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			Preface

			

			The series entitled Wycliffe College Studies in Gospel, Church, and Culture is intended to present topical subject matter in an accessible form and seeks to appeal to a broad audience. Typically titles in the series derive from sermons given by the faculty of Wycliffe College, Toronto, in its Founders’ Chapel. The current volume on confronting the different idols of our age is the first in the series and derives from a sermon series given in the Fall of 2015. 

			I wish to thank my fellow contributors for their willingness to contribute to the current volume. I also want to express a special thanks to Rachel Lott of Wycliffe College for her work on formatting the manuscript.

			Thomas P. Power.

		

	
		
			Wycliffe Studies in Gospel, Church, and Culture

			This series, emanating from Wycliffe College, Toronto, addresses key topics and issues in the church and in contemporary culture.

			Grounded in the historic tradition of the Christian faith, the series presents topical subject matter in an accessible form and seeks to appeal to a broad audience. 

		

	
		
			1

			Redeeming the Idols

			John Bowen

			President Calvin Coolidge was a man of few words. He came home from church one day and his wife asked him what the sermon had been about. He replied, “Sin.” His wife (who obviously knew him well) persisted, “And what did he have to say about sin?” The president replied, “He was against it.” 

			Jeremiah is against idolatry. But he says it with a little more passion than Calvin Coolidge. In fact, Jeremiah is absolutely boiling over with outrage. In Jeremiah 2:12 he cries out: “Be appalled, O heavens, at this, be shocked, be utterly desolate, says the Lord.” To Jeremiah, this idol worship is beyond comprehension. How can you possibly do this? No other nation has done such a thing. Even though their gods are nothing, at least they’re loyal! And you had so many privileges! 

			Who made the idols?

			Idolatry: an evil thing, surely. But here is a shocking statement: an idol is actually a good thing. Why is it good? Because God created it. After all, nothing exists that God did not create and God created all things good. Thus sex can be an idol, but before it was an idol it was a good creation of God. Materialism is an idol, but to have a material world was God’s idea in the first place. Workaholism is an idol, but work is itself a good gift of God. 

			What turns these good gifts of God into idols is what we have done with them. We have removed them from under the authority of God, where they could have been channels of God’s blessing to us. We have also stopped exercising our own God-delegated authority over them—which was a part of our God-given stewardship of the world.

			Instead we have put these things on a pedestal and made them into mini-gods. We have given them power over our lives that they were not created to have and which (note this) they are not capable of bearing. As Paul puts it, we “worship the creature (the created thing) instead of the Creator” (Rom 1:25). If you like, we are putting Saul’s armor on David and finding that he cannot bear the weight. David is a great shepherd boy, but he is useless as a knight in shining armor.

			Why do we do this foolish thing? Jeremiah pinpoints the problem in verse 20: “Long ago you broke your yoke, and burst your bonds, and you said, ‘I will not serve!’” (In saying this he anticipates Milton’s Satan: “Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven.”) The first taste of this is in the garden, when the serpent promises, “You will be as gods” (Gen 3:5). You do not need God: you can be your own god. There is the first idol: us. Ultimately, that is why we like idols: because they help prop up our own idolatry and perpetuate our illusion that we are in control. 

			But of course, human beings are already as God-like as they are capable of being, since they are in the image of God. God has blessed us with all the God-ness we can handle. And so, when human beings try to play God, they get into trouble because the job is way above their pay-grade.

			So what is the attraction of idols? For one thing, idols are less demanding than God. They make wonderful promises: they will make you happy, they will solve your problems, and they will give your life meaning and purpose. And because God has given them only limited power—they are creatures as we are—we think they are easier to control, easier to bend to our will than Almighty God. 

			The trouble is that in the end our idols cannot keep their promises, and they will destroy us. As Jeremiah says, we “went after worthless things, and became worthless themselves” (2:5). If we are looking to David in Saul’s armor to win our battles, the Philistines will destroy us. 

			Part of their destructiveness comes from the fact that we are created to become like the things we worship. We are made to worship God and to become like God. That is our high destiny. So if we worship lesser things, we will become less than God intends for us. 

			Jeremiah has a powerful image for all this, that of water: “My people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, and dug out cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that can hold no water” (2:13). In that culture, the people would build big water-tanks to catch the rain in the rainy season, so that they would have a water supply in times of drought. So to have a leaky cistern was a disaster! No water, no life. It’s as simple as that.

			Rick Warren imagines it this way: 

			It is like we are hopelessly lost in the desert, dying of thirst, seeking anything to quench our parched, dry throats. We see a kiosk with big flashing neon lights, and God is holding up a sign that says, “Living Water Available Here.” Yet we say, “No, thanks, God! Appreciate the offer, but I see a shovel over there. I think I’ll dig my own cistern!” Off we trot to start digging our own well and our own cistern. We abandon God who does not just have water but a spring of water that will never dry up, and we decide to figure our problem out by ourselves. The problem is that our cisterns always break; they never hold up. The water leaks out, so we remain thirsty, unable to quench our own thirst.1

			As Jeremiah says, “In the time of their trouble they say, ‘Come and save us!’ But where are your gods that you made for yourself? Let them come, if they can save you, in your time of trouble” (2:27–28). The idols let us down precisely when we need them most. 

			Every way of life has its own distinctive temptations to idolatry. Here is an example from one world which I know well: that of theological seminary. The academic study of theology is a good thing, a gift of the Creator. It is a thing to love, revel in, and find delight in. So how does it become an idol? Do you know the phrase “iatrogenic disease”? An iatrogenic disease is one which you catch in hospital. You go into hospital with appendicitis and while you are there you catch C-difficile. If you had not gone to hospital, you would not have caught it. In the same way there are diseases that can only be caught in seminary. As Calvin famously said: “[Human] nature is a perpetual factory of idols”—and that factory does not cease production just because someone enters seminary. 

			So how does studying theology (of all things) carry the danger of idolatry? Surely religious pursuits are immune from such a worldly danger? But the study of theology can become idolatrous in the same way any good thing becomes an idol: when it gets taken from under the Lordship of Jesus and becomes a god in its own right, when it becomes an end in itself rather than a means to the end of serving God more effectively. 

			I remember a preacher saying, “It was such a thrill the first time I said in a sermon, ‘In the Greek it says . . .’” But what exactly is the thrill in this? Is it that if I tell them “the Greek,” the congregation will be better equipped to serve God? That is quite possible. Or is the thrill that they will be impressed with me and my learning? Will it help them look through me to God, or will quoting the Greek cause their gaze to stop with me? Is it about God, or about me? If it is about me, it is an idol. 

			Can idols be redeemed?

			What then should be done with an idol? Here is a second shocking statement: God can redeem idols. I do not mean “redeem” in the sense that human beings are redeemed: that through the cross of Jesus our sins are forgiven, we are reconciled to God, and we find our proper place in God’s world. Rather, I mean that an idol can be restored to its proper place in God’s created order, whether it be our attitude to sex, to material things, to work, or to the academic study of theology. 

			How does that redemption happen? When those who practice idolatry repent and literally change their minds. They confess, “I realize this thing is not the most important thing in the world, this thing is not going to give me meaning and purpose and identity. This thing is a leaky cistern. What I need is living water! And only God can supply that.” As part of surrendering their life to God in Christ, they hand over that idol to the God who made it and who wants to remake it. They take the armor off David and let him be himself—a capable shepherd boy with five smooth stones and a sling.

			It may be that Jesus was thinking of Jeremiah when he talked about water.
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