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Acknowledge and take to heart this day that the LORD is God in 
heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other.  

(Deut. 4:39) 
 

What is idolatry? 
 Idolatry is the ordering of your life around any value or aspiration 
that is not God (such as success, happiness, pleasure, or security). An idol is 
a representation of that value or aspiration. Even common objects can 
become idols when we order our lives around them: money, sex, romance, 
good-looks, career, children, new toys, prosperity, etc. Behind all idolatry is 
the sin of pride: _________________________________. 

“Idolatry isn’t just one of many sins; rather it’s the one great sin 
that all others come from. So if you start scratching at whatever struggle 
you’re dealing with, eventually you’ll find that underneath it is a false god. 
Until that god is dethroned, and the Lord God takes his rightful place, ______________________.” Kyle 
Idleman, Gods at War, p. 26. 
 

Conclusion of First Sermon: God v. Idols (Deut. 4:1-43) 
 Deut. 4:1-5. Obey God and Live. Moses starts the conclusion of his first sermon (Deut. 1:5-4:40). It is 

a challenge to obey God, neither adding to His Word, nor taking away from it. Baal Peor: where the 
Israelites committed sexual sin and were punished by God. (See Num. 25:1-9) 

 4:6-8. God’s law to Israel was intended to demonstrate to the world His rightness. Isaiah reminds 
Israel that it was to be a light to the nations (Isa. 49:6). God’s laws are still right, holy, and good. 
(Rom. 7:12) Remember that God gives us laws because they are good for us. 

 4:9-14. Moses urges the Israelites not to forget the law God gave them. The Scriptures are from 
God—not humans. Horeb: another name for Sinai. 

 4:15-19. Israel is forbidden to have any idols at all. 
 4:20-31. God is a jealous God. If your descendants forget God, 
they will be thrown out of the land. In exile, they will have their 
noses rubbed in the faces of the idols they so loved. But God is 
also a merciful God. If Israel repents, God will bring back a 
remnant. This happened: Israel fell into idolatry and was led into 
Assyrian and Babylonian captivity. God, however, brought back a 
remnant under Ezra and Nehemiah. Those who accept Jesus 
today are still part of that remnant. (Rom. 11:5) 
 4:32-40. There is no God like the true God. He created us, saves 
us, and gives us His law.  

 4:41-43. Appointment of the cities of refuge. Since there was no police force in antiquity, families 
had to execute justice themselves. Cities of refuge were mercifully designed to protect persons 
guilty of unintentional homicide from being executed by the family members of their victims.  
 

Idolatry: A Closer Look 
 Religion is the ordering of life around values we consider to be transcendent. A rightly ordered life 

centers on God. Idolatry occurs when we order our lives around anything else. Remember this truth: 
You are what you love. (Prov. 27:19) Worship a fake God and you become a _________________. 

 Case Study: Greed. Paul explicitly says greed is idolatry, and Jesus speaks of various kinds of greed, 
condemning them all. (Col. 3:5; Luke 12:15) Here are signs that greed might be your idol: 

No Other Gods 

Baal: Ancient Canaanite idol of power 
and sex. (dmy) 

Cosmo: Modern American idol of hedonism 
and sex. (https://wwd.com/business-
news/media) 
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 The idolatry of greed perverts our love, diminishes our personhood, robs others of what should be 
theirs, hinders the Kingdom, and throws garbage into the water from which we must all drink. 

 All idolatry is spiritual adultery. (Hos. 
4:12-14; Isa. 57:3-13) 

 But it’s worse than this, for idols are 
actually ________________________. 
(1 Cor. 10:20) They do not love you. 
They cannot save you. And they are 
determined to destroy you. (1 Sam. 
12:21; Psa. 135:15-21)  
 

No Other Gods 
 Are there idols in your life such as 

happiness, security, “finding yourself,” 
success, family, sports? Be honest. 
Name any idols you may have. 

 Get clarity about who is God, realizing 
that He will tolerate no other gods. 

 Get your priorities in order:  
—Love God for God’s sake.  
—Love people for God’s sake as well.  
—Use things for God’s sake. Never love 
things. 

 Whatever you do, do it for the glory of 
God. If you cannot do it for God’s glory, 
stop doing it. 

 Worship God frequently and regularly. 
This will reveal the beauty of God. We 
love ___________________________ 
_________________. 

Answers: the craving to make ourselves God, you will not have victory, a fake person, demons in disguise, that which is 
beautiful  

The Name of God 
 Our God bears many names in the Bible. The Semitic 

word for God is El, and the Canaanite pantheon was 
called Eloah. Our God is sometimes called El, often in 
conjunction with other terms. Many names have El in 
them (Bethel, Israel, Eli, Samuel). 

 The Bible overwhelmingly uses the plural of Eloah to 
refer to our God which is Elohim (>2600 times). The 
plural is likely intended to reflect God’s grandeur.  

 God also has a personal name: YHWH (>6,800 times), 
perhaps deriving from the term “I am” (see Exod. 3:14). 
In ancient times, Jews did not write vowels, and they 
dared not say YHWH. Without vowels or tradition, we 
don’t know how to say YHWH. Older translations 
supplied vowels to create Jehovah (under Germanic 
influence, where “j” sounds like “y” and “v” like “w”). A 
better guess is Yahweh. Scholars often call YHWH the 
Tetragrammaton (4 letters: Y, H, W, H). Many names 
contain elements of YHWH (Joshua, Elijah, Jonathan). 

 Instead of saying YHWH, devout Jews say The LORD. 
Most English translations follow this practice, using all 
caps whenever “The LORD” translates YHWH. In 
Hebrew, YHWH is called Ketiv (“what’s written”), and 
saying The LORD is called Qere (“what’s said”). 

 Out of respect, many Jews today simply say “The 
Name” (Hebrew=HaShem) in place of YHWH. I (dmy) 
also avoid saying The Name out of respect for God.  

Signs of the Idolatry of Greed 
- You have the resources to do great things for God, but you spend them mostly on yourself. 
- You take shortcuts at work, but still expect a full paycheck. 
- You sacrifice important opportunities with your church or family for your career. 
- You live a luxurious lifestyle while shrugging your shoulders at those without the Gospel. 
- You fake disability claims, sickness, or the inability to work, robbing resources from others. 
- You pay low wages while making a personal fortune. 
- You cheat your customers, your clients, or your government. 
- You find your identity in your stuff: there is little distance between identity and idolatry. 
- You buy things you can’t afford because they “make you happy.” 

“I am the LORD; that is my name! I will not yield my glory to another or my praise to idols.” (Isa. 42:8) 
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 Be careful not to forget the covenant of the LORD your God that he made 
with you; do not make for yourselves an idol in the form of anything the 

LORD your God has forbidden. For the LORD your God is a consuming fire, a 
jealous God. (Deut. 4:23-24) 

 

What is Religion? 

Humans are predisposed to religion in the same way we are predisposed to aesthetics, ethics, and 
altruism. In the secular West, religion is less obvious than elsewhere, but religion is a human universal.* 
Many modern and most ancient people have considered the world “enchanted”—that is, animated by 

transcendent but imminent spirits. Behind every burst of wind, 
within every tree, on every mountain, in every desire, through 
every conflict, in harvest and childbearing, in war, the sky, the 
earth, and the grave—ancients perceived the presence of spirits. 
Because these spirits are believed to have superhuman power, 
people have sought to worship them, manipulate them, appease 
them, control them, and align their lives around them. To do this, 
humans have developed myths, rituals, customs, holy places and 
times, and religious language. Religion, then, is the effort to align 
one’s life around that which is transcendent. Theology is the 
effort to organize and describe one’s religion. 
 

Ancient Near Eastern Values and Religion 

Ancient religions were more about controlling one’s fate than about finding purpose in life. In 
Christianity, God is deeply concerned with morality and ethics. But Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) gods 
didn’t care much about morality and ethics, but rather cared about themselves. Morality and ethics 
were governed by custom and tradition more than by religion. Religion in the 
ANE was like what we call “superstition” and even black magic—a matter of 
keeping the gods happy and manipulating them into giving you what you want. 
One did this by feeding the gods through sacrifices, making vows, blessing 
them, and, above all, not offending them. Since ANE lived hard lives on the 
edge of survival, they felt the need for gods who could give them power, 
prosperity, fertility, and honor. The idols of Canaan represented these values. 
Fertility was especially important, and Canaanite religion often centered on sex. 
Much of the judgment against the Canaanites by the true God was a result of 
Canaanite sexual decadence.  

 

Idols, Temples, Rituals 

Each people group had its own gods. These could vary from 
place to place, but there was a lot of overlapping between 
religions. Typically, each city had its own temple to a major 
god, along with scattered shrines to other gods. The shrines 
were often constructed on elevated land, hence on “high 
places.” Mountains were especially regarded as appropriate 
places to erect shrines, since mountains are closer to heaven. 
Priests administered the religions, and were also fortune tellers 
and advisors to royalty. City gates featured carved stones 
(stele), and people were expected to give a small tribute when 

Canaanite Religion 

9th century BC Israelite altar from 
Beersheba. Note the “horns.” (dmy) 

The circular mound is a Canaanite “high 
place” in ancient Megiddo, 2500 BC. (dmy) 

11th century BC stele at the gates of ancient 
Bethsaida. (dmy) 



16 

entering. Private households had small figurines of gods for family worship (called teraphim). The 
calendar was governed by festivals to various gods, and the gods were invoked before major events. 
 

The gods of the Canaan 
The gods of Canaan were modeled after humans—with all our faults and problems. They were petty, 
jealous, capricious, blood-thirsty, and almost always angry. Because ANE gods often acted badly, ANE 
religions encouraged bad behavior, such as war, prostitution, homosexual acts, human sacrifice, etc. 
Some of the gods mentioned in the Bible are 

• El—An aloof god who is the father of many other gods, similar to Zeus in Greek 
mythology. El is also the Semitic term for “god.” 

• Baal—The most important Canaanite god, whose name means “lord.” He is 
often depicted as a warrior holding a lightning bolt or as a bull in all its strength. Baal 
was a god of power, sex, storms, and fertility. Public shrines were often on tops of hills 
(hence biblical references to idolatry “on every high hill”). Baal worship involved 
prostitution. Baal was often conflated with Hadad, the god of the storm. 

• Asherah (or Asherat), Ashtaroth (Astarte) and Anat—Three main goddesses of 
Canaan. Asherah is El’s wife and Baal’s mother; Anat is Baal’s wife and sister; and 
Ashtaroth is Baal’s sister. But the three are often conflated into one goddess, called 
Asherah in the OT. All three represent sex, fertility, and abundance. Asherah is 
associated with tall poles at shrines—perhaps in groves of trees (hence biblical 
references to idolatry “under every green tree”). In home use, her figurines depict her 
holding her breasts. Worship involved prostitution. 

• Shemesh (or Shapash)—Sometimes a goddess, later a god—sun deity, 
associated with judgment. 

• Yam—God of the Sea, sometimes associated with the sea monster, Leviathan. Because the Sea was 
feared as a place of chaos, Yam was the enemy of Baal.  

• Mot—Enemy of Baal, god of death and the underworld (like 
Hades in Greek mythology). In winter, Mot prevailed. In 
Spring, Baal did. 

• Dagon—A god associated with grain, harvest, and rain. 
Though a Canaanite deity, the Philistines also worshiped 
him. He was depicted as a fish—perhaps similar to our 
depictions of mermaids. 

• Sin—(Not to be confused with our word “sin”). The 
Sumerian and Akkadian moon god—the god of wisdom. Sin 
was worshiped in Jericho as the crescent moon. 

• Chemosh—A national god of the Moabites, similar to Baal. 

• Molech—Apparently the national god of the Ammonites, 
perhaps connected to the underworld. He was infamous for 
requiring child sacrifice. 

Gehenna, sloping down from Jerusalem. Children were 
sacrificed to Molech in this valley. So desecrated, 
Gehenna became the trash heap of the city, and in the 
NT, a symbol for hell. A creepy place, Gehenna is still 
unoccupied to this day. (dmy) 

*Even nonreligious, secular Westerners behave religiously. They still have myths, rituals, religious language, holy 
days, ethics, “sin,” and the like. For secular Westerners, however, these religious impulses are expressed as ideologies 
rather than theologies. For example, secular progressivism, which overlaps at some points with Christianity, has myths 
(natural selection, Marxism), religious language (oppression, social justice), rituals (posting approved content on social 
media), sin (homophobia, racism, Islamophobia), and even an eschatology (utopia vs a global warming apocalypse). Secular 
ideologies have the same power as religions and fill the psychological and social voids left by the decline of Christianity. 

Copy of a Canaan-
ite household 
Asherah. (dmy) 


