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Exodus 20:1-6

Then God spoke all these words: 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 an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the 
earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or 
worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of 
parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing steadfast 
love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments.


Luke 18:18-23

A certain ruler asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said to 
him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone. You know the 
commandments: ‘You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You 
shall not bear false witness; Honor your father and mother.’” He replied, “I have kept all these 
since my youth.” When Jesus heard this, he said to him, “There is still one thing lacking. Sell all 
that you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then 
come, follow me.” But when he heard this, he became sad; for he was very rich.




Sermon


As we continue to consider how the Holy Spirit gives us courage, we move from our ceaseless 
prayers and our witnessing among all peoples, to now consider how the Spirit encourages us 
to unmask idolatry in church and culture. Where do we even begin?


How about with this truth. The Biblical narrative was born out of a polytheistic world. Not only 
were the great societies around the ancient Israelite people polytheistic, but so were the 
ancient Israelites themselves. There were gods of the family, gods of the temples, gods of the 
regions, and gods of other peoples. Part of the revelation of God is that God is one. This is the 
revelation that is made to Abraham, and later to Moses. And in this divine revelation, this 
recognizing that the gods that we have been talking with, who have been calling us out, who 
have sacrificed to, who have intervened on our behalf - that all those gods are actually not 
different gods, but One God. But then the One True God goes further, in his teaching of Moses 
and the people, he shares that not everything is God. “You shall not make for yourself an idol, 
whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on earth beneath, or that is in 
the water under the earth.” What is God, is one God. What is not God is simply empty and 
should not be worshiped. Don’t go making golden calves, or naming kings as gods, for as the 
Psalmist says, they are empty, and those who make them and white who worship them are like 
their creation - empty. 


Just a quick side note of interest. This movement of ancient Israel to a monotheistic faith was 
so unique in that time that the peoples around them began to call the Israelites atheist, 
because one God was not enough. They don’t believe in the gods, and the God they believe in 
is not seen.


From the origins of idolatry to our modern age, we continue to struggle with whom or what we 
worship and serve. One of our greatest challenges is to name our idols and recognize their 
allure. As we consider the idols that need to be unmasked in church and culture, we do not 
have time to name them all, but lets consider two for church and two for culture.


In Genesis 12, there is the well known opening calling for Abraham and Sarah. God speaks to 
Abraham, saying “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land 
that I will show you.” Think about it for a moment. At the very birth of the people of Israel, God 
calls Abraham and Sarah to leave behind family and country. Before they can begin something 
new, a new people, a new walk of faith, a new life - they must put their allegiances and 
devotions of family and country behind them. 


One of the greatest challenges that American Christianity faces is that all too often we are more 
American than Christian. We take our national pride and devotion right into the church and 
plant the flag of patriotism right next to and all too often above our Christian flag. Instead of 
looking at our nation through the lens of the teachings of Jesus, has begun to look at Jesus 
through the lens of our patriotism. Author Ann Lamott once wrote, “You can safely assume 
you’ve created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people 
you do.” I would add that if God agrees with the activities and policies of your country, you can 
assume that you are worshiping a national idol and not the one true God.


A second idol within the church has become the worship of comfortable belonging. In our 
efforts to maintain our institutions, the church has shifted much of its energy to creating a place 
where people feel welcomed and connected, a place where they make friends and have 
wonderful fellowship. And there is nothing wrong with this aspect of Christianity. It is faithful, it 
is part of what God has called the church to be. But then we have drawn the line in the sand, 
put a bookend and said, that is all that we are about. And then we have to ask ourselves, what 
is the difference between a church and the country club? I love having the sense of belonging 



that I receive in a church family, but it is all too easy to forget that God does not simply call us 
together, we are not just called in. God calls us in so that we can be sent out. The church’s 
mission has always been to go, go and make disciple, go and share good news. Instead of 
being a place where we are called to grow in faith, to become a new life, the church often is the 
place that reinforces our sin and allows us to stay where we are comfortable. Fear has moved 
the church to a worship of complacency and comfort.


Thinking about the idolatry of our culture, I believe one of the greatest idols we worship is the 
idol of winning. I am not simply talking about sports, but about every aspect of our lives. 
Winning, or being right, or not losing has become a constant in our relationships, in our politics, 
in our faith, and in our work. The challenge of this idol is that it demands that our culture live in 
a binary system of right and wrong, winners and losers. This may be most evident in our 
political system that demands that everyone must pick their horse and then defend that 
candidate, that party no matter what. Give us your loyalty, follow the line, or get removed from 
the game. Choose your party and tow the line.


There are some days where I want to plant two signs on my lawn. One sign would read, “Back 
the Blue” and another sign would read “Black Lives Matter”. Our culture would tell you that 
only one of these signs can be true, only one can be right and you must somehow choose one 
and deny the other. But the truth is that both are right. We should support the men and women 
who work to keep our communities safe and protect us from anarchy and harm. These men 
and women often put their lives on the line so that we can enjoy many of the privileges we take 
for granted. We should support the lives of people who have long been suppressed and 
repressed by unjust laws and biased practices. We should support the lives of a people who 
are more vulnerable and treated as less than others. It is not one or the other, but it is both, 
and. As a culture we value the binary understanding of that which is complex, wanting to keep 
things simple and understandable, even if the truth is more layered and nuanced. 


Jonathan Swift was the author of Gulliver’s Travels and there is the famous part of the book 
where Gulliver encounters the tribe of little people, the Lilliputians. And as these new people 
observed Gulliver’s behaviors, this is what Swift wrote of their discovery. “The tiny Lilliputians 
surmise that Gulliver’s watch may be his god, because it is that which, he admits, he seldom 
does anything without consulting.” Time has always been an idol of our culture, but now the 
watch represents even more than just time. The watch is our technology. It is our watch, our 
phone, our tablet, our laptops. Screens that are part of our everyday life. And the truth is that 
all of this technology can give us more power and comfort, more connectivity and easier 
modes of communication. But all too often the tools of technology become the traps of empty 
idol worship. The screens become a mode to distract and hide the real world that is around us, 
keeping us from living fully into the community and families we are a part of. Our technologies 
also demand and entice us to find meaning and purpose through artificial relationships and 
meaningless interactions.


Idols in church and culture do not naturally occur, but they are human made images, created 
out of the tools of our world that are meant to create a better world, a better life. But when we 
give our attention, our devotion, our loyalty, our hearts and minds, our worship to these empty 
tools… when we feel compelled to do so to fit in, to not be called out. Then we fall into the 
masked idolatries of church and culture. But as we unmask these idolatries, we are naming the 
reality we live in with the hope that we might reorient our attention, devotion, loyalty, hearts and 
minds, our worship back to the living Lord, and return the empty idols back to useful tools 
within our churches and culture. May the spirit continue to encourage us in this challenging 
work. Amen



