horrible Abyss Jesus Faced . . . for Us!

Jesus is on the ground, sweating drops of blood, because He is
wrestling with the cup of His Father’s wrath. “Father, if you are will-
ing, remove this cup from me,” Christ asks (Luke 22:42, emphasis
added). What Jesus struggled with there was unspeakable: the full
measure of the Father’s wrath, the punishment that should have
been poured out on those who deemed God less worthy than idols.
But Christ emerges from His time of prayer, prepares to be arrested,
and sets His face like flint to enter the hell waiting for Him.

And here I would like to address my fellow idolaters. What are
we to make of this? Could we possibly be so deeply loved by the
Savior that He was willing to swallow hell itself for us? Is it true that
when Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken
me?” on the cross, that He was actually experiencing the forsaken-
ness and wrath we deserve? R. C. Sproul provocatively describes
Christ’s scream as “the scream of the damned. For us.™ This is the
kind of love the Savior has for us who cling to cheap counterfeits
and substitutes. Theologian Richard Allen Bodey writes, “He drank
the cup bone dry, leaving not a drop for us to drink.”

Safety in the Ashes

There is a story of a father and son who are walking across roll-
ing fields of dry grass during the brushfire season. As they look off

4.R. C. Sproul, Tabletalk, May 1999.
5. Richard Allen Bodey, The Voice from the Cross (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Kregel Publica-
tions, 1990), 62.
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in the distance, their worst fears are realized. A wall of fire is steadily
moving toward them, carried on the wind. They try to run with all
their might, only to realize that the fire is faster then they are. Com-
ing to a stop, the boy buries his face in his father’s side, awaiting his
doom. Just before the fire reaches them, the father surprises his son
by reaching into his pocket and pulling out a book of matches. He
strikes a match and proceeds to light the entire book on fire; then he
tosses the mini inferno behind them. In the fierce wind a new wall
of fire has risen behind them. So now a fire blazes behind them, and
one rushes toward them. At the last second the father scoops up the
son and gently steps backwards, into the charred ashes of the fire
he has just lit. When the oncoming wall of fire reaches their spot,
it has nothing to fuel itself with in the charred remains of the other
fire. They are safe.

The point? If you want to be safe from a fire, you must go to
the place where fire has already burned. In Scripture there is only
one place where a sinner can find safety from the wrath of God: the
cross, a place where God’s wrath has already burned. It was there
that Jesus took our place and drank the cup of wrath all idolaters
deserve.

This book is focused mainly on what we have exchanged, the
glory of God for idols. But for a moment, let’s focus on what Jesus
has exchanged for us. In order to rescue us from our sin and idolatry,
Jesus exchanged His perfect righteousness for our sin and condem-
nation. This is what Paul meant when he said, “{God] made him to
be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righ-
teousness of God (2 Corinthians 5:21). At the cross, Jesus takes our
sin and idolatry and gives us His perfect standing with the Father
so that we are forever beyond the reach of condemnation. The cross
is literally the reversal of the idolatry syndrome. As one anonymous
author put it, “Christ became the very thing that He hated so that
we could become the very thing that He loved.”
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What This Book Is Not

This book is not a self-help manual that will enable you to
escape God’s wrath. Only the cross of Christ can free us from such
a fate. If you have never given your life to Christ who has borne
your wrath, then I urge you to put this book down and cry out to
the Savior for the mercy you so desperately need. He promises to
give it to you.

If you have embraced Jesus as your wrath-bearing Savior, and,
like me, you're discouraged that you still find your heart cherishing
other things more than Christ, then read on. I write mainly for you.
While idolatry cannot eternally condemn us any more, it can rob
us of the joy that we could have when Christ is our heart’s greatest
treasure. It can subtly surface when we least expect it and sidetrack
us in our love and devotion to Him. We who have been forever
freed from idolatry’s penalty can devote the rest of our lives seeking
to cherish Christ more than anything else. We do this not to earn
anything (How could we?) but to express everything—that Jesus
is worthy of all our affection and devotion. After basking in what
Jesus has done for us, let’s pursue Him with all of our hearts, ready
to tear down any idols that block our view of His beauty!

Prayer

Lord Jesus, you are my righteousness, I am your sin. You took on

you what was mine; yet set on me what was yours. You became

what you were not, that I might become what I was not.
—Martin Luther
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Study Guide

The symbol of the cross has become so familiar to people today
that it is rarely thought of as a barbaric instrument of torture
and execution. Besides the potassium chloride syringe, what are
some other ways we can capture the nature of the cross to relate

to a contemporary audience?

In light of what Jesus truly experienced on the cross, how would
you seek to explain the significance of Christ’s cry, “My God,
my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46) to an

unbeliever?
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3. How could dwelling on what Jesus did for us on the cross make

us more sensitive to idolatry in our lives?



I don’t know who my neighbors are.
And there’s bars on the corners and bars on my heart.
—Tim McGraw, “Where the Green Grass Grows”

The heart wants what it wants.
—Woody Allen

Archeology limits idols to stone statues; biblical theology
teaches that idols are anything that takes the place of God
in our lives. When understood this way, we can realize that

idolatry is not ancient history but is alive and flourishing

in America as we rush toward the twenty-first century.

—Tom Steller, 1985 sermon



INDIANA JONES and the

theology

of doom

Movies Messed Me Up!

Harrison Ford as Indiana Jones was a good hero for me at age
eleven. It was 1981, and I had to wait for two long years to see the
conclusion to the first Szar Wars trilogy. In that sci-fi epic, Ford’s
character, Han Solo, was frozen in Darth Vader’s ice chamber, and
young movie fans all over the world lived a tortured existence, not
knowing Solo’s fate until 1983. Fortunately, Raiders of the Lost Ark
served as a temporary distraction. In this movie Harrison Ford
emerged in the role of an archeologist/superhero. Is there anyone
who has seen this movie who doesn’t remember the famous scene
where Indiana outruns a rolling boulder? Indiana’s adventures enter-
tained me well. Sadly, they also warped my view of reality.

Most of us have an “Indiana Jones” view of idolatry. We hear
the word idols and think about jungle tribes and totem poles. Idola-
try is something that happens “out there” in obscure parts of the

world most of us will see only on the Discovery Channel. Modern

47
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Americans have more sophisticated problems like stress, financial
pressure, and job dissatisfaction; idolatry doesn’t even make the top
twenty. Our theology of idolatry is, as one scholar I know put it,
“totally messed up.” Let’s see if we can get our thinking back on

track.

An Affair of the Heart

We can learn a lot about human nature by reading about the
ancient nation of Israel. The Israelites were infatuated with God sub-
stitutes. Granted, in the Old Testament, most of the idols described
were material in nature. People worshiped graven images, statues—
even the sun, moon, and stars. A cursory glance at Israel’s history
could lead us to think that all Israel needed to do to avoid idolatry
was to steer clear of certain geographical places, “temple of doom”
places. Enter God’s prophets, however, and such an understanding
of idolatry evaporates.

God’s prophets played a critical role in Israel’s history. They
were charged with the awesome responsibility of proclaiming God’s
perspective on the ever-changing national scene. R. C. Sproul writes,
“In Israel the prophets served as God’s prosecuting attorneys. Armed
with divine subpoenas, they were to file suit against Israel for break-
ing their covenant with God.” Ezekiel was such a prophet.

Whisked away by an enemy nation, Ezekiel found himself stuck
with the difficult task of comforting his fellow captives in the pagan
land of Babylon, a cesspool of idolatry. The Jews wept when they
surveyed the landscape and saw no temple for Yahweh, the God of

Israel. The pathos of their misery is captured in the opening words
of Psalm 137:1-4.

6. R. C. Sproul, The Soul’s Quest for God (Wheaton, Illinois: Tyndale, 1992), 34.
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By the waters of Babylon
there we sat down and wept,
when we remembered Zion.
On the willows there
we hung up our lyres.
For there our captors
required of us songs,
and our tormentors, mirth, saying,
“Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?

Babylon was a wicked place, chockfull of altars, statues, and
temples to false gods. The natural question any Israelite would ask a
spokesman for God was, “Why? What have we done to deserve such
humiliation at the hands of these barbarians?” In Ezekiel 14:1-6,

the prophet describes such a scene.

Then certain of the elders of Israel came to me and sat before
me. And the word of the Lord came to me: “Son of man, these
men have taken their idols into their hearts, and set the stum-
bling block of their iniquity before their faces. Should I indeed
let myself be consulted by them? Therefore speak to them and
say to them, Thus says the Lord God: Any one of the house
of Israel who takes his idols into his heart and sets the stum-
bling block of his iniquity before his face, and yet comes to the
prophet, I the Lord will answer him as he comes with the mul-
titude of his idols, that I may lay hold of the hearts of the house
of Israel, who are all estranged from me through their idols.
“Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord
God: Repent and turn away from your idols, and turn away

your faces from all your abominations.”
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The elders of Israel were the religious elite, not unlike the pro-
fessional clergy of today. The average Israelite would have looked
to them for guidance in a dark time. But things were so dark in
Babylon that even the pros didn’t have the answers. The fact that
the elders came and sat down in front of Ezekiel shows their defer-
ence to the prophet. Maybe God had revealed some kind of rhyme
or reason to an amateur. It seemed worth a shot to ask him, “Why,
Ezekiel? What has caused this mess?” Ezekiel’s answer is straight-
forward: idolatry.

Idolatry? Wasn’t that a Babylonian problem? The elders of Israel
would have been the first to rise up in protest at the detestable altars
and shrines that filled this wicked, foreign land. With religious zeal
they would have denounced the religion of Babylon as a vile, idola-
trous faith. Ezekiel’s identification of idolatry as the heart of Israel’s
problem is similar to telling a diehard Redskin’s fan that his prob-
lem is that he loves the Dallas Cowboys too much! (If you ever do
this, duck—fast!) So was Ezekiel blind, stupid, insane? Couldn’t he
see that the religious pros had nothing to do with idols?

Yet the prophet’s observation was not based on surveying hill-
sides, but hearts. “These men have set up idols in their hearts,” he
says. Think about that statement. We don’t need to travel to distant
jungles to find a place where idolatry is practiced; idolatry is going
on inside of us. Hundreds of years later, Paul would diagnose what
Ezekiel observes here. The diagnosis is crystal clear; the people are
infected with the idolatry syndrome. Their hearts have made the
dark exchange. God has been traded in for a better model.

Ezekiel doesn’t let us in on the type of idols the Israelites had
erected in their hearts. Was it pride, lust, the fear of man? We don’t
know. The prophet is more concerned about the root of their idola-

try than the fruit. The pathetic substitutes for God were not being
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manufactured in a Babylonian assembly line; they were being gen-
erated in a far darker place—the infected hearts of a sinful people.
But let’s leave Israel in Babylon for the time being and come back

to America.

America, the Beautiful?

As I write 'm enjoying the warmth of a thoroughly suburban
kitchen. A pot of decaf is brewing just within my reach, my wife is
enjoying a rerun of ER, and my six-year-old-son is sleeping peace-
fully under his Spiderman comforter upstairs. How quaint! How
American! Isn’t this kind of scene typical of homes all across this
country? It seems to me that we are a long way from Babylon.

The prophet’s words haunt me, however. I cannot comfort
myself by consigning idolatry to distant times and places. What is
my son dreaming of right now? Do sweet dreams of bigger and bet-
ter toys call to him in his slumber? As she watches Dr. Carter resus-
citate a drowning victim, is my wife harboring (maybe enjoying!)
a grudge against me over unkind words I've recently said to her?
And what about me? Why am I preaching sermons every Sunday?
Is it really for God’s glory—or at least for the benefit of the sheep?
Or am [ secretly hoping for the grand-slam sermon that keeps the
compliments coming? The fact that Ezekiel traces idolatry’s origin
to our hearts, instead of shrines, forces me to ask such questions—
even here in my comfortable, American kitchen!

But there’s another problem here in the suburbs, isn’t there? None
of my neighbors bow to the same idol; after all, each person’s heart
is busy manufacturing its own god. We live in the age of customized
upgrades and “have it your way” menu options. Unlike Israel, we do
not have a tabernacle or temple, a common meeting place to wor-

ship the same God. The closest we get is the mall parking lot—but
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once we walk through the doors, we make a beeline for our favorite
store. The point is, idolatry cuts us off from one another. All of us
are locked into personalized prisons of our own making. Is it any
wonder that we’d rather chat online with a total stranger than have a
day-to-day relationship with our next-door neighbors? Idolatry kills
community.

I wonder how things might radically change in our churches if
we became convinced that idolatry was our greatest problem. What
if angry husbands stopped blaming their wives for their own unhap-
piness and just took a good hard look into their own hearts? What
would they find—perhaps that their own idols were in conflict with
those of their wives? What if “model” parents actually acknowl-
edged that their firm discipline was little more than a program to
produce quiet kids who impress their friends across the aisle? What
if the church stopped trying to help its members with pop psychol-
ogy and told them that their real problem is idol worship?

Let’s commit ourselves now to mastering the pathology of idola-
try. Let’s turn that ridiculous old cliché upside down to say what it

really should: “What we don’t know can hurt us.”

Prayer
Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity,

and in sin did my mother conceive me.
Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being,

and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.
Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean;

wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.
Let me hear joy and gladness;

let the bones that you have broken rejoice.



INDIANA JONES and the theology of doom 53

Hide your face from my sins,
and blot out all my iniquities.
Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and renew a right spirit within me.
Psalm 51:5-10
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Study Guide

Describe a stereotypical example of an “Indiana Jones” kind of
idol? Why do you think it can be dangerous to think of idols in

such physical/external ways?

Read Ezekiel 14:1-6. The elders of Israel would have been
appalled by the shrines and altars that covered the Babylonian
landscape. How do you think they felt when Ezekiel told them
their idols were within? How do you feel about your own heart’s

ability to manufacture idols?
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Since idolatry is born in the hidden place of the heart, it can be
“covered up” by things that look downright holy, for example,
the preacher craving his listeners’ praise for a good sermon.
What idolatrous desire could be lurking behind a prayer for
healing, an act of charity, an evangelistic encounter, a parent’s

act of discipline?

Give some examples of how chasing after our own idols cuts us

off from one another?



It is stupidity rather than courage to refuse to recognize
danger when it is close upon you.
—Sherlock Holmes

Most of God’s people are content to be saved from the hell
that is without; they are not so anxious to be saved
from the hell that is within.

—Robert Murray M’Cheyne

And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door.
Its desire is for you, but you must rule over it.
—Genesis 4:7
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Anybody Got a Silver Bullet?

Werewolves are outside of our house, savagely scratching at the
doors and windows. My older brother Andy and I hastily barricade
ourselves in our bedroom. Two young kids can survive this terror
only by sticking together. The one thing that gives me comfort is
that Andy is with me. At this moment he’s no longer my annoying
older brother, bullying me, teasing me; he’s now my hero. We franti-
cally work to insulate ourselves in our room, when the sounds of the
werewolves suddenly cease. My heart is pounding like a jackham-
mer, but I'm beginning to feel some relief. I turn to Andy, hoping
that he too thinks we're safe when . . . Have you guessed it? Yeah,
he’s turned into a werewolf, and he looks really hungry.

This was an actual recurring nightmare that haunted my child-
hood for years. I think the reason it so unnerved me was the unfair-
ness of it. Sure, a kid expects to be torn apart by ferocious monsters

that live outside in the woods or a cave or a pit. But it just doesn’t
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seem right that the monsters can live in your own house—or be
your own brother!

I think the reason idolatry gets so little attention today is that we
are not truly convinced that it is something that’s “inside the house.”
Like we saw in the last chapter, idolatry is something we think hap-
pens only in the jungle or in remote villages in developing nations.
Idolatry is the stuff of National Geographic—not USA Today.

Sadly, most of today’s spiritual diagnosticians do not include
idolatry in the list of maladies threatening the church’s health.
Several other problems have been identified: declining church
membership, unwholesome relationships, dysfunctional families,
pornography—and the list goes on and on. But rarely, if ever, do we
hear about our insatiable desire to trade in God for anything and
everything. Whatever happened to idolatry? Frankly, we shouldn’t
be surprised that we so often feel immune to idolatry. The Scrip-

tures warned us how easily we can be duped.

The Deceitfulness of Sin

The nightmare version of my brother seemed like a good guy. He
helped me cordon off the bedroom and helped secure my safety. The
things I feared were “out there,” not in the sanctuary of my room.
But nightmares are made of blind spots and poor judgments, aren’t
they? Had I been more alert, maybe I would have noticed Andy’s
face morphing into something wolfish before I was trapped.

The Bible is packed with warnings to look beneath the surface,
to detect the slightest signs that something may be awry. Consider
the following passages:

“Be careful,” Jesus said to them. “Be on your guard against the
yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”
Matthew 16:6 (NIV)
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So be on your guard; I have told you everything ahead of time.
Mark 13:23 (NIV)

And he said to them, “Iake care, and be on your guard against
all covetousness . . .”
Luke 12:15

See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty
deceit . . . (emphases added in preceding verses).

Colossians 2:8

P. T. Barnum allegedly said, “There’s a sucker born every min-
ute,” and the Bible seems to agree. We are people who can be easily
swindled. This is why the writer of Hebrews warns the church about
the way sin works: “But exhort one another every day, as long as it
is called ‘today, that none of you may be hardened by the deceitful-
ness of sin” (3:13).

Sin—idolatry in particular—is not a showboat. It does its best
work in subtle ways. Like a puma lying low in the gentle grass, taut
muscles held in place like a coiled spring, sin waits in the “safest” of
places. If someone approached you and said, “Hey, I've got a bag full
of idol statues. Would you like to trade Christ in for one of these?”
then idolatry would be a pretty easy thing to resist. But remember
what Ezekiel said: The capacity for idol worship is alive and well in
our hearts. Sin knows this, so it waits patiently for a chance to creep
in unaware. Consider the famous plight of the Israclites in their

departure from Egypt.

Three Hots and a Cot
Ruthless Pharaoh horribly oppressed the Jewish people. Sensing

a potential revolt, Pharaoh maniacally plotted a systematic extermi-

nation of the Jews, even ordering the slaughter of every Israelite boy
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born in Egypt. The whole thing would have worked, too, had God
not made a nuisance of himself by showing up.

After many warnings through His servant Moses, God judged
the Egyptians by killing every firstborn son or animal (an ironic
reversal of Pharaoh’s plan). He led the Israelites through the Red
Sea on a miraculously dry and dusty path. Then God capped it all
off by drowning the Egyptian army as it vainly pursued the Jews. It
was a great story! Well, it would have been, had it not been for those
nuisance Israelites.

Every nation has its skeletons in the closet. Israel’s skeleton is
undoubtedly her whiny sniveling in the desert. Her awe of God’s
miraculous power faded quickly as she waited in the wilderness for
the next step. In Egypt the Israelites had what modern prisoners call
“three hots and a cot”—three hot meals and a place to sleep. But
in the desert, they had no such security. All they had was Moses
telling them that God would be their provider. In one of the most
beautiful passages in Scripture, God describes His own perspective
on the Israelites’ rescue. “You yourselves have seen what I did to the
Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you
to myself” (Exodus 19:4). Notice that God does not say, “I brought
you to Mz. Sinai” While that would have been geographically true,
it would not have emphasized the heart of the story. Instead, God
says, “I brought you to myself” This verse is a stunning picture of
God’s power to break idolatry’s death grip.

Once upon a time the Jews were enslaved to a “god” who gave
them something—three hots and a cot—in return for their bond-
age. The true God, however, crushed the one who had enslaved
them and gave the Israelites all they ever really needed—himself.
But notice what idolatry does; it convinces the Israelites that their
former “god” could satisfy them more than Yahweh. So they trade
God in for a pot of stew: “Now the rabble that was among them had
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a strong craving. And the people of Israel also wept again and said,
‘Oh that we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt
that cost nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions,
and the garlic. But now our strength is dried up, and there is noth-
ing at all but this manna to look at’ ” (Numbers 11:4-0).

Do you see the shift? “Sure, Pharaoh was a ruthless dictator, but
he sure did know how to cook. Yes, God can part a sea, but He’s not
as good in the kitchen. After all, in Egypt we had pillows on the bed

and potatoes in the pot.”

When Blessings Become Bondage

It’s interesting that what knocked Israel off track was some-
thing good: food. Who can read the Bible and come away with
any other conclusion than that food is God’s good gift to us? “He
provides food for those who fear him; he remembers his covenant
forever” (Psalm 111:5, emphasis added). Food is a good and wonder-
ful thing; just ask my six-year-old daughter what she’s feeling when
she’s standing in front of a make-your-own sundae bar! But even
though food is a gift, the idolatry syndrome can still make God’s
blessing our burden.

When a woman’s only motivation for getting through a work-
day is the anticipation of downing a pint of Ben and Jerry’s when
she gets home, something has gone wrong. When a high school
student can’t concentrate on the lesson because he’s too busy fanta-
sizing about his new Xbox game, something has gone wrong. When
a husband’s only interest in his wife is how she can satisfy him in
bed, something has gone wrong. Yes, food, recreation, and sex are
all good gifts of a gracious God. We rarely suspect that such things
can serve as idolatry’s playground, but remember, sin is deceitful.
There is a blurry, almost imperceptible boundary line where God’s

gifts replace God himself. Let’s return to our definition of idolatry:
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cherishing, trusting, or fearing anything more than we cherish,
trust, or fear God himself.

If a woman cannot find God’s presence and power sufficient
to sustain her through a day, then idolatry has hunted her down. If
that student’s Xbox fantasies shift from fun entertainment to cease-
less obsession, then idolatry has slipped through the back door and
made itself at home. And when a husband stops seeing his wife as a
God-given life partner and treats her only as an object for his own
pleasure, then idolatry has done a good day’s work. None of these
victims may realize how deep in the throes of God-substitutes they
actually are, but that’s just fine with idolatry. Idolatry is a stealthy
hunter.

Jesus tells a parable in Luke’s gospel that captures how humans
can be easily fooled by the apparent virtue of idols. Notice the things
that impede people from coming to Christ.

But he said ro him, ‘A man once gave a great banquet and
invited many. And at the time for the banquet he sent his
servant to say to those who had been invited, ‘Come, for every-
thing is now ready.” But they all alike began to make excuses.
The first said to him, ‘T have bought a field, and I must go out
and see it. Please have me excused.” And another said, ‘I have
bought five yoke of oxen, and I go to examine them. Please
have me excused.” And another said, ‘I have married a wife,
and therefore I cannot come’ (Luke 14:16—20).

It was not sex, drugs, or the insatiable lust for fame and for-
tune that prevented these would-be followers from going hard after
Christ. No, idolatry is much too sly to come marching in with such
flamboyance. The excuses offered are reasonable, and some might
even say noble. John Piper offers a provocative observation of this

passage.
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The greatest enemy of hunger for God is not poison but
apple pie. It is not the banquet of the wicked that dulls
our appetite for heaven, but the endless nibbling at the
table of the world. For all the ill that Satan can do, when
God describes what keeps us from the banquet table of his
love, it is a piece of land, a yoke of oxen, and a wife (Luke
14:18-20). The greatest adversary of love to God is not his
enemies but his gifts. And the most deadly appetites are not
for the poison of evil, but for the simple pleasures of earth.
For when these replace an appetite for God himself, the

idolatry is scarcely recognizable and almost incurable.”

A Glimmer of Hope?

I am thankful that Piper describes idolatry as “scarcely” rec-
ognizable and “almost” incurable. We have just spent five chapters
considering the infectious power of the idolatry syndrome in the
human soul. It’s a frightening reality, isn’t it? But now let’s take
Jesus at His word when He calls himself the Great Physician. We
need Him to show us how to look for idolatry’s symptoms. We need
Him to show us how to eliminate the idols that have amassed like
tumors in our hearts. But most of all we need Him—period. We
need His beauty to shine brightly and expose our idols for the hol-

low impostors they are!

Prayer
Fight for us, O God, that we not drift numb and blind and

Jfoolish into vain and empty excitements. Life is too short, too
precious, too painful to waste on worldly bubbles that burst.
Heaven is too great, hell is too horrible, eternity is too long that

7. John Piper, A Hunger for God (Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books, 1997), 14.
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we should putter around on the porch of eternity. O God, open
our eyes to the vastness of the sufferings of Christ and what they
mean for sin and holiness and hope and heaven. We fear our
bent ro trifling. Make us awake to the weight of glory—the
glory of Christ’s incomparable sufferings.

—]John Piper
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Study Guide

Read Hebrews 3:13. What images come to mind when you
think of sin personified as deceitful? What are some everyday

ways that we tend to let our guard down concerning the detec-

tion of sin in our lives?

Sometimes we make God’s good gifts into idols. Note the first

example and then fill in the rest.

God gives a gift. We turn it into an idol.
the measure of our happiness,
Money .
security and success
Sex
Children

Spiritual gifts (teaching,
wisdom, mercy)

Read Matthew 6:24-34. How does this passage (and verse 33 in
particular) help us draw a healthy boundary between the good

things God gives us and the idols we insist on having?



Pacha: Uh-oh.

Kuzco: Let me guess.

We're about to go over a huge waterfall.
Pacha: Yep.
Kuzco: Sharp rocks at the bottom?

Pacha: Most likely.

Kuzco: . . . Bring it on.

—from Disney’s The Emperor’s New Groove

When God chastises his children, he does not punish
as a judge does; but he chastens as a father.

—Charles Spurgeon

My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline or be weary
of his reproof, for the Lord reproves him whom he loves,
as a father the son in whom he delights.
—DProverbs 3:11-12
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How Do You Love a Child Who’s Dying?

Matthew was a marvelous, energetic boy, full of joy and mis-
chief. At age seven he seemed to have experienced more life than
half of the adults I knew. In the summer of 1992, I had the privilege
of directing a summer camp where he won the hearts of everyone
on staff. We loved this boy; most of us tried not to dwell on the fact
that he had cystic fibrosis. No one knew how long Matthew had to
live—three years, maybe seven. But Matthew didn’t waste a minute
of whatever time he had left. And we didn’t miss a minute enjoy-
ing his presence among us. The counselors and I had an unspo-
ken rule: Don’t let Matthew’s mother know he had acted up unless his
behavior was “off the charts” bad. How does any decent person play
a part in punishing a terminally ill child? Maybe a better question
to ask is, “How do parents of dying children deal with the subject

of discipline?”

67
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Well, one hot August day, one “off the charts” day, I had to
play the part I most dreaded: the tattletale. Matthew had gotten his
hands on some paint (why children are ever allowed access to paint
deserves a book all its own) and thought it would be amusing to do
a little artwork on a few of the kids” backpacks. No way out of that
one for the camp director—parents paying for camp don’t like pay-
ing for replacement backpacks. When Matthew’s mother came to
pick him up that afternoon, I gathered all of my courage and tattled
on a boy who would die in a few years.

His mother was calm and contemplative as I told the sordid
tale. She thanked me, helped gather Matthew’s things, and took the
boy home. The next day she told me how he’d been punished. She
sat him down at their kitchen table and told him that the allowance
money he’d been saving for his Game Boy would now be used to
replace the backpacks. She sent him to bed without dessert as well.
Matthew cried, went to his room upset, and his mother never shed
a tear—until she went into her bedroom, closed the door, and cried
like she never had before. That is a picture of a mother’s love.

Parents who love their children do them no favors by shielding
them from the consequences of their actions, even when they are
dying! What message would Matthew have gotten about his iden-
tity, his personhood, if his impending death made him immune
to the moral laws of life? No, Matthew’s mother knew that her
boy needed to be protected from his callous attitudes toward fel-
low campers. She loved him, and it hurt! What a picture of God’s
fatherly love for us.

God’s “No-Tolerance” Policy

There is a certain sense in which the rest of this book is unnec-
essary. For those of us who have come to faith in Christ, for those of

us who now see Christ as the deepest satisfaction of our souls: God
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will not allow counterfeit saviors to rob us of His glory. Consider

God’s “no tolerance” policy of idols in the following passages.

* “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land
of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other
gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a carved
image . . . You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for
I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of
the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth genera-
tion of those who hate me” (Exodus 20:2-5).

* I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give to no other,
nor my praise to carved idols (Isaiah 42:8).

* But first I will doubly repay their iniquity and their sin,
because they have polluted my land with the carcasses of
their detestable idols, and have filled my inheritance with
their abominations (Jeremiah 16:18).

Even a cursory reading of the Bible makes it clear that God
hates the counterfeits that seek to rival Him. Others have written on
the subject of God’s passion for His own glory,® and I do not need
to review that discussion here. Suffice it to say that God knows that
His own glory is the very thing our hearts are longing for. Perhaps
the worst thing that could ever happen would be for God to allow us
to find a false contentment in “gods” that cannot ultimately satisfy.
No, God hates idols, and He loves us too much to leave us in their
deceptively soothing embrace. Like Matthew’s mother, He will hurt
us to rescue us—if He must.

8. If it is not obvious to the reader already, I am indebted to the writings of John Piper. In
my opinion, he has done more good for the church in calling attention to the supremacy
of God in all things than any author alive today. I could not more highly recommend his
signature work, Desiring God, where he skillfully unpacks the premise that “God is most
glorified in us, when we are most satisfied in Him.” All that I write on the harm idolatry
brings to us is rooted in his observation that whatever God hates is harmful to us and
whatever He loves is a blessing to us—especially His glory!



70  YOU are the treasure that I seek

How God Rescues Us from Idolatry’s Clutches

My wife and I are convinced that Chevy Chase’s fictional Gris-
wold family, the fated victims in the National Lampoon’s Vacation
movies, was not the right choice of family for those films. My wife
and I should have been the first in line for the casting call. The first
twenty-four hours of our first married vacation included the follow-
ing “joys™ a speeding ticket, a stomach bug, a lost pair of contacts,
a sinus infection, and a lost credit card. Truthfully, it's made every
vacation since seem like a tropical paradise. To this day, whenever
we experience a “vacation obstacle,” we encourage each other with
the mantra, “Relax, things can only get worse.”

Such Griswold experiences have forced us to evaluate what
really matters in the Dutcher clan. Are we less of a family if we
have horrible vacations? Is our entire year ruined by one comically
tragic week in July? At times, we've been tempted to answer in the
affirmative, but with a little perspective we know that we have much
to be thankful for. In recent years, we have come to be convinced
that God’s love for us is in many ways measured by the obstacles we
experience. To sever us from our idols and show us how much we
have to be grateful for, God often lets things around us go haywire.
It’s as if He’s saying to us, “Relax, things can only get worse.”

Consider the example of Paul and his companions. Traveling
the Roman Empire was no walk through the park. They experi-
enced hunger, rejection, life-threatening attacks, sleeplessness, ill-
ness, and loneliness. Things got so bad sometimes that a number of
critics suggested that God’s blessing no longer rested on Paul and
his crew. But in his second letter to the Corinthians, he reminds us
that nothing could be further from the truth.

For we do not want you to be ignorant, brothers, of the afflic-
tion we experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened
beyond our strength that we despaired of life itself:

2 Corinthians 1:8
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Notice that rather than feeling ashamed of his obstacles, Paul
wants them to know what a horrible time he was having. But why?
Is he a masochist, a glutton for punishment, some poor misguided
soul with a martyr’s complex? The truth is that Paul sees something
of the merciful discipline of God in his sufferings. Paul is convinced
that his loving Father wants to free him from cherishing, trusting,
or fearing something more than Christ. Notice what he says in the

next verse.

Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death. But
that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who
raises the dead (emphasis added).

2 Corinthians 1:9

Paul is not on the “unlucky” side of a random, cosmic sledge-
hammer. He is experiencing the sweet providence of God, which
shows the apostle just how easily idols can creep into his life and
steal the joy of resting in God alone. Think about it. How do you
feel when you lose a night of sleep or stub your toe or misplace a
twenty-dollar bill? Sleep, feet, and money are all good things, aren’t
they? But when losing or injuring these things makes your world
fall apart, more precisely, makes you fall apart, doesn’t that reveal
something about what your heart has attached itself to? A seminary
professor of mine had a helpful saying that I've never forgotten,
“You know what your idols are by observing this: When they shake,
you shake.”

Am I cherishing, trusting in, or fearing the dwindling of my
bank account? Then God loves me enough to send an unexpected
bill in the mail perhaps. Do I trust too much in the compliments I
receive? Then God may send me into a “dry season” where the most
encouraging thing I hear is “Have a nice day” from the girl in the
drive-through window. Paul’s hardships were aimed to arrest his
attention and soberly remind him that sleep, food, companionship,
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or any creature comfort were not enough to carry him through life.
Such gifts become idols when we rely on them to bring us satisfac-
tion. Paul needed one thing at the center, the same thing we need—
Christ alone.

Relax, These Things Take Time

I preached on the subject of God’s bringing our hidden idola-
tries to light a few years ago, only to be greeted by a tearful woman
after church. “What you said is true, Greg. 'm ashamed that I've
been a Christian for twenty years, and I still cherish, trust in, and
fear so many things over Christ.”

I’s rare that I get a spontancous burst of wisdom at just the
right moment (probably to keep me from pride, the most subtle idol
of all), but in this particular instance, to comfort this dear woman,
I believe, God gave me just such a burst. “Margie,” I asked, “do you
think if Paul were alive today, he would be able to find a lot of areas
in your life worthy of a good rebuke?”

Somewhat surprised by my bluntness, she balked, blushed, and
murmured, “Probably.”

I then pointed her to Philippians 3 and reminded her that Paul
wrote this letter near the end of his life. I also reminded her of
the things Paul experienced that Margie had not: seeing the risen
Christ, hearing the audible voice of Christ, immediate and direct
access to those who had walked with Christ, supernatural revela-
tions of the third heaven (2 Corinthians 12)—all this to set the
stage for a staggering confession from Paul’s lips.

In this passage in Philippians 3 the apostle gives us his resume.
Scholars have noted that if Paul’s credentials could be transferred
into a contemporary context, he would have the equivalent of two
PhDs. But Paul’s point is to show us how his credentials are noth-
ing more than potential idols, things that are “rubbish” (literally
“dung”) compared to Christ.
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But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake
of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared
to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord,
Jfor whose sake I have lost all things.

Philippians 3:7-8 NIV

Margie seemed confused at this point in the conversation.
Wasn’t this comparison between her and Paul just making her feel
worse? Before more guilt could paralyze her, I jumped to the next

chapter. “Margie,” I said, “read this verse.”

1 know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have
plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and
every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in
plenty or in want.

Philippians 4:12 NIV

When I asked her what she thought Paul’s “secret” to con-
tentment was, she answered, “Christ—he just said so in the last
chapter.”

“Right,” I responded, “but was this his experience the whole
time he was a Christian?” After a few seconds, her eyes widened—
what a sweet sight that is in my memory still today—and I knew she
got it! Paul had to learn the secret. Bingo! Here’s the apostle Paul,
a man probably none of us will ever come close to matching in his
love for God. And here, near the end of his life, he can share it: “I've
had to Jearn this,” he says. God knows our frailty, our stubbornness,
our forgetfulness. But He will teach us the secret. If it took Paul

most of his life, then I say to you, “Relax, these things take time.”
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Prayer

Grant, Almighty God, as at the present time, thou dost deserv-
edly chastise us for our sins, according to the example of thine
ancient people, that we may turn our face to thee with true
penitence and humility: May we throw ourselves suppliantly
and prostrately before thee; and, despairing of ourselves, place
our only hope in thy pity which thou hast promised.

—John Calvin
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Study Guide

Read Isaiah 42:8 and Jeremiah 16:18. In light of these verses,
how can we expect God to respond when we ignore idolatry at

work in our lives?

Can you think of a situation in your life that was miserable at
the time, but now you look back with thanksgiving as it was
clearly evidence of God’s loving discipline?

2 Corinthians 1:8-9 tells us that hardships often serve as God’s
instrument for making us rely more on Him than ourselves.
Interestingly, Paul gives a detailed list of the kinds of hardships
he faced in 2 Corinthians 11:24-26. Take two of Paul’s hard-
ships and suggest what areas of his life God may have been

working to refine.

How does the fact that Paul had to “learn” the secret of content-

ment (Philippians 4:12) affect you?



What I want out of each and every one of you is a
hard target search of every gas station, residence, warchouse,
farmhouse, henhouse, outhouse and doghouse in that area.
Checkpoints go up at fifteen miles. Your fugitive’s name
is Doctor Richard Kimble. Go get him.

—from the movie The Fugitive

Many people live in darkness and ignorance about
their own hearts. They keep careful track of how their

investments are doing on Wall Street and get frequent checkups

at the doctor; they watch what they eat and work out at

the gym three or four times a week to keep their bodies finely

tuned. But how many people give the least thought to their souls?

If it is important to watch over and care for our bodies and
investments, which will soon die and rot, how much more
important is it for us to guard our immortal souls?

—Kiris Lungaard

The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick;
who can understand it?
—Jeremiah 17:9
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Symptoms That Hide from Us

In chapter 6 we saw that idolatry is a stealthy hunter. Like a
curfew-violating teenager, it knows how to walk up the staircase
without making the floorboards squeak. Should it surprise us, then,
that the symptoms of idolatry know how to go underground?

Try this exercise for a moment. Take out a piece of paper and
pen and ask yourself this question: “In what four areas of my life
is idolatry at work right now?” Now, write them down. If you're
having a good day, maybe one area came to mind. If it’s a really
good day, maybe you could name two, but I doubt you were able to
identify the areas specifically. In other words, maybe you said that
idolatry is at work in your job—but just where exactly in your job is
idolatry doing its dirty work? Are you frustrated that your boss or
co-workers are not affirming you? Are you obsessed with the fact
that you're not making a fair salary? Are you constantly preoccupied
with your last performance rating? Or maybe it’s as simple as want-
ing a better parking place? And here’s what’s even more aggravating:
Even when you ask such explicit questions, idolatry still doesn’t step

forward and expose itself. It just doesn’t play fair!

77
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My childhood friend Rob claimed to be the greatest Marco Polo
player in the neighborhood, but his self-appointed title was always in
dispute. Why? He played dirty. When ten or twelve pre-adolescents
play this game in a small pool, everyone should get tagged eventu-
ally. The leader closes his eyes and counts to ten. He then calls
out “Marco,” and the other kids respond “Polo.” The leader locates
the others by tracking the sounds of their voices. No matter how
much you dodged and weaved, sooner or later your voice gave you
away. Unless you were Rob. This kid was slick, and he knew how
to mouth the word “Polo” without ever using his vocal cords. The
same could be said about our idols. No amount of wishful thinking
will bring them to the surface. When we call “Marco,” they stay as
quiet as cheating Rob did years ago in that neighborhood pool. In
truth, there is only one way to detect idols. It’s really the same way

to detect a childhood cheater—we have to keep our eyes open.

Open Our Eyes, Lord

Have you ever noticed how packed the gospels are with stories
of blindness? Jesus heals a staggering number of people who were
afflicted with this disease. Consider the following examples.

As Jesus passed on from there, two blind men followed him,
crying aloud, “Have mercy on us, Son of David!” When he
entered the house, the blind men came to him, and Jesus said
to them, “Do you believe that I am able ro do this?” They said
to him, “Yes, Lord.”

Matthew 9:27-28

Then a demon-oppressed man who was blind and mute was
brought to him, and he healed him, so that the man spoke
and saw.

Matthew 12:22
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In that hour [Jesus] healed many people of diseases and plagues
and evil spirits, and on many who were blind he bestowed
sight.

Luke 7:21

Why so many stories (many more than the ones listed here)
about the blind receiving sight? I mean, sure, it’s a great event, but
it doesn’t come close to raising people from the dead. And line for
line there are far more stories about the blind than the resuscitated. I
am convinced that the gospel writers wanted us to see something far
greater than the restoration of physical sight in these stories, some-
thing greater that ocular vision only points to. The most extended
account of a blind man’s healing is found in the ninth chapter of
John’s gospel.

The disciples come across a man who has been blind from birth.
Like most of us, tragedy moves them to curiosity. “Rabbi, who
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (v. 2). And
unlike most of us, Jesus is moved to action by this tragedy. “It was
not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God
might be displayed in him. We must work the works of him who
sent me while it is day; night is coming, when no one can work”
(vv. 3—4). Jesus makes it clear that now is not the time for a theolog-
ical discussion; it’s time to glorify the Father by restoring this man’s
sight, which is exactly what Jesus does. But unlike the recorders of
the other blindness accounts, John parks on the aftermath of this
miracle for an entire chapter. (You may want to put this book down
and come back when you've finished John 9. It’s one of the wittiest
and subtlest passages in all of Scripture.)

The rest of the passage depicts the blind man’s conflict with the
religious professionals of Jesus’ day, the Pharisees. While we might

expect them to throw the blind man a party for his restored sight,
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they put him on the hot seat. He did this on the Sabbath? Were you
really ever blind in the first place? What—you don’t think this guy is a
prophet, do you? The formerly blind man merely stands his ground
and says that Jesus healed him, pure and simple. But why does John
devote so much space to this aftermath? The answer comes in the
last section, when Jesus re-enters the picture.

Having heard that the Pharisees have excommunicated the
blind man, Jesus pays him a visit. The Savior asks the man if he
believes that Jesus is the Son of Man (in other words, the Messiah).
The man responds that he does believe. Then Jesus utters these
sobering words: “For judgment I came into this world, that those
who do not see may see, and those who see may become blind” (v.
39). The man’s physical vision is really just a metaphor for some-
thing greater: his spiritual understanding. Conversely, the Pharisees
whose physical eyes are fine are spiritually blind. There is a kind of
seeing that only Jesus can grant, a seeing that detects Jesus for who
he really is and detects sin for what it really is. As believers in Christ,
we have access to this kind of sight, but rarely do we use it.

The idolatry syndrome has enjoyed an almost invisible status in
most Christian communities today. One of the reasons I wrote this
book is because I just can’t find much material on the subject. Os

Guinness has deftly pointed out our silence on the subject.

Idolatry is the most discussed problem in the Bible and one
of the most powerful spiritual and intellectual concepts in
the believer’s arsenal. Yet for Christians today it is one of
the least meaningful notions and is surrounded with iro-
nies. Perhaps this is why many evangelicals are ignorant
of the idols in their lives. Contemporary evangelicals are
little better at recognizing and resisting idols than modern

secular people are. There can be no believing communities
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without an unswerving eye to the detection and destruction

of idols.?

The time has come for Christians to rediscover the tools for

detecting the symptoms of idolatry.

The Tired Old Dynamic Duo

Let me first put forth two shocking statements:

1. Reading the Bible will not expose our idols.

2. Praying will not expose our idols.

What? Have you ever read a Christian book that devalued the
role of Bible reading and prayer as a solution to something? To even
hint at this might approach heresy. But let’s examine the statements
more closely to see why they are true.

First, Bible reading in itself does not have the power to expose
our idols. Think of various people who might read the Bible for
different reasons: atheistic philosophers, Hollywood filmmakers,
New York Times crossword buffs, the Pharisees! There is ample evi-
dence that mere Bible reading does not guarantee the exposure (let
alone the eventual uprooting) of idols. Bible reading by itself can
be a great task, but at root it is about information: What does it say?
Where did it happen? Who was involved? But the people who want to
get serious about bringing their idols into the light want more than
information; they want transformation.

Second, prayer in itself does not have the power to expose our
idols. Again, think of various people who pray for many reasons: the
desperate gambler rooting for the gray horse, the famished father
absently rushing through a mantra before diving into the gravy bowl,
the dutiful Sunday school student who puts in his weekly request

9. Os Guinness, Fit Bodies Fat Minds (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Publishing Group,
1994).
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for healing for Aunt Martha’s bunions, the Pharisees! Prayer—even
long, King James-style prayer—is no guarantee that our idols will
come into the light. More often than not, prayer can actually be
twisted into a request for more idols!

So if Bible reading and prayer are not the answers, just how
do we detect the subtle symptoms of idolatry? Well, I must confess
that I've played a little dirty myself in this chapter. There is a way
that Bible reading and prayer do work to unveil our idols, but let me

propose a more carefully worded third statement.

3. Prayerful Bible reading will expose our hidden idols.

Psalm 119: The Believer’s Night Goggles

The author of Psalm 119 loves the Bible. Every verse references
the Scriptures by one term or another. Laws, precepts, statutes, com-
mands—such things are the delight of the psalmist. In fact, his
experience is evidence that the Bible can empower us to live holy,

righteous lives.

How can a young man keep his way pure? By guarding it
according to your word.
Verse 9

1 have stored up your word in my heart, that I might not sin
against you.
Verse 11

I hold back my feet from every evil way, in order to keep your
word.
Verse 101

But don’t these verses disprove the first statement, that reading

the Bible will not expose our idols? They would if Psalm 119 were
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about readin