
 

 
Ministry of the word 

Volume 16 Issue 25              June 25, 2017 
 
An Exposé of Idolatry, Part 2 
 
Idolatry occurs when we make anything a higher priority than God.  It occurs when we give 
deference or devotion to anything above God or place anything in our lives before God! Now 
what makes this sin so difficult is that idolatry begins in the heart and can be present where no 
overt act of worship has taken place, v. 3a.  Idolatry consists of entertaining thoughts about 
God that unworthy of Him and it ends with ignoble thoughts about God acted upon. 
 
Idolatry bears fruit when the sin is allowed to linger in a person’s life.  When this sin is 
conceived in the heart, it gives birth to four predictable fruits.  We are going to consider two 
of them. 
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Ours is an irrational age which has developed a huge disconnect between one’s thought/belief 
and their result.  If insanity is doing the same thing over and over expecting a different result, 
what do you call it when a person does the same thing over and over and expects no result at 
all? Yet that is the age in which we live. 
 

• We take drugs and are shocked when their side-effect kills.   
• We preach autonomy and the death of God and wonder why gunmen break into schools 

and shoot young children.   
• We dehumanize women with illicit movies and marvel when men view them as nothing 

more than objects.   
• We teach children that they are the result of chance and evolution and wonder why 

they lack a sense of moral right and wrong. 
 
Yet reality always wins! Regardless of the lies we tell ourselves and each other, there will 
always be an impact from the choices we make, that is how God made this world. 
 

Proverbs 23:7, “As [a man] thinks within himself, so is he.” 
 

Proverbs 27:19, “As in water face reflects face, so the heart of man reflects man.”- you 
cannot escape what is in your heart.  Given time, it eventually will surface! 

 
Galatians 6:7-8, Paul said, “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man 
sows, this he will also reap.”- we live in a cause/effect world.  What you do in private… 
what you say… what you think eventually will be seen in your life! It always does! 

 
Luke 6:45, Christ said, “The good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth 
what is good; and the evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth what is evil; for his 
mouth speaks from that which fills his heart.” 

 
These are but a few of the many verses in Scripture which teach that what you and I think or do 
eventually will surface in our lives! 
 
Idolatry results in gross religious selfishness. 
 

Ezekiel 14:1, “Then some elders of Israel came to me and sat down before me.” 
 
These elders came before Ezekiel looking for a definitive word from the Lord.  Now for us to 
understand the significance of these elder’s “sitting before Ezekiel,” we need to understand two 
things; first that the religious culture of God’s people. 
 
The religious culture of God’s people when first they entered into the exile is found in Ezekiel 
13.  Here is the indictment that God gave to the numerous false prophets that had sprung up 
like weeds among God’s people. 
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Ezekiel 13:4-6, “O Israel, your prophets have been like foxes among ruins. [What do 
foxes do following a devastating battle involving the destruction of a city? They do NOT 
enter in to help the wounded or participate in the rebuilding process.  RATHER, they 
eat the wounded and scavenge throughout the city looking for anything that might 
benefit them! That was the false prophets at this time in exile! They took advantage of 
the misfortune of God’s people to further their own agenda and so benefit 
themselves!!! Listen to the rebuke…] You have not gone up into the breaches, nor did 
you build the wall around the house of Israel to stand in the battle on the day of the 
Lord.  They see falsehood and lying divination who are saying, ‘The Lord declares,’ 
when the Lord has not sent them; yet they hope for the fulfillment of their word.” 

 
Amazing! At this horrible time in redemptive history, wolves crept in amongst God’s people 
posing as prophets.  Rather than standing in the gap and helping, wicked men and women 
took advantage of God’s people for personal gain!   
 

Ezekiel 13:19a, “And for handfuls of barley and fragments of bread, you have profaned 
Me to My people…” 

 
Clearly these men and women were opportunists who used the devastation of exile to their 
benefit!  
 

Ezekiel 13:3, “Thus says the Lord God, ‘Woe to the foolish prophets who are following 
their own spirit and have seen nothing.’” 

 
Without a temple and before the creation of the synagogue, the prophet constituted the 
religious authority over God’s people at this time! Accordingly, accompanying the office at this 
time was amazing power which these false prophets harnessed! Now, that these were false-
prophets is evident by their description in verse 2. 
 

Ezekiel 13:2, “Son of man, prophesy against the prophets of Israel who prophesy, and 
say to those who prophesy from their own inspiration, ‘Listen to the word of the Lord!’” 

 
The biblical office of prophet received revelation from God externally — and so objectively — in 
visions or dreams.1  It was never through an impression laid upon the heart!  Yet that was 
and continues to be THE mode of revelation when it comes to false prophets, “God laid an 
impression on my heart! I felt burdened to do or say something.”2 
 
Now, if you are interested in studying this further, the credentials of a true prophet are found in 
Deuteronomy 13 and 18 and consist of three marks: 
 

• They had to do signs/miracles, Deuteronomy 13:1; 1 Kings 17:22-24.  
• They had to foretell the future with perfect accuracy, Deuteronomy 18:21-22.   
• Their prophecy had to be in complete agreement with the word of God, Deuteronomy 

13:2-3, 4-5; 18:20. 
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It is for these reasons — and that which is given in Ezekiel 13:2 — we understand that there are 
NO prophets today! In fact, this text should be disconcerting for any who claim the gift today, 
for most if not all self-proclaimed prophets testify that God speaks to them “in their heart.” 
 
At the outset of the exile these false prophets had an incredible following FOR their message 
ignored the fundamental cause of God’s judgment, the people’s sin! Instead, these supposed 
prophets continued the work of the false prophets in Jerusalem who promised peace, exactly 
what we saw when we looked at Jeremiah, Zephaniah, and Habakkuk! 
 

Ezekiel 13:10-11, “It is definitely because they have misled My people by saying, ‘Peace!’ 
when there is no peace.  And when anyone builds a wall [The word used here 
references a temporary wall to enclose an area for a party or celebration.  These walls 
were made of a paper-like substance which was designed to last for a day.  In fact, all it 
would take is one rain and the partition would be ruined (think of a Japanese Shoji 
panel)! Yet this was the foundation upon which the false prophets built their ministry…], 
behold, they plaster it over with whitewash [IOW, the net effect of their ministry was to 
make something that was flimsy look strong, sturdy and lasting!!!]; so tell those who 
plaster it over with whitewash, that it will fall.  A flooding rain will come, and you, O 
hailstones, will fall; and a violent wind will break out.” 

 
Accordingly when we read, “…some elders of Israel came to me and sat down before me” the 
implication from this verse, (Ezekiel 14:4, 7, 9; 8:1; 13; and 20:1) is that this was something the 
elders at this time did regularly, they sought out and sat before many a prophet seeking a 
favorable word from the Lord! 
 
When one understands the religious setting at this early point in the exiled community, they 
see that the Jewish religion was informed by the prophetic office (until the Synagogue arose 
and religious authority once again would be shared by the priests).  Accordingly, the prophetic 
office held unchecked power, which is why hundreds of prophets at this time set up shop in the 
city where they lived.  And because the vast majority of the prophets at this time were false, 
the word from God that was supposedly received from them at this time was favorable! That 
meant that those who took advantage of God’s people in Jerusalem prior to the exile 
CONTINUED to take advantage of the weak and hurting in exile! 
 
What made this even more insidious was the Culture of Association during Ezekiel’s day.  
Because of it, the elder’s abuse was perceived to be endorsed/commended by God! 
 
The Culture of Association in Bible Times 
 
In our day, we link, most often unnecessarily, “association” with “endorsement” such that I am 
asked on occasion if it would be wrong to invite a family member living in sin to a family 
function.  The concern is that by inviting an errant family member others will think that the 
family endorses their sin. 
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This was the understanding in Bible times when it came to talking to a prophet.  For unlike we 
who cannot know the heart, a prophet is a spokesman of God who does! Accordingly, if a sinner 
dared to approach a prophet, they would expect that whatever issue they might want to raise 
with the prophet would be ignored, for the prophet most certainly would rebuke them! If the 
prophet did NOT, then either the prophet was false or the sinner’s “sin” wasn’t sin after all! This 
is illustrated for us during Christ’s second year of ministry when the following exchange took 
place: 
 

Luke 7:36-39, “Now one of the Pharisees was requesting [Jesus] to dine with him.  And 
He entered the Pharisee’s house, and reclined at the table.  And behold, there was a 
woman in the city who was a sinner; and when she learned that He was reclining at the 
table in the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster vial of perfume, and standing 
behind Him at His feet, weeping, she began to wet His feet with her tears, and kept 
wiping them with the hair of her head, and kissing His feet, and anointing them with the 
perfume.  Now when the Pharisee who had invited Him saw this, he said to himself, ‘If 
this man were a prophet He would know who and what sort of person this woman is 
who is touching Him, that she is a sinner.’” 

 
See, because Jesus did NOT rebuke this woman for her sin, the Pharisee concluded that Jesus 
could NOT be a prophet! This clearly shows us that in Bible times, the association with a 
prophet was understood as an endorsement!   
 
In Ezekiel 13 and 14 we see how this was applied in Ezekiel’s day.  We know that these elders 
had already sat before many a “prophet of the Lord” and received NO REBUKE.  They had 
brought the Idolatry of Jerusalem with them into exile, not only were they thinking thoughts 
about God that were unworthy of Him, but they were trampling underfoot one of the most 
important elements of the Covenant: the weak, needy, hurting, and lost amongst God’s people 
(cf. Ezekiel 34).  Yet the message they received from the false prophets was NOT one of 
rebuke, BUT that of “Peace!”  This was understood by all as an endorsement on the part of 
God for their actions! 
 
Speaking to the false prophet, “…you disheartened the righteous with falsehood when I did not 
cause him grief, but have encouraged the wicked not to turn from his wicked way and preserve 
his life” (Ezekiel 13:22). 
 
Yet the elders made a huge mistake when they came to Ezekiel, for he was a true prophet! Like 
in Micaiah’s day (1 Kings 22), they thought Ezekiel would give them what all the other prophets 
had; a blank check to trample underfoot God and His people.  What a shock it must have been 
to sit before Ezekiel and hear the words of Ezekiel 14:4. 
 

Ezekiel 14:4b, “Thus says the Lord God, ‘Any man of the house of Israel who sets up his 
idols in his heart, puts right before his face the stumbling block of his iniquity, and then 
comes to the prophet [again, the implication is that this was a common practice at the 
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time], I the Lord will be brought to give him an answer in the matter in view of the 
multitude of his idols.’” 

 
With this we are able to understand the significance of the elder’s actions in Ezekiel 14:1, when 
these men came before Ezekiel seeking a definitive word from the Lord, they assumed that all 
was well with their soul.  God no doubt was pleased with them for every other prophet gave 
them a message of peace! Accordingly, they were all too happy to avail themselves of the 
prophetic office in order to get their way and so to further their private agenda! 
 
The first fruit that is born when Idolatry settles into the heart is that religion becomes a means 
to personal gain!  For these elders, the prophetic office was a means to success, so they 
flocked to the prophet seeking his endorsement!  D. I. Block noted it this way:  “In spite of 
the exiles’ fundamental paganism, they presume upon divine grace by appearing before the 
prophet to demand a message from Yahweh.” (Block 1997, 426) 
 
An idolater may be spotted a mile away when one discerns the object of their religious 
devotion.  When their Bible reading, service, worship, fellowship, and relationships are about 
them, then we conclude that idolatry has set in no matter how devout the person might be!   
 
We are living in perilous days, so we must be careful in this regard and warned.  Today 
Christianity has become a religion of self-benefit and self-worth.  Think of it, Christ-merchants 
have nothing to sell when Christianity is at its best! You cannot market the church when truth is 
that which drives God’s people!  Yet today the church has become commercialized where 
consumers flock to those churches which give them the most bang for their buck! And the 
Christ-merchants are all too happy to accommodate them! 
 
When on looks around many churches today, you will notice that they utilize the elements of 
the retail world: 
 

• The information desk.  
• The book store patterned after Barnes and Noble.   
• Theatre-type worship designed to entertain and inspire.   
• Food courts with Starbucks and McDonalds.   
• And much, much more. 

 
Now, in themselves there is nothing inherently wrong with most of these things.  It comes 
down to the “Why?” of their utilization, which if you read the literature it is there to attract the 
Christian consumer! 
 
In such a world as this, worship, fellowship, discipleship, and the like can’t help but to be looked 
upon as vehicles to self-fulfillment! Accordingly, in many a church, Christian men, women, and 
children are sitting before God- as did the elders before Ezekiel in our text- endeavoring to get 
from God rather than to give to God! Oh Christian! Let us guard our hearts lest we do likewise! 
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What a contrast to genuine Christianity! A cardinal rule of the Christian life is that we who have 
been blessed by God are called to be a blessing (1 Peter 3:9)!  Accordingly, we have been 
saved NOT for ourselves BUT for the glory of God AND the benefit of others! Christianity at its 
best “pure and undefiled religion” creates other-centered people who live for a higher purpose 
than themselves (cf. James 1:27)!  As such, let us view worship, fellowship, discipleship, and 
the like NOT as a means to self-fulfillment, BUT as vehicles to exalt God and edify God’s people!   
 
From all of this you must see that when Christianity is about self, when the means God gives us 
to grow in His grace become vehicles of self-fulfillment, idolatry most certainly has set in! 
 
Idolatry always results in sinful behavior. 
 

Ezekiel 14:3b, “Son of man, these men have set up their idols in their hearts, and have 
put right before their faces the stumbling block of their iniquity…” 

 
We discussed this last time so there is NOT much to say here by way of explanation.  
Whatever is meant by “the stumbling block of their iniquity,” we take from this verse that 
idolatry always leads to sinful thoughts, motives, or actions!  It is as Jonah taught, “Those who 
regard vain idols forsake their faithfulness” (Jonah 2:8).   
 
Doctor your soul today! Any ongoing struggle when it comes to one’s faithfulness to God and 
His service is an indication that that an idol is present in our lives! As such, if you find… 
 
 
 1. It hard to get yourself to read/study the word 
  of God. 
 
 2. It difficult to pray. 
 
 3. It laborious to worship the Lord on His terms. 
 
 4. That Fellowship is boring.  
 
 5. Talking about the things of the Lord is laborious. 
 
 6. That Holiness is a struggle in which you no Longer 
  care to participate. 
 
 7. It difficult to forgive another person having 
  been forgiven so much by God. 
 
 8. It taxing to love the unlovely. 
 
 9. You do NOT care about the lost. 

It is not inability, but idolatry! 

It is not a matter of a 
difference of taste, but a 
matter of a different god! 

An Idol no doubt is near! 



 

8 | P a g e  
 

   

 
I take it as a rule of thumb that when my heart is cold toward the Lord, when my faithfulness to 
the Lord is compromised, I know an Idol is not far away!  Now do NOT be discouraged if you 
perceive that an idol has taken root in your heart.  Rather, respond with action!  Let us heed 
ever and always heed the words of John, “Little children, guard yourselves from idols” (1 John 
5:21).   
 
Eventually we are going to consider the course of action prescribed by God here.   
 

• Begin with confession.  Confess your sin to the Lord; He will heal you!   
• Ask God to remove the idol(s) from your life!   
• Seek Christ way before seeking your rights, privileges, and pleasures!   
• Strive in your life to reflect the God of the Bible!   
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End Note(s) 
1 cf. Numbers 12:6-8; Is. 2:1; Daniel 7:1; Amos 1:1; Micah 1:1; Habakkuk 1:1; Revelation 1:1-2.  O. 
Palmer Robertson commenting on Numbers 12 wrote, “Although the context indicates that distinctive 
favour will be shown to Moses in that God will speak to him ‘face to face,’ there can be no discounting 
of the fact that all the prophets will receive their message by a revelatory experience.  That is the 
meaning of the Word's coming through ‘dream’ and ‘vision’.” (Robertson 1993, 7)  
2 cf. also Jeremiah 23:16. 
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