
Hunting for idols  
 

 

 

IDOLATRY –  

“Having or inventing something in which one trusts in place of or alongside of the only true God.” 

~ Heidelberg Catechism  #95 

 

From what are you sucking life?   

C’mon admit it.  We all have a constant seemingly insatiable thirst.  We are continually thirsty for  love, 

acceptance, security, affirmation, meaning, significance, etc.   Our modern life is a constant hunt for something or 

someone that will satisfy our deepest thirsts.   If we look over our shoulders at our pasts, we can find a trail of 

discarded toys, abandoned activities and relationships that could not provide all that our hearts long for.  If we 

look at our current activities and endeavors, we will see a variety of attempts to 

nourish our parched hearts. We are all tempted to try to suck life from friends and 

family, jobs and ministries, hobbies and vacations, psychology and religion.   After all, 

the ads and propaganda say they’ll work – we are promised that these things will 

quell these thirsts.   Yet sadly, many of these things will be soon discarded and we 

will move on to “more hopeful things.”   The inspired writer of wisdom, in 

Ecclesiastes, called this constant, never-ending and never-fulfilling pursuit of life a 

“chasing after the wind.”   

 

Isn’t strange that you can die of thirst in the middle of an ocean full of water?  WHY?  Salt water cannot quench 

your thirst, in fact, it will dehydrate you, make you crazy, and will ultimately kill you.  We live in an ocean of idols – 

they are everywhere.  Trying to suck life from idols will lead to craziness and death to our souls.  There are at least 

three problems with sucking life from idols.   

 

First, they just don’t work.   We can’t satisfy deep personal needs with the stuff of this world.  No mere mortal or 

no earthly treasure can quench the infinite and eternal thirst of our souls.   C.S. Lewis, in Mere Christianity 

described it this way   

“A car is made to run on petrol, and it would not run properly on anything else. Now God designed 

the human machine to run on Himself. He Himself is the fuel our spirits were designed to burn, or 

the food our spirits were designed to feed on. There is no other. That is why it is just no good asking 

God to make us happy in our own way without bothering about religion. God cannot give us a 

happiness and peace apart from Himself, because it is not there. There is no such thing.”    

 

Second, our idols are like empty calories that fill us up and prevent us from drinking something that actually 

would quench our thirst.   Idols distract us and fill us with empty calories.  The third problem with idols is that God 

actively opposes them.  He will not allow them to satisfy us.  He actually frustrates attempts to fill the needs of 

our hearts with anything but a relationship with him.  He loves us that much!  (James 4:6-10) 

 

Jesus described himself and his gift of grace as the water we desperately need. Jesus told the thirsty woman at 

the well  “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again,  14 but whoever drinks the water I give him will 

never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”  (Jn 4:13-



14).  And later Jesus said  “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  38 Whoever believes in me, as the 

Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.”  (Jn 7:37-38) 

 
 

Clearly, idols are a problem for all of us.  Each of us must continually try to identify the idols of our lives so that we 

can stop putting our faith in them (which leads to death) and instead turn to the Lord for life.  Here is some advice 

to help you identify and turn away from your idols.  
 

 

“Our soul-thirst is powerful, and it makes all of us idolaters.  To be sure, not many of my contemporaries  

bow before actual pagan altars. Nevertheless, the Bible sees idolatry as a universal problem.   

To be alive is to be an idolater. One of the most basic questions in spiritual formation must be 

 “What am I doing about my idols?” not “Do I have any idols?”   

~ James Wilhoit, Spiritual Formation As If The Church Mattered. 

 

1.   Ask the Lord to help you see and turn from the idols in your life.  

Pray Psalm 139:23-24 
 Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. 

See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting. 

 

2.   Search your soul for idols competing for your heart and distracting you from the Lord.   

Over a period of time, in prayerful reflection,  ask yourself these questions… 

(It might help to journal your insights, discoveries or questions. ) 

 

The JOY/COMFORT test: To what am I going for hope, comfort, relief or joy? 

 

The SOURCE test:   What, if taken from me, would make life not worth living? 

What makes my life meaningful or successful? 

 

The  RIGHT test: What makes me “right” and better than others? (morality, political 

beliefs, denomination or doctrinal beliefs…) 

 

The NIGHTMARE test:  What do I worry about?  What am I afraid of losing? 

 

The DAYDREAM test:  When my mind wanders or has nothing else to focus on, 

what do I tend to think about? 

 

The ADDITION test:  What +Jesus = Life 

 

The EMOTION test:  What stirs up the most emotions in me?  What is the thing that makes 

me mad, worried, passionate?  

 

The LOYALTY test:  What “thing” has my greatest loyalty?   

 

The GOOD test:  What is the greatest good on this earth? 

 

 



Has something or someone besides Jesus the Christ taken title to your heart’s trust, preoccupation, 
 loyalty, service fear and delight?  ~ David Powlison - Idols of the Heart and Vanity Fair  

 

 

Potential Idols to consider:   

relational peace   music     internet   family     

reputation  financial security religion   success 

job   approval  significance  friends 

vacations  sports   appearance (looks) control 

 

“Every one of us is, even from his mother's womb, a master craftsman of idols.”  - John Calvin 

 

 

Prayerfully meditate upon the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20)  or Paul’s sin lists (Col 3:5-9; 1 Tim 3:2-

5).  Let these passages reveal your overt sins.  Then, dig deeper and ask yourself “why do I commit these 

overt sins?”   How do your sins/idols serve as a substitute for Jesus?  What do your sins reveal about 

your idols? 

* you might consider letting a close, loving friend help you answer these questions.   

Good friends can help you see yourself more objectively.  

 
 “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.” Jonah 2:8  

 

 

3.   Once you’ve identified your fears /sins/idols, ask yourself a few questions… and listen for the  

      Lord’s answer.  

“My sheep listen to my voice” John 10:27 

 

What do my sins/fears/idols reveal about my view of God? 

 

What do my sins/fears/idols reveal about my faith? …or the object of my faith? 

 

What would the Lord say to me about my idols?   

 

How does the Gospel of Grace (3 gifts) relate to me now? 

 

What is the Lord calling me to believe now?  

 

What does the Lord offer to replace my idol?    

(Idols seek to substitute something that Jesus gives.  What imperfect benefits are your Idols providing 

that Jesus offers to satisfy fully?) 

 

 

 

 



4.  What thoughts and feelings do you think your Heavenly Father has as he looks at you?   

      Consider passages like   Prodigal son,        

 

 

“Under every behavioral sin is the sin of idolatry and under every idol is disbelief in the Gospel.”  

~ Martin Luther 

 

People are idol-makers, idol-buyers and idol-sellers.  We wander through a busy town  

filled with other idol-makers, idol-buyers, and idol-sellers. 

~David Powlison   Idols of the Heart and “Vanity Fair” 

 

 “Idolatry is always the reason we ever do anything wrong.” 

~  Timothy J. Keller 

 

 

 

Other discussions about IDOLS ……………………………………………………………………………. 

 

What do idols promise you?  Can they keep their promise?  

 

What do IDOLS cost you?  What do they demand from you? 

 

In what ways are IDOLS and God in conflict? 

 

“Water from a mirage tastes a lot like sand” - unknown 

 

 

A Method for Capturing Monkeys    

Native tribes used to catch monkeys by hollowing out a coconut 

tethered to a tree, forming a heavy jar with a narrow neck or by 

digging a narrow hole in an earthen berm and put peanuts or other 

monkey delicacies inside the trap for a monkey to find. A monkey 

would squeeze its flexible hand through the hole of the trap and 

grasp the desired delicacy. Once the food was grasped, the monkey 

was trapped because the hole had been deliberately made just big 

enough for a flexible hand to enter but not for a closed fist to leave.  

A committed grip of this food leads to capture, slavery or even 

death.                 “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit 

 the grace that could be theirs.” Jonah 2:8 

Clearly, it was not the trap that held the monkey.  Rather the true trap was in the monkey’s own mind, the 

monkey’s greed, the monkey’s attachment to his physical possessions, the monkey’s unwillingness to “Let Go.” 



The Bible describes faith as an active holding on to someone or something.  We either cling to the Lord, his 

promises and his work on our behalf.  Or we cling to other things – called idols by Scripture. 

Clinging the Lord leads to life – this is what is meant by salvation by faith in Jesus Christ.  In contrast, clinging to 

idols leads to emptiness, broken relationships, depression, slavery – the Bible calls this “spiritual death” 

 

Other Resources 

Tim Keller’s presentation to Gospel Coalition     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OOHdk3FR5Hg 

Tim Keller’s presentation and Q&A  https://youtu.be/_mK65lpveSM 

Tim Keller’s Book - Counterfeit gods 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OOHdk3FR5Hg
https://youtu.be/_mK65lpveSM

