June 8th, 2008, Sermon:  “God is NOT an Idol!”
( Texts:  Jeremiah 23:23-29;  Hebrews 12:1-13;  Matthew 26:36-42 )

************************************************************************
     “God is NOT an idol!”  That’s the title for today’s sermon.  But what does the statement “God is NOT and idol!” mean for us?  Well, first we must understand what that word “idol” means.  

      Simply put, that word “idol” can mean two things.  First, an idol is something we love and trust instead of the One, True God.  Second, an idol is a human creation; a man-made god.  Now, having said that, various people have various idols or false gods that they worship.  What are some examples?

     Well, some bow down to images made out of stone or gold or some other substance.  These images represent various gods that they worship.  On the other hand, some love and trust in the money that they have in their savings account.

     A person may worship Allah, the God of Islam, who rewards people who faithfully obey his will.  Or you may be a young person who worships the popular kids at school for whom you would do anything, just to impress them.

     Some people trust in scientists who say that the universe and all life came into being by accident and therefore they insist that we can’t trust the Bible which gives us different information about the origin of life.  Then again, some people love and trust in the abuse or misuse of food, drugs, alcohol or tobacco.

     There are people who rely on the guidance of psychics to help direct their life choices.  Other people dedicate themselves to a particular hobby that just happens to keep them away from Church and Bible Class.

     Now, I could talk all morning about the various idols that we create.  We’re all guilty.  Not only are we guilty of loving and trusting in many types of false gods.  The fact is that we sometimes treat the One, True God as though He were an idol.

     Listen to the first two verses of our Old Testament reading:  “’Am I only a God nearby, declares the Lord, ‘And not a God far away?  Can anyone hide in secret places so that I cannot see him?’ declares the Lord.  ‘Do not I fill heaven and earth?’ declares the Lord.”   
     What is God trying to tell us when He asks us:  “Am I only a God nearby?”  Simply put, God wants us to know that He is NOT near to us in the same way that false gods are near to us.

     You see, in Jeremiah’s day there were many pagan nations surrounding God’s people, Israel.  These pagan nations believed in false gods who were localized in specific places.  There was a god of the sky; a god of the river; a god of the tree; a god of the mountain, and so on.  Even though these gods had power, they also had great limitations.  They were confined to a certain area, and as long as you were not close to them, you didn’t have to worry about them.

     Well, in Jeremiah’s day God had come near to His people by causing His glory to dwell in the “Holy of Holies” in the Jerusalem Temple.  God did this so that His people would have some tangible assurance that God was with them.  Sadly, God’s people ended up treating God like one of the idols of the surrounding nations.  They forgot that God was the Creator of all things and that He exists everywhere. 
     Because they viewed God as an idol, they started worshipping Him as though He were an idol.  They would go to the Temple to worship, pray, sing and offer sacrifices – all this to make God happy.  Then they would leave the Temple and live as they pleased, while saying to themselves:  “Boy, I’m glad we’re finished with our duty at the Temple.  We’ve given God what He wants.  Now maybe He’ll leave us alone for awhile so we can do our own thing.”

     “That’s a terrible way to the treat God!” you say.  I agree!  How did God’s people degenerate to that point of pagan delusion?  Well, it all started with the people slowly but surely compromising God’s Word – a little here; a little there.  Before long they had completely rejected the Lord and were treating Him like an idol.

     However, they still wanted to think of themselves as “religious” people with all the benefits, and so they continued to hear sermons from God’s prophets.  But there was a catch.  They expected the prophets to say what they WANTED to hear.

     Sadly, many of the prophets happily complied.  Why?  Well, when you say what people WANT to hear, you get to be a popular guy!  You have job security!  You might even get wealthy!

     So, many prophets in Jeremiah’s day preached sermons that the people would love.  But God hated what they were saying.  Listen to these words of God again:  “How long will this continue in the hearts of these lying prophets, who prophesy the delusions of their own minds?  I am against the prophets who wag their own tongues and yet declare, ‘The Lord declares.’”
     Not only did these prophets fail to preach against the sin in the people’s lives.  Even worse, the prophets actually affirmed the people’s ungodly lifestyles and encouraged them to treat God like an idol.  But listen to what God says about this.  Earlier in Jeremiah ch. 23 we read:  “…among the prophets of Jerusalem I have seen something horrible: … They strengthen the hands of evildoers, so that no one turns from his wickedness.  They are all like Sodom to me; the people of Jerusalem are like Gomorrah.”
     As a result, things went from bad to worse.  In fact, things got so bad that the priests in Jerusalem even brought images of pagan idols into the Holy Temple of the One, True God.

     But in spite of all this, God still loved them.  So, what did God do?  God sent them FAITHFUL prophets, like Jeremiah, who disciplined them with God’s Word.  But they would not listen; they would not repent.  Listen to what God says about this from Jeremiah ch. 32:  “They turned their backs to me and not their faces; though I taught them again and again, they would not listen or respond to discipline.  They set up their abominable idols in the house that hears my Name and defiled it.”
     Boy!  Those people in Jeremiah’s day sure messed up, didn’t they?  God had come near to bless them, and they treated Him like some two bit idol.  It’s a good thing WE’RE not like that, right?  I mean, WE would never do such things, right?  Or would we?

     My friends, we’re sinners, too – just like them.  Also, remember that their downfall didn’t happen overnight.  It was a process.  It started with a little compromise there; and a little compromise here.  Sound familiar?

     We need to ask ourselves:   “Are there times when we treat the One, True God as though He were an idol?”  Do we treat God as though He were only a God nearby and not a God far away who fills heaven and earth?  You know the answer.

     Sometimes we leave church and less than an hour later we’re speaking hateful, disrespectful words to members of our own family – as though God were not even around.

     Another example is a man, who is out of town on business, and he decides to go into a strip club in the city where he’s doing work.  “No one will know,” he says to himself.  But what about God?

     Or what about the high school student who decides to shop lift a CD from Wal-mart.  “If no one sees me, I will get away with this.”  But God sees all things, doesn’t He?

     Another example is when Christians engage in hurtful gossip about another member of the congregation – as though God were not around -- and completely forgetting what Jesus says about such evil behavior.

     If someone were to ask you:  “Would you think, say and do such evil things if Jesus were standing right next to you?”  You’d say:  “No way!  I could never behave like that if Jesus were that close to me!”  But don’t you remember?  Jesus IS that close to us!  The Lord said:  “’Am I only a God nearby and not a God far away?  Can anyone hide in secret places so that I cannot see him?  Do I not fill heaven and earth?’ declares the Lord.”
     We’re all guilty of treating God like an idol.  I’m ashamed to think of all the times I’ve treated God like an idol.  I’m guilty of thinking, saying and doing things I never would have done if Jesus were next to me in person – and yet He was close to me the whole time!  We’re no better than the people of Israel!

Is there any hope for us?

     Well, remember what God did for his unfaithful people?  He disciplined them with His Word.  You’ve heard some hard words today.  Those words hurt.  Those words convicted you of sin.  However, in our second reading from Hebrews God says that He disciplines those He loves.

     God condemns your sins and exposes your guilt because He loves you.  Today He calls you to come to Him and receive His mercy and healing once again.  The God who fills heaven and earth is near to you today to forgive you and comfort you.
     God used Jeremiah to tell his people about our Savior.  If you read the beginning of Jeremiah ch. 23 you will find these words:  “’The days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely … This is the name by which he will be called:  The Lord our righteousness.’”
     I have good news for you!  Your King has come, and He is the Lord, your righteousness.  What does this mean?  It means that Jesus has saved you from your sinful idolatry.  Jesus took your sinful idolatry upon Himself and suffered in your place so that you might receive His righteous salvation!

     In our Gospel reading we heard about Jesus in the Garden just hours before His death.  Jesus asked His Father if it was possible for this cup to be taken from Him.  What “cup” was Jesus talking about?  Jesus was talking about the “cup of God’s wrath” against our sin.

     In the Old Testament God’s wrath against our sin is symbolized by a cup filled with His wrath.  Sometimes God says He will “pour out” His wrath from this cup.  In other words, evil must be judged; sin must be punished.  Listen to these words of God from Jeremiah:  “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, said to me:  ‘Take from my hand this cup filled with the wine of my wrath and make all the nations to whom I send you drink it … But if they refuse to take the cup from your hand and drink, tell them, ‘This is what the Lord Almighty says:  You must drink it!’”

     Simply put, God MUST punish sin – one way or another.  The good news is that God chose a way that results in our salvation!  When Jesus was in the Garden He prayed these words:  “My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done.”

     Jesus saved you from your sinful idolatry when He went to the cross and “drank the cup of God’s wrath” in your place.  Because Jesus did this for you, the cup that you drink today will be a cup of mercy and love.  God brought you to this place to confess your sins.  You have heard His Words of mercy and you get to drink His Blood shed for your salvation.

     God has come near to us today – He has come near to SAVE us!  But God is NOT an idol!  The God who created all things; the God who died for you and conquered death for you, He will go with you to discipline you, love you, nurture you and guide you in His ways so that you can live as His children and rejoice in His salvation always.  As Jesus said:  “I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  
     My friends, God is NOT an idol!  That’s GOOD NEWS!  You see, idols can’t save us.  Idols can’t love us.  But God does both for us.  Amen!

