 American Idols

Good morning and welcome to Let the Bible Speak. There’s no better way to start our day, no better way to start our week than by opening our hearts, minds and Bibles and Letting the Bible Speak. Last week we introduced our series on the Ten Commandments and we want to just pick up where we left off in Exodus 20:3, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”

When you bring up the subject of idolatry, you open up a big biblical subject. Over 50 of 613 laws in Torah are directed against idolatry. God’s people were surrounded by idolatry and far too often got caught up in it. We read of… 

· Aaron & golden calf Exodus 32

· Dagon – the god of Philistines 

· I Kgs. 11:4-5 “When Solomon was old his wives turned his heart after other gods.” (Ashtoreth-Queen of heaven, goddess of love, lust, beauty –Venus)

· Molech “You shall not let any of your descendants pass through the fire to Molech.” Lev. 18:21

· In the New Testament, Acts 1411-13 (after Paul’s healing at Lystra, the people) raised their voices, saying…, "The gods have come down to us in the likeness of men!" Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because he was the chief speaker. Then the priest of Zeus, whose temple was in front of their city, brought oxen and garlands to the gates, intending to sacrifice w/the multitudes.

· Acts 1716 ”Now while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within him when he saw that the city was given over to idols.”

· Acts 1934-35 ”When they found out he was a Jew, all with one voice cried out for about two hours "Great is Diana of Ephesians!" (Idol worship!) And when the city clerk had quieted crowd, he said: "Men of Ephesus, what man does not know that city of Ephesians is temple guardian of great goddess Diana, and of image which fell down from Zeus?”

Unfortunately, idolatry did not die out in first century. Idolatry is alive and well.

We look down on pagans in the Old Testament for worshipping idols, but even early Christians wrestled with idolatry. Paul warned Christians to “flee from idolatry.” John wrote (I Jn. 5:21), “Keep yourselves from idols.” Even the greatest commandment was really a warning against spiritual idolatry? Mk. 12:30 “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, with all thy soul, with all thy mind and with all thy strength.” 


Love = to act vehemently or intensely (Clarke)- not a warm fuzzy feeling


Heart - complete sincerity; not hypocritical or half-hearted, but fully devoted


Soul – warmth, feeling; not a cold, emotionless love


Mind—intellect; applying thought and reflection; not turning brain off

            Strength-every fiber of your physical being; energy, intensity; not a droopy, draggy, slothful, 
  
sluggish kind of love

Now if we obey this command we’ll not be vulnerable to idolatry. In a similar vein, God always refers to His people as His bride who often committed spiritual adultery. Idolatry is spiritual adultery - unfaithfulness to God. Cheating on God. Do you worship other gods? Do you have your own idols? 

In US, where over 85% call themselves “Christians,” very few claim to worship Sun god; you probably know no one who bows down before an idol of wood or stone, but we do have American Idols. How many love God with all heart, soul, mind and strength? When we don’t love God wholeheartedly, we’ve allowed other gods to get in way. Whenever we place anything on level with God, we make that person or thing our god and we break the first commandment. A hundred yrs ago, G. Campbell Morgan observed, “Every man needs a god. There is no man who has not, somewhere in his heart, in his life, in essentials of his being, a shrine in which is a deity whom he worships…The question is whether the life and powers of man are devoted to the worship of the true God or to that of a false one.” 

Someone else said “A man’s god is that for which he lives, for which he is prepared to give his time, his energy, his money, that which stimulates him and rouses him, excites, and enthuses him.” (D. Martin-Lloyd Jones) What do you get excited about? What do you jump up and down over? Do you get enthused about reading the Bible, singing gospel songs, praying, worshipping God?

Bill Bright poses the question, “What consumes your mind each day? Is it your work, your future… money or perhaps a loved one?... Consider how much effort, resources, and quality time you invest in personal interests, goals or things versus what you commit to God. Whatever preoccupies your thoughts and your schedule is likely your “god.” Sometimes it’s a good thing that consumes us: a relationship, job, pursuit of success, popularity, education, music, sports, your family, even your children—could be your god. Otherwise good people and activities can become an idol.

Some other American idols: Money, Security, Power, Beauty & Fashion, Alcohol & Drugs, Food, Entertainment, Celebrities, athletes, Violence, Toys -specially big motorized toys - much of this really boils down to worshiping self.

Years ago in Brooklyn, Thomas K. Beecher stepped in to preach for his famous brother. Many had come to hear Henry Ward Beecher, so when his bro ascended pulpit instead, people got up and started heading for exits. Sensing their disappointment, Thomas raised his hand for silence and announced, “All those who came to worship HW Beecher may leave. All who came to worship God may remain.” How easy it is to take our eyes off of God and make ourselves an idol of someone, something!(P) Get this: you don’t have to bow down before a statue to be guilty of idolatry – to put other gods before true God. Let’s notice some of the more common American Idols…

IDOL #1 Money

A 2006 USA Today Poll, asked 18-25 year olds to choose their #1 and #2 goals from among the following choices: get rich, get famous, help those in need, be leaders in community, become more spiritual. You know how that turned out! 81% rich; 51% famous; last more spiritual – only 10%.

 Idolatry meant more than bowing before statues. Obviously, Christians could slip into idolatry for Paul warned Christians in Col. 3:5, “covetous man…is an idolater.” B. W. Johnson writes in his commentary: “The covetous man gives his heart to the object of his greed rather than to God, and hence is virtually an idolater.” 

Jesus said in Mt. 6:24 No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon (god of money). Judas tried – look where it got him. So did rich young ruler – that just won’t work! 

What are some of signs of people worshipping Mammon: gambling, neglecting assembly to make money, robbing God of offerings (How much do I keep), being stingy, working to the point you neglect family, prayer, Bible study. Again Jesus says, Mt 6:19-21 Lay not up for yourselves treasures on earth...but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

Remember, it is not money, but the “love of money that is the root of all evil.” When I worked at a bank in Tulsa, a lady came in and asked to withdraw thousands of dollars in $1 bills. She wanted to take it home and throw it up around her to feel the full effects of how much money she has. This is an extreme example of a woman who loved money! We need not go this far to make money our god.

Mr. Rockefeller, one of richest men in world was asked, "How much money is enough?" he replied, "Just a little bit more." But you don’t have to be rich to worship mammon… The Boston Globe documented how the lottery saturates poor Massachusetts neighborhoods. For example, Chelsea, a poor community, has one lottery retailer for every 363 residents. By comparison, the affluent suburb of Milton has one for every 3,657 residents. That’s ten times more lottery retailers per capita in the poor community. Chelsea residents, many of whom are on welfare, spend nearly 8% of their incomes on lottery tickets. … (A) store owner said, “The lottery is no good. It robs from my neighbors. People lose a lot of money.” When their Social Security and welfare checks arrive, the locals line up outside the store and down the sidewalk hoping to turn their meager subsistence into instant wealth. (Focus on Family April, 1999) Many gamble away food, clothing and rent in the foolish pursuit of instant wealth.

Idol # 2 Sports/Athletics/Athletes

It’s interesting that Ancient Olympic Games were closely linked to the religious festivals of Zeus. They began in Olympia, Greek in 776 BC and lasted until AD 393 when they were banned as a pagan festival by the “Christian” Emperor. The Olympic stadium seated over 40,000 spectators. It’s hard to believe that athletics had become so big, so organized, so long ago.


Nike was goddess of victory and closely associated with athletic competition. Hermes and the Dioscuri were gods of athletic contests. All ancient gymnasia had altars dedicated to gods upon which athletes made their offerings. These three gods (the Dioscuri were twins) were also the patron gods of sports of Olympic Games.  Do you know anyone who worships Nike or Hermes? Probably not, but many “Christians” put sports – ball games - before god. Don’t get me wrong! There is nothing wrong with sports in and of itself. I enjoy sports myself, but when sports become #1 in our life, God, who is a jealous God, is sore displeased. 


Christians who don’t know the names of the 12 apostles can give you twenty-two man line up for their favorite football team. Some of the same people who come dragging their family to church after services begin and about run you over to get out the back door at the final amen…These same people arrive an hour before the ball game with pep in their step and ants in their pants all excited about possibly getting their favorite player’s autograph. Christians that cry when their team loses the big game couldn’t care less when a member of the church is ill physically or spiritually. Some cheer enthusiastically for their favorite team, but rarely go out of their way to encourage their brothers and sisters. Athletes and athletics can become idols. Let it not be so with you.

Idol #3 Beauty/Fashion

Do you know anyone who bows down before statue Venus - the goddess of love, beauty and fashion? Highly doubtful. Yet, Jesus does say, “where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” and every year Americans spend over $250 billion on fashion, $38+ billion on cosmetics and more than $13 billion on cosmetic surgical/non-surgical procedures. American women spend an average of $12,000/year on beauty products & grooming. And it’s not just women: 1 million men had cosmetic surgery in 2001: Between 1992-1998, liposuction for men rose 400% and tummy tucks for men increased 60% in 2007 over previous year alone. In 2004, men’s cosmetics sales in North America totaled nearly $9 billion. 

Let’s make some application here:

When we learn the scriptural principles and commands that tell us to keep our body covered (adorn yourselves in modest apparel – I Timothy 2:9; Be not conformed to the world, but be transformed – Rom. 12:2), but the latest fashions call for showing more skin, do we show more reverence for the goddess of fashion or the God of Bible?

When God’s word emphasizes that men should dress in an unmistakably masculine way and women should dress in an unmistakably feminine way (Dt. 22:5; I Cor. 6:9; I Cor. 11), do our fashion choices reflect that we love God with all our heart soul, mind, strength…?

When the Bible says (I Cor. 11) it is a shame for a man to have long hair and it is a glory for a woman to have long hair and when the Bible attaches the spiritual significance of prayer and the work of angels to it, but modern styles point in a different direction– which God do our choices reflect?

Idol #4 Lust 

Very few, if any, will bow down before a statue of Cupid or Eros, the god of love & lust, but millions are as devoted to lust as any worshiper of Eros ever was. The Fallout? Marriages are crumbling. Diseases associated with immorality have become epidemic. Abortion of unwanted babies runs rampant. Then there’s fornication or sex outside of marriage; Adultery or marital unfaithfulness. These have become more the rule than the exception in the world around us. People are worshiping the god of lust.

Porn’s Stranglehold Christianity Today 3/7/2008 70% of American men age 18–34 view Internet pornography once a month. ($ billions in yearly sales) Don't assume that porn isn't a problem in church. One evangelical leader, skeptical of survey findings that said 50% of Christian men have looked at porn recently, surveyed his own congregation and found that 60% had done so in the past year, 25% in past 30 days. Other surveys reveal 1 in 3 visitors to adult websites are women. Tens of millions of people are enslaved to porn as a false god.

Again, Exodus 201-3 reads, “You shall have no other gods before Me.” If time permitted, we could notice some of the other American Idols of choice like alcohol and our feelings. Suffice it to say, an idol can be anything that you allow to take first place in your life, instead of true and living God. But, as one man prayed, “our hearts are restless until they rest in You.” 

