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I. Intro. A semiautobiographical allegory for your consideration (with
apologies to Exodus chapter 32 and to Wilmer Hollinger, our unofficial church
historian):

It was early June of 2009, and pastor Neil Amstutz had just begun a sabbatical leave of absence
from Waterford Mennonite Church. He and his family had gone up to commune with God
among the sacred mountains at Rocky Mountain Mennonite Camp in Colorado.

When they were delayed in coming back down to the land of Goshen, the church people
gathered around Lyle Miller (who was providing sabbatical pastoral coverage), and they
demanded, “Come, show us our gods … we want to be sure that God is with us. As for this Neil,
the one who led us through the collapse of the RV market, we don’t know what’s become of
him!”

So Lyle said to them, “Find your digital cameras that are in your cell phones and sitting on
shelves at home, and bring them to me.” So all the Waterford people brought their digital
cameras from home and gave them to Lyle. And Lyle transferred the pictures to his computer,
and he created sacred images to show the people.
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When the people saw these images, they exclaimed, “These are our gods, O Waterford, who led
us through the economic disaster of 2008!”

A. Now after I pause to dislodge my tongue from my cheek with this whimsical
reinterpretation of an old story, let me ask a more sobering question, “Who says
there are no idols in our churches?”

1. Not to us, O LORD, not to us but to your name be glory, for the sake of
your steadfast love and faithfulness. (Psalm 115:1)

a) That’s how the psalmist opens up Psalm 115

b) That verse is one that we had on screen and featured three weeks ago
when we began this series examining what worship is

B. Three weeks ago I reminded us how worship must be about God and
not primarily about us and our consumerist preferences … Oh, that idolatry
would be that simple!

II. Up to now in this series, we haven’t focused on idols or featured the
language of idolatry, but we’ve hinted at it.

A. But if idolatry were left out of this series about worship, that would be a
grave omission indeed,

1. Throughout the Bible, few specific sins are named more often than
idolatry

2. Some of you may recall how our guests from Benin Bible Institute have
described the practice of voodoo, and how when Beninese persons first
come to know Christ it often means they need to destroy literal idols that
they or their family members have kept in the house

B. Yet most of us here don’t wake up every morning praying to the God of
the Bible to keep us free from the power of idols

1. Today it’s important that we name and confront idolatry out in the
open, because often the idols that we don’t name hold more power in our
lives than the ones that we do name

2. And make no mistake … idolatry is real, whether we admit it or not!

a) Even when we as Christians are trying to deliberately worship Yahweh
alone, our efforts are constantly being undermined and compromised

b) The battle against idolatry is not fought only on Sunday mornings
when we’re here in church and reminded of the centrality of God for us
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c) The battle is fought hundreds of times every day wherever we are, by
the choices we make and the influences we allow to be in our lives

C. What are we talking about with this language
of idols?

1. When we hear that word “idol” some of us
may first bring to mind an image like this,
from a TV show

a) Or if we go farther from our own time
and place, this

b) Or maybe some larger-than-life images
come to mind for you …

2. In a Bible dictionary, I found a definition of
“idol” that matches some of these
impressions we have: “an image or statue of
a deity fashioned to be an object of worship”
(HarperCollins Bible Dictionary, © 1996, p.
448)

a) In reality that definition is far too
narrow … idols are all around us, even if
we don’t bow down to statues made of
wood or stone

b) G K Beale is a New Testament
professor who has put out a much more
helpful definition of idolatry, modifying one that was originally written by
Martin Luther about 500 years ago: “whatever your heart clings to or
relies on for ultimate security.” (G.K. Beale, We Become What We
Worship, © 2008, p. 17)

III. Let’s talk about the problem with idols

A. You might say idolatry is sinful just because God says so

1. When you read thru the first five books of the Bible, God’s opposition
to idols among God’s people is abundantly clear

2. Our loving God (Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer) is not willing to
play second fiddle in our lives … God wants wholehearted dedication

B. But in Psalm 115, we find a different reason to avoid idols, a reason that
has to do with us more than with God

1. In vv. 4-7 of this Psalm, it declares that idols are manmade and not
really divine

a) Because they’re the works of human hands, there is nothing
transcendent that makes them worthy of worship

b) As manmade objects, they are lifeless … and powerless
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the psalmist tells us how they may appear like humans but they
can’t even see, hear, speak or walk

2. This then leads to perhaps the most important verse in the Psalm … v.
8

a) Those who worship idols will become like those idols … powerless
and lifeless in the end!

3. This is the major point of a book by G K Beale who provided the
definition I used for idolatry … Beale says that “whatever we revere, that
we will resemble”

a) So, depending on what has become god for us, we could find ourselves
becoming more cold and heartless … or fickle and flip-flopping … or
shallow and without substance … or lonely and unable to relate to people

b) In other words, we take on the characteristics of whatever matters most
to us … to me that’s very sobering

IV. (Examples of contemporary idols)

A. Preaching about idolatry is pointless if I don’t name some idols at work
in our lives today …

1. An impossible task in one short sermon … We could have a whole
worship series on idolatry alone!

2. Oh wait! I think the sermon on idolatry will continue well into the
evening tonight … that is if you join a few hundred million people in the
single largest TV audience in the U.S.

3. After all, what’s happening today? Why, it’s the Super Bowl, of course,
providing all kinds of rich ironies for my preaching on idolatry:

a) First, there are the human idols that the media has had two weeks to
hyperventilate over: the brothers who are head coaches … the superstar
names like Ray Lewis and Colin Kaepernick

b) Then there’s the hidden idolatry that sports itself is in our culture,
where it’s no longer “just a game,” and victory becomes an idol

c) On Super Sunday, some pay attention more because of the glitzy
musical halftime show than for the football game itself

Advertisers recognize the Super Bowl as the Holy Grail of all
advertising slots

d) As we learned last year when Indy hosted it, New Orleans is
discovering that the host city becomes the focal point for all sorts of
idolatries:

Not just the billions of dollars spent on parties, hotels, food and
drink … But also the darker idolatries like the spike in prostitution
and human trafficking

B. Short list of examples I can name only briefly … essentially these are
some of the other gods in our lives today, besides sports:
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1. Money and financial power of the banking system

a) Much has been preached about the godlike power of money in our own
lives, so I won’t elaborate on that here.

b) But that same godlike power is operative in all kinds of institutions
today. Anybody remember how to get something done in Congress? Just
say the words “fiscal cliff”

2. Personal comfort and convenience

a) In the daily life of individuals in Western cultures, this may be the
unspoken king of all idols

b) As Lyle has pointed out when we were rearranging our seating here in
the sanctuary, how is it that we will pay good money to sit squeezed for
hours into only 18” of stadium real estate, but when we sit in church for
free, we “need” twice that much space in the pews?

3. Nationalism and military power

a) Janette and I once went to a concert in a megachurch to hear a famous
country music singer who is also a professing Christian … he got good
audience responses for songs that were explicitly Christian …

but this singer was completely upstaged by the standing ovation
and cheers from fans when in the middle of the concert someone
paraded into the sanctuary with a large American flag

In my view, YHWH was not the #1 object of worship that night

b) When I see that U.S. military spending in 2011 was more than the
military spending of the next 13 nations combined,1 it conveys a sad truth
that contradicts what our money has printed on it: “In God we trust”

4. (I saved possibly the most difficult idol for last) Our families

a) I remember reading something provocative once from a pastor whose
name I do not remember: He wrote – “Mennonites do not worship God …
they worship their families.”

b) OUCH …

According to that person’s view, most of us would find that the
most difficult words of Jesus for us to live out in our lives are not
the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus says to love our enemies
and not to judge or lust after others

Instead, if we were honest, we would rather remove from our
Bibles these words of Jesus from Matt. 10.34-38

c) Don’t get me wrong …

family remains a sacred value and obligation for Christians …

1 http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2013/01/07/everything-chuck-hagel-needs-to-know-about-
the-defense-budget-in-charts/



2/3/2013 “”
Text: Col. 1:15-18; Psalm 115:1-9, 14-18 (Let’s get together … for God’s sake) 6

but frankly in today’s overcommitted world, I sometimes wonder if
we are moving over a line from worshiping God and loving our
children, to loving God while worshiping our children.

C. Now if I’ve failed to step on your toes or possibly offend you by naming
a sacred cow in your own life …

1. I apologize … I’ll try harder next time (just kidding)

2. In reality, it’s not my job to make you uncomfortable in the face of your
own idolatry … that’s the job of the Holy Spirit

a) and I am convinced that the Spirit of God is at work right now convict-
ing many of you of an idol or two that you have allowed to be more at the
center of your life than God himself

b) Just as Cindy spoke last week about worship that transforms us to live
out God’s mission, I urge you, let today be a day that the Spirit gives you
strength to say a radical “yes” to Jesus as Lord and a “no” to some other
deceptive god that wants to be 1st in your life.

V. Conclusion …

A. If the reality of so many idols all around wanting to pull you away from God is
discouraging, I will admit the challenge of idolatry is daunting indeed … but
it is not insurmountable

B. close by naming some positive examples of the battle against idolatry,
displayed right here today … these battles evident in three realities I feel
compelled to point out

1. I celebrate the fact that 300-some of you ignored the appeal of
worshiping at “Mattress Mennonite” …

a) Instead you got yourselves out into subfreezing temperatures in order
to gather with others to demonstrate your allegiance to the One God who
created the universe

b) While here, you sang songs you didn’t personally choose, and you
voluntarily released your hold on significant sums of mammon (Psalm
96:4)

2. A second reality for us to celebrate:

a) A husband and wife reconfirming their dedication to Jesus Christ as
Lord above other gods

b) Luke and Cindy made their commitment to a community of faith who
will navigate alongside them thru the seas of idolatry all around (Psalm
96:4)

3. That leads to a third reality that’s also a slap in the face of idolatry:

a) A dedicated servant of the Lord reaffirming her particular commitment
to Christ’s church and its mission

b) In particular, this morning Cindy promised to lead and minister among
God’s people at Waterford in faithfulness to the kingdom of God
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c) At the same time, you, God’s people at Waterford, committed
yourselves to live honestly, openly and justly with her (Psalm 96:4)

C. When I witness such actions, I don’t see misguided people grasping at
whatever form of meaning happens to be in front of them … I see nothing less
than defeats for the gods of this world, and victory for Jesus Christ who
reigns supreme over this world!


