
IDULLATRY- Its Nature 

The Women’s Book Club has just finished an intense year-long study of Elyse 
Fitzpatrick’s Idols of the Heart: Longing to Long for God Alone.  Overall, I would say that 
this undertaking was very profitable, one that helped us to: understand the menacing 
danger of idols; be familiar with the nature and role of the heart in relation to idols; know 
the biblical prescription, i.e., confession, repentance, steadfast obedience, etc., for 
resisting idols; realize the pressing need to replace idols with sincere, authentic worship 
of the Triune God; delight in this God and to enjoy him forever.  The question may be 
then raised if this extensive study was as fruitful as described, then why extend it?  Why 
conduct a further study or discussion?  Is such a practice not equivalent to whipping a 
dead horse?  I don’t think so.  I’ll admit that in this study there will be some areas that 
overlap with Fitzpatrick’s observations, but I hasten to state that this endeavor will both 
address some perspectives that were not covered [the title of the series already 
provides us with a firm clue in this regard!] as well as deepen some of her teachings.  
Above all, the sin of idolatry is so overwhelmingly important, so pervasive in our lives, 
so fundamental to fallen nature but so poorly understood and so rarely acknowledged, 
that even a mere repetition of previously stated truths cannot fail to have immense 
benefits.  So, to this task we now turn. 
 What is an idol?  Fundamental to the idea of idolatry is the biblical assertion that 
the God of the Bible, the Triune God, is the only, true God and that all other claimants to 
deity are counterfeits.  (Os Guinness and John Seel, eds, No God but God: Breaking 
with the Idols of Our Age, 31).  Modernity has brought us from the crass and crude 
pictures of idols described in the Old and New Testaments in the forms of altars, pillars, 
Asherah poles and carved images, Dt 7:5.  There they are described as the products of 
an industrious but pitiful craftsman or ironsmith who takes a part of a tree and fashions it 
very deliberately into an object of worship before whom he prostrates himself in futile 
submission, Isa 44:9 - 17.  The prophet Jeremiah provides the detailed, sequential 
process involved in the fabrication of these vain, religious artifacts: “A tree from the 
forest is cut down and worked with an axe by the hands of a craftsman.   They decorate 
it with silver and gold; they fasten it with hammer and nails so that it cannot move.  Their 
idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field, and they cannot speak; they have to be 
carried, for they cannot walk. Do not be afraid of them, for they cannot do evil, neither is 
it in them to do good." .. They are both stupid and foolish; the instruction of idols is but 
wood!  Beaten silver is brought from Tarshish, and gold from Uphaz. They are the work 
of the craftsman and of the hands of the goldsmith; their clothing is violet and purple; 
they are all the work of skilled men.”  Jer 10:3 -10, passim. 
 In today’s more refined and sophisticated culture, idolatry draws together “the 
complexities of motivation in individual psychology, the social environment, and also the 
unseen world.”  to produce a system that is just as menacing, vain and destructive as 
prior forms.  “Idols are not just on pagan altars, but in well-educated human hearts and 
minds..” (Richard Keyes, “The Idol Factory” in Guinness and Seel, No God, 31).  
Nevertheless, whether unrefined or refined, primitive or modern, old or new, “Idols are 
nonexistent, mere fiction, false gods.”  (Guinness and Seel, No God, 24).  Idols are 
those elements that we take from within ourselves or in the world and that we substitute 
for God in order to avoid the commanding majesty of his holiness.  In this regard, 
idolatry functions as a mechanism for hiding from God.  (Keyes, “Idol Factory”, ibid.).  It 
is a human device that protects us from being confronted with the challenging reality of 
his awe-full  presence.  “[I]t is something within creation that is inflated to function as a 
substitute for God.”  (Keyes, “Idol Factory”, 32).    


