
 
IDULLATRY - Its Nature 

 
Tim Keller provides us with a more extensive understanding of idols.  In his compact work, Counterfeit 

Gods: the Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only Hope That Matters1 he explains that 

idols are legitimate items that our fallen hearts elevate into matters of ultimate significance by deifying them 

as the center of our lives.  In so doing, we think that they can grant us “significance and security, safety and 

fulfillment..”2 The idol of money “can become a powerful life-altering, culture-shaping God, an idol that 

breaks the hearts of its worshipers.”3  Like Guinness and Seel, Keller asserts that idols are counterfeit gods 

on which we rely to satisfy our most profound needs.  In other words, an idol is anything that is more 

important to us than God, anything that absorbs our heart and imagination more than God, indeed anything 

on which we depend to give us the fulfillment that only God can provide.4  “[I]dolatry is looking to your own 

wisdom and competence, or to some other created thing, to provide the power, approval, comfort, and 

security that only God can provide..”5 

From what we’ve covered so far, we can easily deduce that idolatry is a sin affecting the very center of our 

lives.  It is not merely a strong desire to which we occasionally succumb for casual entertainment. Nor is it 

simply a prevailing passion to which we resort from to time to find relief from the pressures of daily life.  It is 

not even a powerful inclination on which we rely for solace in the midst of troubling times.  No!  An idol 

possesses a far more comprehensive and dominating dynamic than these.  It occupies a very central and 

essential place in our lives to such an extent that if it were absent, we would consider our lives to be “hardly 

worth living.”  Keller goes on to say that an idol “can be family and children, .. career and making money, .. 

achievement and critical acclaim, .. saving “face” and social standing.. a romantic relationship, peer 

approval, competence and skill, secure and comfortable circumstances, your beauty or your brains, a great 

political or social cause, your morality and virtue, or even success in the Christian ministry.”  In short, it is 

that which is more fundamental than God to our happiness, meaning in life and identity.6  

 

Idols usurp our reverence for and worship of the true God by pretending and promising to provide the 

greatest need we can have – ultimate fulfillment.  Matters of ultimacy are not limited to the here and now 
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and are not defined by the limits of our physical existence.  On the contrary, they extend the physical and 

embrace the metaphysical, that is to say, that realm of reality beyond our perceptible senses.  However, 

when we say that idols are depended on to provide ultimate fulfillment we do not mean that we are 

depending on them for going to heaven nor does it entail that we consider them as providers of a 

permanent, satisfactory atonement for our sin.  By assigning ultimate value to idols we live lives of full 

devotion and ultimate commitment to them.  Our religious attitude to our idols, therefore, is one of absolute 

devotion, a commitment that is “both overriding and demanding”, one that outstrips all other competing 

claims on our lives.7 It is no wonder then that the Lord God taunts his sinful, idolatrous people who had 

rejected him and who were depending on their gods for salvation in this manner: 

 
“"As a thief is shamed when caught, so the house 
of Israel shall be shamed: they, their kings, their  
officials, their priests, and their prophets, who say to  
a tree, 'You are my father,' and to a stone, 'You gave  
me birth.' For they have turned their back to me, and  
not their face. But in the time of their trouble they say,  
'Arise and save us!'  But where are your gods that you  
made for yourself? Let them arise, if they can save you, 
in your time of trouble; for as many as your cities are  
your gods, O Judah.”  Jer 2:26-28. 

 

The Lord similarly chastises his idolatrous people by mocking their impotent idols, “.. 'Where are their gods, 

the rock in which they took refuge, who ate the fat of their sacrifices and drank the wine of their drink 

offering? Let them rise up and help you; let them be your protection!  "'See now that I, even I, am he, and 

there is no god beside me; ..”  Dt 32:37-39a.   

 

Idols, then, are worthless pretenders and futile challengers to God’s sovereignty.  Their public record is one 

of abject futility and patent vanity.  God’s people should therefore be well aware of their spuriousness.  Yet, 

because of the fallenness of our hearts we have to be constantly commanded to reject them: “And Samuel 

said to all the house of Israel, "If you are returning to the LORD with all your heart, then put away the 

foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you and direct your heart to the LORD and serve him only, and 

he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines."” 1 Sam 7:3.  Similarly, Paul admonishes the church at 

Corinth, “Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry.” 1 Cor 10:14.   Fittingly, this was also John’s final 

instruction in his first letter, 1 Jn 5:21.  It is also our continuing instruction today. 

                                                      
7 Ibid., fn 8, p. 181, citing Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University press, 1992),   
245 - 246 


