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Idol 
What is one? – How to identify – How to guard our hearts  
 
Acts 17:16 (NLT)  
16 While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was 
deeply troubled by all the idols he saw everywhere in the 
city.  
 
When Paul went to Athens he saw that is was literally filled 
with images and shrines of the deities that they worshipped 
o The Parthenon of Athena overshadowed everything 
o There was Aphrodite the goddess of beauty 
o Ares the god of war 
o Artemis the goddess of fertility and wealth 
o Hephaestus the god of craftsmanship  

 
It’s easy to think that our culture is different then the 
Greco-Roman culture of Paul’s time 
 
Each culture is dominated by its own set of idols  
Priesthoods, totems and rituals  
Shrines, office towers – spas and gyms, studios and 
stadiums  
 
Places where sacrifices must be made in order to secure the 
good life of the American dream  
 
We may not physically kneel before a statue of Aphrodite 
but many young women today are driven to depression or 
eating disorders because their body image is less than what 
is considered the perfect body  
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What is an idol? 
 
Simply – it is something that we feel will complete our life 
and bring us real happiness 
o It’s the thing that you feel you must have to be 

successful or for your life to have meaning  
o It’s the thing that you could not live without  

 
We see people ruin their families and sacrifice relationships 
to worship the gods of beauty, power, money and 
achievement  
 
The economic crisis of 2008 as well as the stock market 
crash of 1929 had story after story of “Successful” bankers 
and financial advisors committing suicide in the wake of 
disaster  
 
The 1830’s Political Thinker Alexis de Tocqueville 
observed Americans and noted a “strange melancholy that 
haunts its inhabitants…in the midst of abundance.” “The 
incomplete joys of this world will never satisfy the human 
heart.”   
Melancholy: sad, despondent, and depressed  
 
Matthew 6:31–33 (NLT)  

31 “So don’t worry about these things, saying, ‘What will 
we eat? What will we drink? What will we wear?’ 32 These 
things dominate the thoughts of unbelievers, but your 
heavenly Father already knows all your needs. 33 Seek the 
Kingdom of God* above all else, and live righteously, and 
he will give you everything you need.  
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The “Strange Melancholy” that Tocqueville noted 
manifests in many ways but always brings about the same 
despair of not finding what we sought  
 
Despair is not the same as Sorrow   
 
Sorrow is pain for which there are sources of consolation 
If you lose one good thing you still find comfort from other 
sources such as family to get through it 
 
Despair is inconsolable because it comes from losing the 
ultimate thing – your meaning of hope – a broken spirit  
 
Idols of the heart  
Ezekiel 14:3 (NLT)  
3 “Son of man, these leaders have set up idols* in their 
hearts. They have embraced things that will make them fall 
into sin.  
 
We take good things and make them idols of the heart 
o A successful career 
o Love 
o Material possessions 
o Family, friends, popularity  

 
These “good things” can become the “center” of our lives 
We are willing to give up or loose anything to get the 
significance, security, safety and fulfillment we believe 
they bring  
When “good things” consume us they’re no longer “good 
things” – *Lord of the Rings – Clip* 
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Anything can be an idol that’s why God warned us 
 
Exodus 20:2–3 (NLT)  
2 “I am the LORD your God, who rescued you from the land 

of Egypt, the place of your slavery.  
3 “You must not have any other god but me.  
 
Immediately we think – What gods? 
 
Exodus 20:4–5 (NLT)  
4 “You must not make for yourself an idol of any kind or an 
image of anything in the heavens or on the earth or in the 
sea. 5 You must not bow down to them or worship them, for 
I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God who will not 
tolerate your affection for any other gods. I lay the sins of 
the parents upon their children; the entire family is 
affected—even children in the third and fourth generations 
of those who reject me.  
 
Most of us know we can make a god out of sex or money 
This includes “Everything” in the world  
 
What is it you are willing to give your life for? 
That has the potential to become a counterfeit god 
 
“A counterfeit god is anything so central and essential to 
your life that, should you lose it, your life would feel hardly 
worth living.” Timothy Keller – Counterfeit Gods  
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The Bible uses three basic metaphors to describe how 
people relate to idols  
o We love them 
o We trust them 
o We obey them  

 
Idols give us a sense of control but show up in our 
nightmares 
o What do you fear the most? 
o If you lost it, it would make life not worth living  

 
Anything that becomes more important than God becomes 
an enslaving idol – Romans 6:16, 1 Corinthians 6:12  
 
If you want to know if you’re enslaved to something 
o Look at your most unyielding emotions 
o What makes you uncontrollably angry, anxious or 

despondent?  
o What racks you with guilt you can’t shake?  
o Because we feel we need them, idols control us  

 
1 Samuel 8:6–8 (NKJV) Israel requests a king 
6 But the thing displeased Samuel when they said, “Give us 
a king to judge us.” So Samuel prayed to the LORD. 7 And 
the LORD said to Samuel, “Heed the voice of the people in 
all that they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but 
they have rejected Me, that I should not reign over them. 
8 According to all the works which they have done since the 
day that I brought them up out of Egypt, even to this day—
with which they have forsaken Me and served other gods—
so they are doing to you also.  
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Romans 1:25–27 (NKJV)  
25 who exchanged the truth of God for the lie, and 
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, 
who is blessed forever. Amen.  
26 For this reason God gave them up to vile passions. For 
even their women exchanged the natural use for what is 
against nature. 27 Likewise also the men, leaving the natural 
use of the woman, burned in their lust for one another, men 
with men committing what is shameful, and receiving in 
themselves the penalty of their error which was due.  
 
“Whatever controls us is our lord. The person who seeks 
power is controlled by power. The person who seeks 
acceptance is controlled by the people he or she wants to 
please. We do not control ourselves. We are controlled by 
the lord of our lives.”                                                                                   
– Rebecca Pippert – Out of the Saltshaker and into the World 
 
Luke 6:46 (NKJV)  
46 “But why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do the 
things which I say?  
 
What most people call “psychological problems” are 
simply idolatry  
o Perfectionism 
o Workahol – ism 
o Chronic indecisiveness 
o The need to control the lives of others 

This is what happens when we make “good things” idols 
and try to appease them – they dominate our lives  
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Colossians 3:5 (NKJV)  
5 Therefore put to death your members which are on the 
earth: fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry. – Galatians 5:19-21  
 
How do we do this?  
 
Colossians 3:1 (NKJV)  
1 If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things 
which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of 
God.  
 
Hebrews 12:1–2 (NKJV)  
12 Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a 
cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the 
sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with 
endurance the race that is set before us, 2 looking unto 
Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy 
that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the 
shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of 
God.  
 
People spend their lives trying to obtain there hearts 
deepest desire 
 
And many times getting that very thing is the worst thing 
that could happen  
 
Our greatest desire can become our greatest disaster  
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Romans 1:24 (NKJV)  
24 Therefore God also gave them up to uncleanness, in the 
lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies among 
themselves 
 
Psalm 78:30–31 (NLT)  
30 But before they satisfied their craving, while the meat 
was yet in their mouths,  
31 the anger of God rose against them, and he killed their 
strongest men. He struck down the finest of Israel’s young 
men.  
 
If we look to some created thing to give us the meaning, 
hope, and happiness that only God Himself can give, it will 
eventually break our hearts – Psalm 147:3 – God heals 
 
This is why we see people time and time again reach the 
pinnacle of success and lose it all, lose their minds, or even 
take their lives   
 
Psalm 37:4 (NKJV)  
4Delight yourself also in the LORD, And He shall give you 
the desires of your heart.  
 
When the Lord is our greatest delight His desires for us 
become our desires 
 
Am I willing to give up my greatest desire and delight in 
the One from who all desires flow?  
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The Call of Abraham  
 
Genesis 12:1–3 (NLT)  
The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave your native country, 
your relatives, and your father’s family, and go to the land 
that I will show you. 2 I will make you into a great nation. I 
will bless you and make you famous, and you will be a 
blessing to others. 3 I will bless those who bless you and 
curse those who treat you with contempt. All the families 
on earth will be blessed through you.”  
o Will I leave everything familiar? 
o Friends? 
o Family? 
o Anything that means safety, prosperity and peace?  
o Will I give up what my human heart desires?  

 
And then the Lord promised him that the nations of the 
earth would be blessed through his offspring  
 
Yet his wife was barren and past the age of having children  
It was a naturally impossible situation  
 
Luke 1:37 (NKJV)  
37 For with God nothing will be impossible.”  
 
God prophecies that Sarah will give birth to Isaac next year  
Genesis 17:17 (NLT)  
17 Then Abraham bowed down to the ground, but he 
laughed to himself in disbelief. “How could I become a 
father at the age of 100?” he thought. “And how can Sarah 
have a baby when she is ninety years old?”  
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The Promise is received  
Genesis 21:5 (NLT)  
5 Abraham was 100 years old when Isaac was born.  
o Abraham had longed for and given up everything to 

have a son 
o Now he would finally have an heir 
o His faith was tested, he sacrificed, and finally a baby 

boy 
 
But did he only trust God to give him the things he wanted 
or was God more important than any desire of his heart?  
 
Genesis 22:2, 11-12 (NLT) Lay it Down – the first born   
2 “Take your son, your only son—yes, Isaac, whom you 
love so much—and go to the land of Moriah. Go and 
sacrifice him as a burnt offering on one of the mountains, 
which I will show you.”  
 
11 At that moment the angel of the LORD called to him from 
heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!”  
“Yes,” Abraham replied. “Here I am!”  
12 “Don’t lay a hand on the boy!” the angel said. “Do not 
hurt him in any way, for now I know that you truly fear 
God. You have not withheld from me even your son, your 
only son.”  
o The fear of the Lord means loving God more than 

anything else in the world 
o God wants to put us through the furnace to purify our 

faith as gold – 1 Peter 1:7, Job 23:10  
o Now he could love Isaac properly because he proved 

he loved God more – he wouldn’t become an idol  


