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PICTURE TWO avid sportsmen.  
Both Christians.  Both sustain a ca-
reer-threatening injury.  One is sorry 

miss the game, it will be some time 
before he will even watch it on TV.  

God would allow this, and descends 
into a deep depression. 
 What makes the difference?  Un-
doubtedly our psyches are different;; 
some are phlegmatic, taking life as it 
comes, others fiery and passionate.  
Looking at our previous two articles, 
the issue could be: Do they trust God 
enough with their future? 
 But I believe there is another 
factor that can make a difference, 
intensifying the suffering. 
 Idolatry
cept.  Bold, stark, ugly.  And perhaps 

ing enough at God, then idolatry is 
the problem of looking too much to 
other things. 
 It was the great Old Testament 
problem for the people of God, rip-
pling through from Eden, to Sinai, to 
the Promised Land, to the exile, and 
John is still warning his readers at the 

children, keep yourselves from 
 

 It lies at the root of all our sins.  
 What we worship controls our 

tuations. We live in a world full of 
good things that we are allowed to 
want and to enjoy.  But Satan is a 

us - even with good things. 
 We have a tendency to hang our 
contentment on Jesus plus something 
- be it sport, health, family, relation-
ship, marriage, having children, work 
or ____________ (fill in your own 
blank).  We would never say they 
mean more to us than Jesus, but in 
daily life these things can begin to 
function as our saviour, happiness-
giver, or bringer of hope.  
 Suffering has a tendency to reveal 
where our hope really lies.  Test your-
self  how do you react when some-
thing goes wrong, when plans are 
denied, when hopes are dashed?  Dis-
appointment is understandable, but 
sometimes we are more than disap-
pointed;; we are gutted, devastated to 
the point of doubt or anger. 
Before we launch into the rest of the 
article, I need to say that there are 
situations where the pain of suffering 
is intense, you feel devastated, and 

compounded by being accused of 
idolatry.  Idolatry does exacerbate 

 But if, as time passes, the raw-
ness of pain refuses to go, it may be 

 
 Let me outline some things that 
can function as idols and intensify 
our suffering.  Like Charles Dickens, 
let me take you on a tour of the past, 
present and future and show you the 
ghosts that can haunt us. 
 
Idols from the Past  
If we only think of idols as things 
that we delight in or worship we will 
miss the point.  Sometimes they are 
things that we hate, but we attribute 
too much power and control to them.  
Not even God is powerful enough to 
change them, at least to our mind.  

disappointment.  Nothing ever turns 
out right for him, but then why 
would it?  He had a wretched child-
hood: a violent, alcoholic father, an 
absent mother.  If only he had had 
different parents then he would have 
turned out ok, so he thinks.  Un-
doubtedly, life would have been dif-
ferent, but Bill focuses so much on 
the past, rather than on the God who 
can redeem his past and give him a 
hope and a future, that his past has 
become all-powerful in his mind - he 
is its victim, and nothing can change 
that.  So he resents God, and he re-
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would go to university.  Sue would 
become a teacher.  Sue would con-
tinue teaching after getting married 
and having children.  After six years 

53, and a mother of four, a sense of 
failure dogs her days, coating every-
thing with a bitter aftertaste.  Even 

given her to do, but the voices from 
the past speak louder than God. 
Idols from the past - voices (opinions 
of a bully or a teacher), people, ex-
pectations can haunt us and make 
the daily grind of life a far bitterer 
grind.  They breed resentment, bitter-
ness or a sense of imprisonment. 
 
Idols from the present 
Idols that inhabit our present are 
more obvious, but let me spell out 
how some of them operate: 
Health  Does your contentment 
hang on Jesus plus good health, or 
Jesus plus recovery?  What if you 
have to live with a debilitating illness 
or disability?  Physical suffering will 
be exacerbated if we value our physi-
cal well-being more than serving Je-
sus in the circumstances in which he 
has placed us. 
Job  Does your job define you?  Or 
your ability to provide for your fam-
ily?  How will you see yourself if you 

will you feel less of a person? 
Relationships  Everybody has one, 

except you.  Would it completely 

on a relationship that it is robbing 
you of the ability to enjoy what God 
is doing now?  
My plans/timetable  How are you 

out?  Tetchy?  Storm around letting 

indicator that my plans are more im-
portant to me than reacting in a godly 
way, and serving God with obedience 

erbates the suffering of the moment.  
The same applies on a much bigger 
scale with plans for weeks, months, 
years, life. 
Our reputation  We have to keep up 
appearances - clothes, gadgets, home, 
garden, car, etc.  We get ourselves 
into a financial bind because our hap-

cated in stuff.  And, much more sub-
tly, we have a reputation to maintain 
in the church - 
know about our struggle with por-
nography, depression, prescription 
drug addiction or our rebellious chil-
dren.  So we put on a mask because 
we worship at the altar of other peo-

Recognised Sinners (aka the church), 
and we suffer alone, seeking no help 

 
Idols in our present tend to breed 
frustration, impatience, despair, low 
esteem, and a host of other problems, 
all of which intensify our suffering. 
 
Idols from the future 
Idols from the future reach back into 
our present and breed worry.  Here 
are two examples: 
Finances  We may not splash our 
money around, but we may feel pretty 
secure, not because our trust in God 
is great, but because our bank balance 
is healthy and our pension fund well 
managed.  Has the recent financial 
crisis overwhelmed you with worry
it may be an indicator that something 
other than God had your confidence. 
Family  How will my family turn 
out?  If we have made an idol of our 
family or their education this will 
weigh heavily on our shoulders.  We 
will want to fix everything, control 
everything.  We will fail to let God be 
God, entrusting our children and 
their welfare into his hands. 
 
Smashing your idols 
It is vital that we live our Christian 
lives constantly tuned into our wan-
dering affections - where are they 
going now, what am I holding on too 

place in my hopes, fears or worries, 
who or what defines how I see my-
self? 
 
How then do we fight? 
1) Delight in all that Christ has done 

for you 
We need to train ourselves to see 
how Christ has purchased all that we 
need for the past, present and future: 
Past  Christ has purchased for you 
the loving affection of a Sovereign 
Father who will use all the hard 
events for good, and whose opinion 
of you is to be heard over all other 
voices. 
Present  Christ has purchased for 
you all that you need for life and god-
liness.  His plan and timetable are 
minutely worked out for your best. 
Future  Christ has purchased for 
you the loving care of an omniscient, 
omnipotent, omnipresent Father who 
owns the cattle on a thousand hills 
and cares more for you and yours 
than you ever could.  
Do you believe this?  We need to 
grow in delight of Christ and all that 
he has purchased for us.  Such fo-
cused delight will guard our affections 
from wandering. 
2) See the ugliness of idols 
Since we tend to make idols out of 
nice things, we need to see the ugly 
side of what is happening.  
Our idols from the past and future in 
particular maim God, chopping off 
his powerful arms, tearing out his 
loving heart, silencing his tender 
words.  But worse, in all, we stand at 
the foot of the cross and look the 

enough for you to crucify your Son;; 
you should have done this for me 
too.  You should have given me Jesus 

 
3) Hold all good things loosely 

to recover from illness, to be upset 
when jobs are lost, to grieve when a 
loved one dies.  But we must remem-
ber to hold everything, apart from 
Christ, in an open hand - trusting that 
our heavenly Father will only take out 
and put in what is for our good.  En-
joy by all means, but trust his timing, 
plans and purpose.  Hold Christ 
tightly in one hand, and all else 
loosely in the other.  
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Some Resources 
Idols of the Heart  Elyse 
Fitzpatrick 
Counterfeit Gods  Tim Keller 


