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Lesson 1

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Are We Really Idolaters?

We all worship. We all worship something or someone every day. Functionally, these 
are our gods.

While many people consider idolatry to be the primitive practice of ancient Near 
Eastern cultures or even of present-day tribal peoples, the reality is that idolatry is as 
much or more an issue today in the Western world as it has ever been in any corner 
of the planet. In fact, one could argue that the idolatry practiced today in the United 
States is more embarrassing and more dangerous than bowing down to little carved 
images because we don’t even realize we’re guilty of it.

Dr. Timothy Keller, known for his insights on idolatry, has said that an idol is created 
when you take a good thing and make it the ultimate thing in your life. He writes, 
“What is an idol? It is anything more important to you than God, anything that 
absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, anything you seek to give you 
what only God can give.”1 Years before Keller, Martin Luther made a similar comment 
about idolatry when he said, “Whatever your heart clings to and confides in, that is 
really your God.”2 Another reformer, John Calvin, said, “The human heart is an idol 
factory. . . . Every one of us from our mother’s womb is an expert in inventing idols.”3

Keller, Luther, and Calvin all have a clear consensus about idolatry because really they 
are only echoing sentiments that we find in the biblical text.4 Ezekiel perhaps said it 
best.

Ezekiel 14:1-5

Some of the elders of Israel came to me and sat down in front of me. Then the word 
of the Lord came to me: “Son of man, these men have set up idols in their hearts and 
put wicked stumbling blocks before their faces. Should I let them inquire of me at all? 
Therefore speak to them and tell them, ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says:

1 Timothy Keller, Counterfeit Gods, p. xvii.
2 Martin Luther, Large Catechism, p. 44. Similar thoughts are also expressed in his Treatise on Good Works.
3 John Calvin, The Institutes of Religion (1.11).
4 Many additional present-day authors have captured a very similar definition of idolatry. Further examples are provided 
at the end of this lesson. 
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Are We Really Idolaters? 2

When any of the Israelites set up idols in their hearts 
and put a wicked stumbling block before their faces 
and then go to a prophet, I the Lord will answer them 
myself in keeping with their great idolatry. I will do this 
to recapture the hearts of the people of Israel, who 
have all deserted me for their idols.’”
Note: Ezekiel’s work as a prophet took place in the early 
years of Judah’s Babylonian captivity. Ezekiel was an exile 
ministering to exiles.

1.  God had promised Abraham that God would bless 
the Jews and give them the land of Canaan (see 
Genesis 17:7-9). How had the Israelites ended up 
displaced and in captivity?

2.  The Israelites struggled with idol worship from the 
moment God told them not to worship idols (see 
Exodus 20:1-6; Exodus 32). Worship to the baals 
and Ashtoreth and Asherah were pet sins. But God 
doesn’t mention the “high places” of such idols in 
the Ezekiel text. Where are the idols mentioned in 
Ezekiel set up? What then is God suggesting about 
idolatry with this imagery?

3.  In the First Commandment, God tells us, “You shall 
have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3). While 
this certainly means that we are to have no other 
gods period, what does it also tell us about the 
pecking order of our lives?
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Are We Really Idolaters?

4.  How does Ezekiel 14:4 support that idea? What 
is the link between our attention and the main 
priorities of our hearts?

5.  Since idolatry is a bad thing, we might be inclined 
to think that idolatry is primarily a love of bad things. 
Saint Augustine (and later Dante), however, made 
the case that the sin of idolatry is not so much in 
loving bad things but in loving good things too 
much, that is, disordered love. What are some 
examples of “good things” that many people, 
including Christians, perhaps love too much?

6.  Some of the greatest minds in the history of the 
Christian faith have suggested that idolatry is the 
reason for all the wrong we ever do. Every sin, 
then, is first and foremost a violation of the First 
Commandment—the one overarching command of 
God. And the last of the commandments bookends 
this idea. In other words, the first of the commands 
tells us not to have other gods and the last of the 
commands tells us not to desire anything as though 
it were God (that is, “covet”). If we do, what will 
our behavior look like? (Hint: Consider the middle 
commandments.) Give some examples of how this 
plays out in our lives.
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7.  Jesus is the only person who never committed 
idolatry. Yet, to rescue us from our idolatry, he made 
himself a sacrifice to the true God. What, then, is the 
only way we can overcome our idolatry?

Colossians 3:1-5

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your 
hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated at the 
right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, 
not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now 
hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, 
appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. Put 
to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly 
nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and 
greed, which is idolatry.
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Are We Really Idolaters?

Bonus Material

1.  Are you having trouble thinking of what your 
personal, secret idols may be? Remember, an idol 
is something other than God to which you ascribe 
nearly ultimate value. Spend the next 10 minutes 
carefully thinking through the following questions 
that will help you discover your idols:

ӼӼ What do you daydream about?

ӼӼ What do you have nightmares about?

ӼӼ What do you go to bed thinking about?

ӼӼ What do you wake up in the morning thinking 
about?

ӼӼ What exists in your life to which you freely and 
effortlessly give your time, your energy, your 
emotion, your thoughts, and your money?

ӼӼ What experiences in life make you feel as 
though time flies by?

ӼӼ What in life causes you the greatest outpouring 
of emotion?

ӼӼ What is the thing in life that makes you think, “If I 
had this, then my life would finally be right”?

ӼӼ What is the thing in life that makes you think, “If 
I lost this, my life would mean nothing and I’d 
rather die”?

If the answer to each of these questions is 
something other than “Jesus,” then you might 
have an idolatrous relationship. Remember, these 
questions are merely pointers.

 Why do you think the items you listed are so 
important to you?



6

Notes

Are We Really Idolaters?

Read Romans 1:21-32.

2.  Three times we’re told “God gave them over” (vv. 
24,26,28) to their sinful ways. Why would a loving 
God allow people to veer so far away from his 
intention for their lives?

3.  Paul claims here that all humanity inherently knows 
God exists (vv. 21,22). What is the reason, then, why 
so many in the world deny God’s existence? In other 
words, what is the convenient reason why people 
would not want to believe in God? How does this 
fit together with idolatry—the practice of ascribing 
ultimate value to someone or something other than 
the true God?

4.  Earlier in the lesson (Question 6), we established 
that all sin is a form of idolatry and that when we 
fail to worship the true God and desire something 
else as though it were God, we worship our false 
god by breaking the true God’s commandments (all 
the middle commandments). How do verses 29-31 
support this idea? What commandments are being 
broken by those who deny the true God?
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Reread Colossians 3:1-5.

5.  Verse 5 tells us, “Put to death . . . greed, which is 
idolatry.” The word translated as “greed” here is a 
word for “covetousness,” a continual want for more 
from this life. Paul says that is idolatry. Now note the 
sins listed prior to greed in this list. Remember what 
we’ve said about the relationship between the first, 
last, and middle commandments. How does this 
verse support that thought?

6.  According to verses 1 and 2, how do we overcome 
this disproportionate love for earthly things? In 
practical terms, what would this look like?



8

Notes

Are We Really Idolaters?

Further Insights Into Idolatry From Present-Day 
Scholars

“ . . . whatever your heart clings to or relies on for 
ultimate security. The idol is whatever claims the loyalty 
that belongs to God alone. . . . Israel’s reliance on idols 
in Jesus’ day did not take the form of bowing down 
to images, nevertheless, they did put their trust in 
something else besides God, bringing judgment on 
themselves.”5

“Anything that becomes the purpose or driving force of 
your life probably points back to idolatry of some kind.”6

“A typical extension of the notion of worship and the 
idea of deification is the position that considers granting 
ultimate value to someone or something which is not 
worthy of a form of false worship. Granting ultimate 
value does not necessarily mean attributing a set of 
metaphysical divine attributes; the act of granting 
ultimate value involves a life of full devotion and ultimate 
commitment to something or to someone. Absolute 
value can be conferred upon many things—institutions 
such as the state, persons, goals, ideologies, and even 
a football team. In this extension of worship, religious 
attitude is perceived not as part of a metaphysics or 
as an expression of customary rituals but as a form of 
absolute devotion, an attitude that makes something into 
a godlike being. . . . It is not easy to draw the exact line 
between attributing value and conferring absolute value, 
between not being indifferent and leading a life of total 
devotion, but when that line is crossed an idol is erected 
and an idolatrous life is being led.”7

5 G.K. Beale, We Become What We Worship, pp. 17, 162.
6 Kyle Idleman, Gods at War, p. 26.
7 Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry, pp. 245,246.



Lesson 2

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Success

We all want to win. We all want validation in life. Why?

Who hasn’t played a board game or party game with a supposed grown-up who, 
when she performs poorly, whines, complains, and pouts like a baby? Subtly, 
loss communicates to this person that she hasn’t learned enough in this life to be 
considered “smart.” We’ve played softball with the middle-aged guy who takes 
things WAY too seriously and is an embarrassment to everyone present. Subtly, loss 
communicates to this guy that he’s slowing down, deteriorating, and maybe never was 
quite as good as he thought, that (at least in his own mind) he’s a loser and maybe 
always has been a loser. These may be simplistic examples, but this desire for success 
exists in more complex forms that are very real in many of our lives.

Every human assumes success should be part of his or her world. Perhaps this is a 
holdover from creation, where prosperity, abundance, and satisfaction were the norm. 
But, with the world’s collapse into sin, this is no longer the case. We really have a 
hard time believing that in this world the evil ultimately outweighs the good. But it’s 
true. That’s why we all eventually die. That’s also why God eventually will destroy this 
planet in its current form. The only reason God preserves it for now is for the sake of 
his people, whom Scripture calls the “salt (that is, preservative) of the earth” (Matthew 
5:13).

Matthew 16:21-26

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem 
and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of 
the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall 
never happen to you!”

Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to 
me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely human concerns.”

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save their 
life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it. What good will it be for 
someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in 
exchange for their soul?”
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Note: In context, this conversation occurs shortly before 
Jesus is about to enter what, in some respects, is BOTH 
the most successful AND least successful portion of his 
ministry.

1.  Religious people are often inclined to believe that 
if they’re well-behaved, God will, or should, bless 
them. How does this text destroy the idea that 
failure and suffering must be the direct result of 
unfaithfulness?

2.  How does this text (specifically, Peter’s behavior) 
adjust the way we encourage others who are 
experiencing failure or suffering in life?

3.  In general terms, how does the world tend to 
measure success in life? What does it look like? What 
does it say about us as Christians if we pursue those 
measurables with the same level of desire?
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4.  In more specific terms, our particular idols of success 
may tend to change based on variables like age or 
gender. Using generalizations, what idol of success 
comes to mind for each of the following groups?

Young Adult Man:

Young Adult Woman:

Middle-Aged Man:

Middle-Aged Woman:

Older-Aged Man:

Older-Aged Woman:

5.  According to Jesus, true discipleship requires a 
willingness to do what? (vv. 24-26)

6.  Jesus himself loathed the idea of apparent worldly 
failure. In fact, he even consulted his heavenly Father 
about it in prayer (Matthew 26:39; Mark 14:36; 
Luke 22:42; John 17). But in the end, he chose 
earthly loss, which was the will of God. How has this 
decision affected us? What does it teach us about 
apparent failures in life? And how does the lasting 
impact of Jesus’ decision affect our approach to the 
idol of success?
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Bonus Material

Personal confession time: In the desire of sharing with 
you how deeply rooted this idol of success is, I’d like to 
suggest that pastors too struggle with this all the time.

My experience is that pastors are generally nice guys. 
However, there are probably two different reasons why 
they’re so nice. One is that they have come to know the 
warmth, love, forgiveness, and generosity of their Lord, 
and this leads them as God’s children to reflect the 
love and light of Christ into the world. Hopefully that’s 
the reason they are nice most of the time. The second 
reason, however, the less noble-sounding reason, is that 
they desperately want a successful ministry, and they 
know that success probably requires kindness even 
when they’re not always feeling it.

You see, people often self-assess their individual 
worth based on the success of their work. Pastors 
are no different. If attendance is poor, offerings are 
low, and members are complaining, many pastors 
feel worthless. We know our job is to proclaim God’s 
Word, but doing that faithfully doesn’t always bring the 
success we want. Look at the long list of the prophets 
of God in the Old Testament who were repeatedly 
rejected, whose ministries shrunk rather than grew, 
despite their faithfulness to the message of God. At a 
critical moment, the messenger of God needs to make 
a choice—what am I willing to sacrifice? Shall I sacrifice 
my personal validation on earth (success) for the truth 
of God’s Word? Or shall I sacrifice the truth of God’s 
Word for external success? God astutely says through 
the prophet Micah, “If a liar and deceiver comes and 
says, ‘I will prophesy for you plenty of wine and beer,’ 
that would be just the prophet for this people!” (Micah 
2:11).

1.  What are some tempting ways that churches may 
bend in order to worship the false god of success?
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2.  Why must we be very careful in seeking to discredit 
churches that are experiencing some numeric 
success? In other words, how could our criticism be 
a product of our own idol of success, not theirs?

3.  Share some stories of how the idol of success 
has affected you or your work environment in the 
business (that is, nonchurch) world.

Read Acts 17:16-31.

4.  Examine the reactions of the academic elite to Paul’s 
proclamation of the gospel. What does this suggest 
to us about how many will react to our gospel 
proclamation? Why do some, especially those of 
high social position, react so violently against the 
gospel?

5.  The academic elite of Athens constituted the 
Areopagus. Who might we consider such 
“philosophers” today? In what ways, if any, does this 
affect how we conduct ministry today?



6

Notes

Success

Read 2 Kings 17:7-20.

6.  The Israelites were God’s chosen people and yet 
they repeatedly struggled with idolatry. Verse 9 tells 
us they did things “secretly.” What does this remind 
us about who practices idolatry? What does this tell 
us about how we should speak regarding the sin 
“out there” in the world?

7.  What was one of the major mistakes that led to 
Israel’s problem of idolatry? (See vv. 8,15,19.) What 
should this teach us about what or who we allow to 
influence us and our definition of success in life?

Further Personal Tests for the Idol of Success
Would you agree with the following statements?

ӼӼ “Life only has meaning if I get lots of things 
done, I am productive, and the work is high 
quality.”

ӼӼ “Life only has meaning if I have mastery over 
my own life and/or influence over the lives of 
others.”

ӼӼ “I often feel overwhelmed and burdened, fear 
humiliation, cause others to feel used, and 
struggle with anger.”

How often do you catch yourself experiencing envy and 
resentment toward other successful people?

Is it hard for you to celebrate the successes of others?

How do you respond when others achieve something 
that you want before you do?



Lesson 3

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Love

“Love conquers all” is one of those phrases that people think belongs to the Bible, but 
it doesn’t. It actually belongs to a classical Roman poet by the name of Virgil, taken 
from book X of his Eclogues. It was written nearly one hundred years before any of the 
New Testament was recorded. Like most powerful false beliefs, there is an element of 
truth in it. But ultimately, no—human love cannot solve all our problems. Nonetheless, 
millions of us pursue it as though it has such power.

Many are controlled by the quest for romantic love. Have you met the young woman 
who simply cannot stand to be single because her personal value is so wrapped up 
in her association to and acceptance by a man? Have you met the woman who is so 
bitter and jaded regarding men that she has sworn them off altogether and will take 
any chance she gets to tell you how they’re all “good for nothing”? In different ways, 
both of these women show that their lives are controlled by the power of romantic 
love. Have you heard of the man who is such a chicken when it comes to intimacy and 
so selfish when it comes to pleasure that his most desired way to interact with women 
is behind closed doors through pornography? Have you met the man who has no 
desire to lead his family but idly sits back and sheepishly makes most decisions in his 
life simply with the goal of not upsetting his wife? In different ways, both of these men 
are controlled by the power of romantic love.

Whether expressed through aggressive dominance or passive neediness, or anything 
in between, humans are inclined to do what they do so that they can somehow fill that 
gaping hole inside of them that seems to be crying out for intimacy and love.

American pop musician Kesha had a chart-topping hit in the summer of 2010 called 
“Your Love Is My Drug,” an anthem about our attempts to self-medicate through 
romantic love. But a woman in the Bible named Leah was singing that tune millennia 
earlier.

Genesis 29:14b-35

After Jacob had stayed with him for a whole month, Laban said to him, “Just because 
you are a relative of mine, should you work for me for nothing? Tell me what your 
wages should be.”

Now Laban had two daughters; the name of the older was Leah, and the name of 
the younger was Rachel. Leah had weak eyes, but Rachel had a lovely figure and was 
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beautiful. Jacob was in love with Rachel and said, “I’ll work for you seven years in 
return for your younger daughter Rachel.”

Laban said, “It’s better that I give her to you than to some other man. Stay here with 
me.” So Jacob served seven years to get Rachel, but they seemed like only a few days 
to him because of his love for her.

Then Jacob said to Laban, “Give me my wife. My time is completed, and I want to 
make love to her.”

So Laban brought together all the people of the place and gave a feast. But when 
evening came, he took his daughter Leah and brought her to Jacob, and Jacob made 
love to her. And Laban gave his servant Zilpah to his daughter as her attendant.

When morning came, there was Leah! So Jacob said to Laban, “What is this you have 
done to me? I served you for Rachel, didn’t I? Why have you deceived me?”

Laban replied, “It is not our custom here to give the younger daughter in marriage 
before the older one. Finish this daughter’s bridal week; then we will give you the 
younger one also, in return for another seven years of work.”

And Jacob did so. He finished the week with Leah, and then Laban gave him his 
daughter Rachel to be his wife. Laban gave his servant Bilhah to his daughter Rachel 
as her attendant. Jacob made love to Rachel also, and his love for Rachel was greater 
than his love for Leah. And he worked for Laban another seven years.

When the Lord saw that Leah was not loved, he enabled her to conceive, but Rachel 
remained childless. Leah became pregnant and gave birth to a son. She named him 
Reuben, for she said, “It is because the Lord has seen my misery. Surely my husband 
will love me now.”

She conceived again, and when she gave birth to a son she said, “Because the Lord 
heard that I am not loved, he gave me this one too.” So she named him Simeon.

Again she conceived, and when she gave birth to a son she said, “Now at last my 
husband will become attached to me, because I have borne him three sons.” So he 
was named Levi.

She conceived again, and when she gave birth to a son she said, “This time I will praise 
the Lord.” So she named him Judah. Then she stopped having children.
Note: Verse 17 states that Leah had “weak eyes.” That might sound like she merely had 
poor eyesight, but notice how this is contrasted with the statement that Rachel “had a 
lovely figure and was beautiful.” The text doesn’t say Rachel had “good eyesight” but 
rather that she was beautiful. Consequently, many commentators will suggest that Leah 
probably was cross-eyed or simply that something about her appearance was unsightly.
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1.  The male character at the center of the action here is 
Jacob. Recall why Jacob was at his Uncle Laban’s in 
the first place. Before he left home, why was Jacob 
driven to behave the way he did? What had he 
longed to hear from his own father? (See Genesis 
25:28.)

2.  Jacob desperately desired Rachel as his wife due 
to her beauty. What from this account indicates 
that Jacob perhaps had disproportionate (that is, 
idolatrous) love for Rachel based on her physical 
appearance?

3.  Reread Jacob’s statement to Laban in verse 21. 
Remember that Jacob was saying this to Rachel’s 
father. What do his words and actions tell you about 
how romantic feelings may cause you to act?
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4.  The Lord carefully watched this whole romantic 
debacle and had compassion on Leah, the unloved 
wife. He opened her womb and allowed her to have 
children, but he closed Rachel’s womb. What did 
Leah believe her pregnancy would do for her?

5.  Leah’s attitude remained the same for the next 
two sons she bore Jacob. She hoped that each 
subsequent pregnancy would bring her the love 
of her husband. However, when Leah had a fourth 
son, her attitude changed. What had Leah come to 
realize?

6.  How does Jesus complete this account? In other 
words, from a narrative standpoint, what from this 
account leads to Jesus? From a romantic standpoint, 
how does Jesus, the ultimate Bridegroom, bring this 
account to satisfaction?
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Bonus Material

This account has to be the most awkward of marital 
situations: two wives who are sisters competing 
for their husband’s affection. In the next chapter of 
Genesis, we’re actually told that the two women traded 
mandrakes for who got to sleep with Jacob each night 
(Genesis 30:14-16). Interestingly, both women valued 
these mandrakes so much because in ancient cultures, 
mandrakes were viewed as both an aphrodisiac, which 
Leah thought might help Jacob become more attracted 
to her, and as a fertility boost, which Rachel thought 
might help her conceive (causing Jacob to appreciate 
her more).

1.  Rachel, Leah, and Jacob all had the same 
fundamental problem. What was it? How does the 
gospel of Jesus remedy this problem?

2.  What does a text like Genesis 29:14b-35 have to 
say to single adults who haven’t found a marriage 
partner or to adults who struggle with homosexual 
temptations?

Read Song of Songs 7:1-6.

3.  How do you know from this text that romance is not 
an inherently bad or ungodly thing?
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4.  Many religious people perceive sex to be an almost 
unspeakable, perhaps “dirty,” necessity of life. Many 
irreligious people view sex as merely an appetite 
that needs to be fed. How does the Bible contradict 
both of those views? How should Christians speak 
about sex?

Read 1 Kings 11:1-10.

5.  Solomon took many foreign women as wives. 
God, who created all humanity, obviously does not 
discriminate ethnically. So why did God forbid the 
Israelites to intermarry with foreign nations?

6.  God doesn’t forbid us to intermarry other nations 
today, but how does what happened here with 
Solomon influence our choices about to whom 
we give our hearts? (See 1 Corinthians 7:39; 2 
Corinthians 6:14.)
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7.  Americans often use terminology like “fell in love” 
and “swept me off my feet” to describe romance—as 
though it is an irresistible force. How does God’s 
instruction here alter that perception? Do we have 
any control over whom we love?

Further Personal Tests for the Idol of Love
Do you agree with the following statements?

ӼӼ “My life only has value if I am loved, liked, and 
respected by a significant other.”

ӼӼ “I often feel dependent, fear rejection, cause 
a special someone to feel smothered, and 
struggle with cowardice.”

Who do you believe ultimately completes you in life?

What would you be willing to sacrifice or compromise in 
order to have a satisfying romantic life?

Are you constantly disappointed in your love life?

How do you respond when you see others who appear 
to be in love?

Do fantasies regularly dominate your romantic thought 
life—either through viewing Internet images or romantic 
movies or shows?

  



Lesson 4

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Sports

Whatever we give ourselves to in worship, this is our God. Sometimes, because the 
word worship often gets too narrowly defined, we assume that worship is merely a 
musical style or something that we do for a period of time on a Sunday morning. The 
Christian pastor A. W. Tozer sheds some light on this topic. He once famously said, “If 
you will not worship God seven days a week, you do not worship Him on one day a 
week.”8 He’s right. Idolatry is when we take something good in our lives, but misuse 
it by glorifying it to spiritually unhealthy degrees. We then make sacrifices of other 
things as an expression of love and respect for that specific idol’s glory.

Imagine for a moment that you are an alien from a far away galaxy who is transported 
into our solar system. As you begin examining earth, you zero in on the United States 
on a pleasant Sunday afternoon in autumn. If you have to guess what people worship, 
I’m guessing it wouldn’t be the God of the Bible.

Your spaceship begins to hover over a major metropolitan stadium. Dominating 
the landscape of the city, you see a billion dollar structure (that is, temple). You see 
seats that are very expensive yet sold out every weekend (that is, offering). You see 
droves of people dressed in particular colors, stuffing themselves with food and drink 
(that is, special dress and feast). You hear loud music and continuous chanting (that 
is, harmonious praises and cries of lament). You see scantily clad women standing 
near the main action, leading people in cheers (that is, playing to lustful desires, as 
was often done in pagan rituals). Point being, as a visitor from outer space, piecing 
together what you are looking at, you would probably assume you are viewing a 
worship service as large, passionate, devoted, vocal, and generous as any other 
worship service in the world that day. You’d probably be right.

Of course, a love for sports is not inherently wrong, but a disproportionate love for 
sports is, in fact, idolatry.

Revelation 5:6-14

Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing at the center of the throne, 
encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. The Lamb had seven horns and 

8 A. W. Tozer, Tozer Speaks: Volume One (Wingspread, 2010), Kindle edition.

	
©	2016	Northwestern	Publishing	House.	All	rights	reserved.	Reprinted	by	permission.	



2

Notes

Sports

seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out 
into all the earth. He went and took the scroll from the 
right hand of him who sat on the throne. And when he 
had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-
four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had 
a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of 
incense, which are the prayers of God’s people. And 
they sang a new song, saying:

“You are worthy to take the scroll
and to open its seals,

because you were slain,
and with your blood you purchased for God

 persons from every tribe and language and  
       people and nation.

You have made them to be a kingdom and priests 
to serve our God,

and they will reign on the earth.”

Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, 
numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten 
thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the 
throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud 
voice they were saying:

“Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain,
       to receive power and wealth and wisdom and 

strength
and honor and glory and praise!”

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, 
saying:

“To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb
be praise and honor and glory and power,
      for ever and ever!”

The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the elders fell 
down and worshiped.

Note: While not describing an athletic event, the 
Revelation scene depicted here by John is perhaps 
the closest scriptural picture we have to the enormity 
and grandeur of present-day sports. The rise of the 
Colosseum and expansion of the festival games in Rome, 
which occurred around the time of the New Testament 
writing, largely parallels the overwhelming thirst for 
professional games we now see in America.
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1.  In vivid detail, this text is describing a heavenly 
worship service in all its overwhelming extravagance 
and majesty. Describe the sights, smells, and sounds 
of the scene.

2.  Professional and high level collegiate sports are 
only one way in which sports impact our lives today. 
If you have a false god of sports, what might your 
“sacrifices” to this idol look like in the following 
circumstances?

ӼӼ Your own recreation (examples: golf, bowling, 
softball, etc.):

ӼӼ Your children’s athletic involvement (examples: 
soccer, volleyball, etc.):

ӼӼ Your favorite professional or collegiate team or 
sport:
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3.  What do you suppose is so alluring about sports to 
so many people?

4.  One of the problems with getting rid of the idols 
of our hearts is that we can’t just eliminate them. 
We have to replace them. Much like in the famous 
artifact-swapping Indiana Jones scene in Raiders 
of the Lost Ark, your heart is a pedestal that needs 
a continuous weight pressed upon it. If you are to 
remove the idol of sports, you have to press down 
equally hard with the true God. How might you 
restate the gospel in terms that resonate with a 
sports enthusiast?

Furthermore, if the picture we’ve seen here in 
Revelation chapter 5 does describe something 
close to a championship game experience, how 
might this shape the way we perceive and shape 
public and corporate worship?
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Bonus Material

1.  In the introduction of this lesson, we introduced the 
hypothetical scenario of alien observation. We said 
that whatever an alien would see us sacrificing for, 
gathering for, and offering praise to, that would likely 
be seen as being worshiped by us. In other words, 
such practices may expose our hidden idols. Take a 
moment to discover more about your potential idols 
by working through the following:

ӼӼ For what do you sacrifice most in your life? (time, 
money, thought)

ӼӼ For what are you inclined to gather with others?

ӼӼ About what do you most regularly offer effusive 
words of praise?

Read Acts 14:8-18.

2.  In Lystra, Paul and Barnabas were considered to be 
gods because of their great accomplishment (that 
is, healing a man who hadn’t been able to walk). In 
what ways do we tend to deify prominent athletes 
today?

3.  How did Paul and Barnabas respond to the crowd’s 
praise in a very non-celebrity-like manner? How is 
this a template for us to handle success and words 
of praise in our lives?
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4.  On another of Paul’s missionary stops written about 
in Acts, we find out that idol-crafting was a big 
business (see Acts 19:23-27). How do television, 
the Internet, and fantasy sports pattern this ancient 
industry?

Read Deuteronomy 29:16-28.

5.  According to this section of Scripture, from where 
do God’s people tend to grab false gods (vv. 16-18)? 
What does this tell us about the level to which we 
value the things that the world around us values?

6.  Our sinful nature underestimates the seriousness 
of idolatry (see v. 19). Lest we forget what a criminal 
offense disordered love and idolatry is, remember, 
how did God react to the Israelites worshiping false 
gods?

Further Personal Tests for the Idol of Sports
Do you agree with the following statements?

ӼӼ “I’m sometimes a bit grumpy, cranky, and 
irritable when I go into work or school the day 
after my team loses.”

ӼӼ “I often offer large quantities of money to 
support the ‘local deities.’”

ӼӼ “I more quickly rise out of my chair in jubilation 
at the site of my team scoring than at the 
thought of my Savior leaving his empty tomb.”
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Where in your life do you tend to exhibit the most 
passion and excitement?

How many avenues do you have to reach your favorite 
sport (or sport’s team), hobby, or recreational activity 
(for example, magazine subscriptions, apps, TVs, 
Internet sites, season tickets, video games, apparel, 
etc.)?



Lesson 5

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Technology

In 2011, IBM supercomputer “Watson” competed on Jeopardy. Watson was 
considered to possess the most sophisticated language recognition technology on 
the planet. This was all part of a three-day challenge between Watson and the two 
most successful contestants in Jeopardy history: Ken Jennings, who had the famous 
74-game winning streak back in 2004, and Brad Rutter, who has the highest dollar 
earnings in Jeopardy history at over $3.5 million. The game was advertised as the 
ultimate man versus machine battle.

Watson was dominant. After processing the clues from Alex Trebek, Watson buzzed in 
to answer at a speed correlating to his degree of confidence in a correct answer. The 
scientists sitting in the audience who had been developing Watson for the past seven 
years beamed with an almost parental pride. And Ken Jennings looked helpless, 
appearing to want nothing more than to spill coffee on Watson’s motherboard.

Watson did experience some embarrassing foibles, however. For instance, in one 
final Jeopardy round, the question asked for a US city in which the largest and second 
largest airports were named after a World War II hero and a World War II battle, 
respectively. Both Jennings and Rutter easily got the answer: Chicago. Watson, on 
the other hand, came up with the great American city of . . . Toronto. Apparently 
Watson struggled with certain pieces of information, like the fact that Toronto has a 
professional baseball team in the American League.

Advanced technology, language recognition, and an almost embarrassing level of 
pride—these sound biblically familiar.

Genesis 11:1-9

Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. As people moved 
eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled there.

They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They 
used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar. Then they said, “Come, let us build 
ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name 
for ourselves; otherwise we will be scattered over the face of the whole earth.”

But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower the people were building. The 
Lord said, “If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, 
then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them. Come, let us go down and 
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confuse their language so they will not understand 
each other.”

So the Lord scattered them from there over all the 
earth, and they stopped building the city. That is why 
it was called Babel—because there the Lord confused 
the language of the whole world. From there the Lord 
scattered them over the face of the whole earth.

Note: After Noah and his family departed the ark, his sons 
and their eventual clans dispersed in various directions 
according to God’s plan. The Shemites, the group to 
whom God had given the special blessing of being the 
ancestors of the Savior of the world, went southeast, to 
the ancient land of Mesopotamia. In the Tigris-Euphrates 
valley they found a fertile area in the plain of Shinar. 
The lush land seemed comfortable enough to settle 
permanently.

1.  What was the stated reason for the Shemites’ desire 
to build the Tower of Babel?

2.  What previous command of God were the Shemites 
clearly ignoring (see Genesis 1:28; 9:7)? How does 
pride affect the way you perceive God’s commands?

3.  How was using brick and tar an advancement in 
technology?
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4.  Identify some major failures of modern technology 
in recent history.

5.  The people who wanted to build the Tower of Babel 
described this building as “a tower that reaches to 
the heavens.” Most commentators will suggest this 
clearly has religious implications. How is technology 
sometimes perceived as nearly playing God?

6.  Pride builds us up. It’s like building a tower to 
heaven. Humility brings us down. How is Jesus 
the embodiment of gospel humility? What did 
his humility bring for us? If we would embody his 
same humility, how would we change the world 
around us (home, church, community, work)? Put 
more personally, finish this sentence: If I was more 
filled with the Spirit of Christ, I would be more/less 
_______________.
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There’s a very fine line between humankind’s 
obedience in carrying out God’s instructions to “fill the 
earth and subdue it” (Genesis 1:28) and humankind’s 
arrogance in simply trying to make a name for 
ourselves and become like God. While we can invent 
machines to keep a person’s heart pumping, we still 
can’t invent machines to change someone’s heart. 
While we can invent machines to read a person’s brain 
waves, we still can’t invent machines that encourage 
people to suspend their sensory experience in order 
to exercise faith. While we can invent machines to 
enhance and temporarily maintain life, we still can’t 
invent the machine that stops death. No matter how 
many moons we land on, God’s people should want 
to stay humble and not forget who authors such 
knowledge, because humanity’s towers can crumble 
whenever God says so.
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Bonus Material

1.  What are some of the latest advancements that 
you’ve heard of in the following areas? What is 
the best-case-scenario outcome for each of these 
advancements?

ӼӼ Health care?

ӼӼ Transportation?

ӼӼ Communication?

Read Exodus 31:1-5.

2.  This text introduces us to Bezalel, the man God 
selected to build the furnishings for the tabernacle. 
How is he described? Give a comparable example in 
the present-day world.

3.  What does this tell us about God’s perception of 
technological advancement and doing smarter, 
better, higher quality work? (See Genesis 1:28.)
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Read Deuteronomy 4:15-20.

4.  False gods don’t just exist. Where do they come 
from?

5.  How does technology, as much as any other topic 
we’ve looked at in our studies thus far, seem to fit 
that definition of idolatry? In other words, what is 
your working definition of technology?

Further Personal Tests for the Idol of Technology
If a loved one fell terribly sick, what would give you the 
greatest relief? Where would you first turn?

Do you feel overwhelmed, anxious, and inadequate if 
there is a newer version of a product you already have 
(for example, phone, TV, car, computer)?

Do you feel like the solution to most of the major 
problems of life is “better education”?



Lesson 6

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Politics

What’s the main problem with the world? Think carefully.

If you suggest that something other than sin is the main problem with the world, you’ll 
almost inevitably end up falsely asserting that something not inherently bad is, in fact, 
evil. Furthermore, if you insinuate that something other than Jesus is the answer to the 
world’s problem, you’ll end up foolishly “idolizing” something that is not inherently 
good.

For many people, this is the case when it comes to political ideology. It doesn’t take 
too much imagination to see how a good thing, like patriotism, if turned into an 
ultimate thing (that is, idolized), can turn into racism and imperialism.

It really wasn’t that long ago that the Western world had fairly high hopes for what was 
then called scientific socialism. However, a quick glance at the Fascist, Nazi, and major 
Communist movements of the 20th century will show you how corrupt such systems 
can become. Upon the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, seen as a symbolic collapse of 
socialism, the world mostly came to a collective conclusion that free market capitalism 
was the solution—perhaps the thing that can end hunger, poverty, injustice, and most 
of the other world problems.

Interestingly, in Adam Smith’s classic of economics, The Wealth of Nations, he refers to 
the free market as a nearly deified “invisible hand” that guides people to act in ways 
that are best for the benefit of society. Giving an ideology that kind of credit—that it 
compels people to do the right thing for others, outside of connection with God—
seems to attribute a divine power to something that doesn’t truly have that power; it 
idolizes it.

Upon the housing market crash and global recession that began in 2008—driven, at 
least in part, by greed—we caught more than a glimpse that a free market is perhaps 
not the answer to all financial problems. Free market societies also can collapse upon 
corruption. Additionally, communal societies can thrive.

Reviewing a little church history will tell you that the early Christian church in the 
Roman Empire participated in communal living (need-based wealth distribution), 
and they did so to such success that, according to historian Rodney Stark’s Rise of 
Christianity, it was one of the qualities that most attracted outsiders to this new faith.
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Acts 2:44-47

All the believers were together and had everything in 
common. They sold property and possessions to give 
to anyone who had need. Every day they continued to 
meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread 
in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere 
hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the 
people. And the Lord added to their number daily 
those who were being saved.

Note: Living in the Roman Empire, the early Christians 
obviously weren’t truly self-governing, so the correlation 
with politics isn’t one-to-one. Nonetheless, they do show 
us what a gospel-infused group of people is capable of.

1.  What economic or political system does the early 
Christian church most closely represent? What 
evidence of this is offered in the text (or other 
portions of the book of Acts)?

2.  While this distribution of wealth does appear 
to reflect aspects of economic socialism, what 
about the early Christians was vastly different from 
Marxism/communism/socialism?
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3.  It appears as though the specific form of political 
structure, ideology, or economy doesn’t matter 
as much to the health of a society as what your 
average news program or political candidates may 
suggest. Consider the following statements by 19th-
century French philosopher and historian Alexis 
de Tocqueville, from his classic two-volume work 
Democracy in America:

I do not know whether all Americans have a 
sincere faith in their religion—for who can search 
the human heart? But I am certain that they 
hold it to be indispensable to the maintenance 
of republican institutions. This opinion is not 
peculiar to a class of citizens or a party, but it 
belongs to the whole nation and to every rank of 
society.

and

In the United States, the sovereign authority is 
religious. . . . There is no country in the world 
where the Christian religion retains a greater 
influence over the souls of men than in America, 
and there can be no greater proof of its utility 
and of its conformity to human nature than that 
its influence is powerfully felt over the most 
enlightened and free nation of the earth.9

4.  Whether considering early America or early 
Christianity, what does appear to be the common 
denominator as to whether or not a group of people 
can survive?

9 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Parts I & II, 1835 & 1840.
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5.  Why is it that people filled with Christian faith tend 
to create healthy, productive societies?

6.  And yet, while Christian faith often positively affects 
politics, why don’t Christians use politics to enforce 
Christian faith? How is this ultimately seen in the 
example of Jesus?

Politics, at its root, is a power and control issue. But 
regardless of who is in power or what we put into 
legislation, we can only control so much.

There is, however, a benevolent ruler whose power 
is limitless and whose control is truly authoritative, 
yet he respects the integrity of the human will in 
earthly matters. When he entered this world, the Son 
of God gave up his position of rule in the heavenly 
headquarters from which he governed creation. He 
humbled himself, relinquishing power, subjecting 
himself to the laws made for humanity. He kept these 
laws perfectly, taking his righteous life to the cross to 
pay for our unrighteousness. He died for those times 
when we lacked moral control. And on the third day, he 
rose in power and glory to benevolently rule all things 
on our behalf.

1 Corinthians 2:6-8

We do, however, speak a message of wisdom among 
the mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the 
rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. No, we 
declare God’s wisdom, a mystery that has been hidden 
and that God destined for our glory before time began. 
None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they 
had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.
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Bonus Material

1.  Let’s apply what we’ve learned to present-day 
politics. A hot issue in recent years has been 
the reform of health care. What factors have 
driven health care prices up so drastically? Using 
biblical terminology, how might we describe such 
behaviors? And according to a biblical worldview, 
how could we remedy these problems?

Read Romans 13:1-7.

2.  The apostle Paul was writing while under the 
governing authority of the Roman Empire, 
unarguably harsher to the Christian faith than 21st-
century America. And yet, Paul still curiously referred 
to this authority as “God’s servants” (vv. 4,6; implied 
in vv. 1,2). How was this government God’s servant? 
How was it not God’s servant?

3.  A great deal of research10 says that many Americans, 
particularly younger generations, are increasingly 
turning away from churches because they perceive 
them to be overly political. This is perhaps a bit odd, 
because no political party in our country perfectly 
captures the gospel, so none should be deified. 
Take a moment to list how each of the major political 
parties seems to champion causes that God also 
supports in Scripture. Also state how each party may 
fall short in honoring biblical truth.

10 Note especially David Kinnaman’s research in the book unChristian: What 
a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity . . . and Why It Matters.
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Read John 18:33-37.

4.  Jesus said to Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this 
world” (v. 36). While Jesus never encourages us to 
be apolitical, what does this statement tell us about 
our goals for involvement in politics?

5.  In a democratic society, the majority ultimately rules. 
While legislation can affect behavior to a degree, it 
cannot change anyone’s heart. If we desire for our 
country to have stronger Christian values, where 
should we be concentrating our efforts?

Further Personal Tests for the Idol of Politics
Can you admit that there are going to be flaws in your 
preferred political party, political leader, or ideology?

Can you admit that a leader or group that is not a part 
of your preferred party could have some really good 
ideas, or do you routinely perceive that other party as 
pure evil?

Do you feel as though life only has hope and meaning 
if your particular side of an issue is moving towards 
greater power and influence?

Do you feel like the primary solution to the problems of 
society is new political leadership?



Lesson 7

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Family

One of the greatest blessings that God gives us in this lifetime is the gift of family. 
Almost irrespective of how smooth or troubled a person’s family life has been, 
regardless of whether they are a believer or unbeliever, virtually every single person 
on the planet will tell you that “family” is a beautiful concept. When organizations of 
people with no biological ties are functioning really well, the environment is often 
described as “like a family.” When you see that type of praise used universally, it’s 
obvious that a blessing is inherently wonderful.

But is it possible that family ties could be too close? Can even family become a very 
real idol to us—a good thing that we’re tempted to turn into a god thing?

Genesis 22:1-18

Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!”

“Here I am,” he replied.

Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, whom you love—Isaac—and go to the 
region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show 
you.”

Early the next morning Abraham got up and loaded his donkey. He took with him two 
of his servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, 
he set out for the place God had told him about. On the third day Abraham looked up 
and saw the place in the distance. He said to his servants, “Stay here with the donkey 
while I and the boy go over there. We will worship and then we will come back to you.”

Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he 
himself carried the fire and the knife. As the two of them went on together, Isaac spoke 
up and said to his father Abraham, “Father?”

“Yes, my son?” Abraham replied.

“The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?”

Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” 
And the two of them went on together.

When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar there 
and arranged the wood on it. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on 
top of the wood. Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. But 
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the angel of the Lord called out to him from heaven, 
“Abraham! Abraham!”

“Here I am,” he replied.

“Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. “Do not 
do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, 
because you have not withheld from me your son, your 
only son.”

Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram 
caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and 
sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son. So 
Abraham called that place The Lord Will Provide. And 
to this day it is said, “On the mountain of the Lord it will 
be provided.”

The angel of the Lord called to Abraham from heaven 
a second time and said, “I swear by myself, declares 
the Lord, that because you have done this and have 
not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless 
you and make your descendants as numerous as the 
stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your 
descendants will take possession of the cities of their 
enemies, and through your offspring all nations on 
earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.”

Note: Mt. Moriah, the location to which God told Abraham 
to travel in order to sacrifice Isaac, is believed by many 
scholars to be the precise location where Jesus was 
sacrificed. This is essential to understanding the lesson 
God is teaching us in this account.

1.  It would be incredibly difficult for any parent to go 
through something like this. What circumstances in 
the life of Abraham, however, make this request from 
God particularly heart wrenching?
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2.  God’s request in this text is strange for many 
reasons. For starters, it seems contradictory to his 
offense elsewhere over children being sacrificed 
(see Deuteronomy 12:31). Did God really want Isaac 
to die? What was he seeking here?

3.  A child longed for as much as Isaac was could have 
very easily become the epicenter of Abraham’s 
heart—his true source of self-worth, identity, and 
ultimate value. If that had indeed happened, what 
would the impending consequences have been? In 
other words, what happens when a parent puts love 
for a child ahead of love for God?

ӼӼ How does this affect the parent?

ӼӼ How does this affect the child? (See 1 Samuel 
2:12,29.)

ӼӼ How does this affect God?
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4.  After Abraham demonstrated a willingness to 
sacrifice Isaac, God intervened. He said, “Now I know 
that you fear God, because you have not withheld 
from me your son, your only son” (v. 12). Did God 
not know what was in Abraham’s heart? Who really 
learned something here, and what was the lesson?

5.  How does the story of Abraham and Isaac find its 
culmination in Jesus?
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Bonus Material

1.  One of the ways you know you’re treating something 
or someone as a false god is if you’re breaking the 
true God’s commands in order to serve that thing 
or person. What are some ways in which idolizing 
family could lead to breaking God’s commands?

Read Luke 14:25-27.

2.  Hate family?! Jesus is using hyperbole here. How 
does Matthew 10:37-39 shape our understanding of 
what Jesus is saying in Luke’s gospel?

3.  What is the perfectly logical reason to “hate,” by 
comparison, our lives and close relationships here 
on earth?
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Read Joshua 24:14,15.

4.  Joshua offers insight here into two areas from which 
idols are often transferred. What are the two areas, 
and what might they look like in present-day terms?

5.  Joshua says, “As for me and my household, we will 
serve the Lord” (v. 15). How does this contradict 
contemporary thoughts about raising children? Why 
is Joshua’s approach better, that is, more godly and 
more logical?

Further Personal Tests for the Idol of Family
What is the most important relationship in your life?

Is there a relationship in your life that is the primary 
determining factor in whether you are joyful or 
depressed?

Do you ever feel like life is virtually meaningless unless 
your children and/or your parents are happy and happy 
with you?



Lesson 8

Idols We Never Knew We Had—
Religion

Perhaps the most pristine-looking of idols—the most seemingly outwardly God-
pleasing—is the idol of religion.

Now, we’re going to have to make a clear distinction of terms here so that there’s no 
confusion. We’ll define religion as the belief of the world—and the belief of the human 
heart in its natural state—that human beings can make themselves right with God if 
they do the right things. We’ll define gospel as the essential opposite, the belief that 
human beings CANNOT make themselves right with God but that God descended to 
humanity in the form of Jesus and, through the gift of gracious love found in Jesus’ 
sacrifice, HE made human beings right with God.

In religion, human beings go to God. In the gospel, God comes to human beings. 
Religion is about what I do. The gospel is about what Jesus did. Religion says that 
some are born, or eventually become, either good or bad. The gospel says we’re born 
bad, but Jesus is good, so our future is good.

It’s a little difficult for Christians today to understand that, properly, Christianity should 
not be labeled as a “religion.” The world categorizes us as simply another belief 
system that possesses certain common spiritual themes and practices. But when 
Christianity first arose, it was recognized so clearly and uniquely as a nonreligion. 
The Christians had no temple, and they had no priests sacrificing no animals at 
this nonexistent temple. Jesus himself was the logical conclusion to each of those 
religious customs (see Colossians 2:16,17). This lack of formal custom was absolutely 
confounding to both the pagans and the super-religious Jewish moralists alike.

Luke 15:11-32

Jesus continued: “There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his 
father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’ So he divided his property between 
them.

“Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant 
country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. After he had spent everything, 
there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. So he 
went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to 
feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no 
one gave him anything.
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“When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of 
my father’s hired servants have food to spare, and here 
I am starving to death! I will set out and go back to my 
father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to 
be called your son; make me like one of your hired 
servants.’ So he got up and went to his father.

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him 
and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his 
son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.

“The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be 
called your son.’

“But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the 
best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and 
sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. 
Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine 
was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ 
So they began to celebrate.

“Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he 
came near the house, he heard music and dancing. So 
he called one of the servants and asked him what was 
going on. ‘Your brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your 
father has killed the fattened calf because he has him 
back safe and sound.’

“The older brother became angry and refused to go 
in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. But 
he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I’ve been 
slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. 
Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could 
celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours 
who has squandered your property with prostitutes 
comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’

“ ‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and 
everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and 
be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is 
alive again; he was lost and is found.’ ”
Note: This parable is actually the culmination of three 
parables Jesus teaches in Luke chapter 15. In each of the 
prior parables, we find someone going out to search for 
what was lost. This individual who is passionately seeking 
the lost is curiously, and intentionally, missing in this final 
parable.
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1.  This parable is historically known as The Parable 
of the Lost Son or The Prodigal Son. According to 
verse 11, why is that an unfortunately inaccurate 
title? What would be a better title? Why do you think 
English translators of the Bible have been inclined 
to name the parable the way they have (hint: how do 
people generally define sin)?

2.  Read Luke 15:1,2. What was the occasion that 
prompted Jesus’ teaching of the parables in this 
chapter? Do you think he was trying to help his 
audience become more moral through these 
stories? What does this tell you about the purpose of 
the parables?

3.  What were both brothers initially looking for from 
the father? How were they going down two different, 
yet similar, paths to get it? What does this teach us 
about the two different ways that humans can be 
distant from God?
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4.  Most Bible commentators will acknowledge that the 
banquet with the father at the end of the parable 
is representative of salvation. Jesus ends the story 
with the younger brother at the feast and the older 
brother standing outside. This would undoubtedly 
have been provocative, shocking, and offensive to 
the Pharisees who would have clearly understood 
the point Jesus was making. In what sense might you 
say that, even today, older brother types are actually 
farther away from God than younger brother types?

5.  Jesus’ ministry seemed to attract many of the tax 
collectors and prostitutes (the moral dregs of 
society) and to repel the Pharisees. If our churches 
are attracting more Pharisees than tax collectors, 
what must we ask ourselves?

6.  Reread verses 18,19. State the younger brother’s 
three-tiered plan to get back in with his father. 
Notice, when he tried to make this statement to the 
father, the father, who had run out to meet him, cut 
him off after his second point. What does this tell us 
about our entrance into God’s family?

7.  How does Jesus fit into this parable? Hint: What 
should the older brother have been eager to do?
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Bonus Material

1.  What happens if churches only encourage people 
to repent of younger brother sins (sins of self-
indulgence) and not of older brother sins (sins of 
self-righteousness)?

2.  The United States has recently seen a historically 
unprecedented decline in young adults involved in 
churches. Does this parable offer any insights about 
this phenomenon?

Read Galatians 4:1-11.

3.  What words in this text highlight the fact that our 
right relationship with God is entirely by grace, not 
by works?

4.  Sometimes we’re not only free to part from former 
“religious” practices, but we MUST depart from 
them. According to the apostle Paul, why might that 
be?
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Read Judges 6:25-32.

5.  Gideon was commanded by God to destroy his 
father’s religious practices—altars to Baal and 
Asherah. How did the people react to this (v. 30)? 
Why do religious people get so adamant about 
forms of worship?

6.  How did Joash prove that the people were more 
concerned about themselves than God or gods 
(v. 31)? Since God has given the Christian church 
tremendous freedom in worship, what is ultimately 
behind most arguments over worship styles?

Further Personal Tests for the Idol of Religion
Do you ever feel uncertain about the status of your 
relationship with God?

Are you often anxious, worried, and struggling with 
feelings of personal condemnation?

Do you frequently condemn others, especially on 
the basis of issues that are neither commanded nor 
condemned in Scripture?

Do you feel like your life only has value when you are 
faithfully adhering to your religion’s moral codes and 
accomplishing its recommended activities?


