
Sunday 8th November 2020 
Isaiah 44.6-23 

Idolatry 
 

What do we think of when we hear the word idolatry? Possibly it may bring to mind 
some adventure film we have seen such as the Indiana Jones series of films, or 
perhaps stories we are told from old sources or missionary stories. These stories will 
probably feature native people, uneducated and primitive dancing around a blazing fire 
and sacrificing animals to some idol or other. We may perhaps have read in the Old 
Testament of some of the actual practices of the nations that surrounded Israel, and of 
the practices of the Israelites themselves when they adopted the foreign gods and 
forsook the Lord their God. There were all sorts of rights, the sacrifice, at one point, of 
their own children, and much of the devotion to the Baals had a decidedly unpleasant 
undertones. There was the Golden Calf incident which still baffles the imagination. Do 
you remember that Aaron told Moses that they threw gold into the fire and the Golden 
Calf formed itself! We know that it was Aaron who crafted it, so he fibbed to Moses. 
Don’t you think it interesting that the product of the Calf was a lie? If we were to read 
Romans 1 and these Old Testament references, we would see that idolatry is the 
gateway to all other sin. 
 
We probably think that idolatry is something that happens elsewhere, but not in 
Scotland. We probably think that it happens in Africa and Asia but not here. Sadly, 
idolatry is a universal phenomenon and is as widely spread today as it has ever been, 
indeed even more so, than at some times in the past. 
 
It all depends on how we understand idolatry. If we limit it to dancing around fires and 
that sort of thing, we would probably conclude that in the UK with our modern 
understandings and education, we would be above that sort of idolatry. What about 
Halloween, what about Harry Potter type stories? At one level, we accept these as a bit 
of fun and entertainment, and so they are, but is that all they are? When these sorts of 
things become bigger and Biblical knowledge becomes smaller, why do we wonder that 
Santa Clause, the Easter Bunny and witches and ghouls are the main focus at the 
celebration of the Incarnation, the Resurrection and All Saints Night? Do we think that 
God dresses up at Halloween, or goes trick or treating? Saying this will possibly result in 
me being called a kill joy. However, if we see what a devastating indictment God 
pronounces on idolatry, we will be keen to avoid even a whiff of it in our lives and 
families. 
 
However, if we look at the subject more seriously as more than Halloween and so on, 
then it becomes important that we have a definition of idolatry that comes from 
Scripture. As an aside, to see that idolatry is not an ancient problem, 1 John 5.21 
concludes this Epistle with these words, 
                           ‘Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.’ 

 
It was a matter of importance to the Early Church, and it is of importance, perhaps more 
so, today. 



 
We do not need to read much of the Bible without coming across the sad story of 
generation after generation of the people of Israel coming under the spell of idolatry. In 
essence idolatry is anything that leads people to attributing to another source the things 
that God does. How do you think you would feel if someone came to your house and 
ate a lovely dinner which you had cooked, and then the visitor turned to another guest 
and thanked them profusely for the lovely meal they had made? You would probably let 
it go and think your guest misguided in their understanding or just foolish. However if 
this happened again and again that they attributed your kindnesses to others or even to 
things, then it would be hurtful, annoying and would affect your friendship. This would 
become very fraught if say we dug their garden for them and in thanks they wrote a 
poem in praise of the spade! All this sounds so stupid, yet that is one of the points which 
Isaiah is making in this passage. 
 
Let’s start with the concept of idolatry. What is it that makes idolatry such a sin that it led 
to Israel being sent into Exile and suffering an almost total destruction and humiliation? 
Idolatry is a grievous sin because it pushes God from the center, and replaces Him with 
other things. This was a core sin of the people in Isaiah’s day. They would grasp onto 
anything as a replacement to God. Does our generation ever do this, does the church in 
our day do anything like this?  
 
I will quote Jeremiah who overlapped with Isaiah. If anything, Jeremiah is even blunter 
than Isaiah. Jeremiah 2.5. 
                                             ‘Thus says the Lord, 

What wrong did your fathers find in me that they went far from me, 
and went after worthlessness, and became worthless?’ 

 
Verses 6-8 contrasts God and the idols the people have been following. These few 
verses present God as utterly other than any other so called god. In verse 6 we have a 
gathering of titles which are also divine attributes or actions which reveal God’s nature. 
He is the Lord, not a lord, but the original, the true, the only Lord who measures up to 
own this title. He is Israel’s King, He has established a covenant and Law for and with 
this people. They are His and He is theirs, God has committed Himself to His people. 
They belong to Him, and He is theirs, they do not belong to another, yet the people 
have been faithless and have given themselves to every tin pot god who comes along. 
The Lord is their redeemer, they are purchased to be His alone because He has 
rescued them and has promised to continue to do so.  
 
Jeremiah again in chapter 2.12-13. 
                       ‘Be appalled, O heavens, at this, at this be shocked, be utterly desolate, 

says the Lord, 
for my people have committed two evils:  

they have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, 
and hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns, 

that can hold no water.’ 
 



When people reject God, they do not remain in a neutral position, but the vacuum such 
a rejection leaves will be filled by other things. Once again read Romans1 and see how 
this creates a downward spiral of sin and pollution.   

 
Back to Isaiah again. 
The reference to first and last tells us of Gods eternal being, who else can make this 
claim? The conclusion is found in the last phrase of this verse, it is a declaration already 
vindicated by Isaiah, that there is no God but the Lord. This puts paid to any idea that 
the idols that men craft from wood or stone are totems of actual spiritual gods. Paul also 
dismisses the idea that there are other gods in 1 Corinthians 8.4. However, all the 
evidence of history is that idols hold their devotees captive, how can this be? In 1 
Corinthians 10.20 Paul warns that those who sacrifice to idols make their sacrifice to 
demons. Demons are not gods, they are creature spirits, by this I mean that they are 
created and then fell. They are not Lords, they have power, but this has been given to 
them, they are not self-existent, and are subject to the authority of God. Moreover, the 
pagan gods were offered sacrifices not in appreciation of their goodness, but to 
appease them and so butter them up to withhold their evil intents on people. 
 
The Lord in verses 7 and 8 calls the dumb idols to answer the case that God has 
already presented. God calls on the dumb idols to foretell the future as He has done 
and is doing. He declares that the idols had not foreseen the present trials, nor were 
they able, as He was, to tell what was yet to happen. He challenges the people and the 
gods to say otherwise if it is not true and to bring into court the evidence that the gods 
had foretold what was going to happen. No answer came from the human side or the 
side of the gods because they had never spoken. Even demons do not know the future 
other that they will be eternally destroyed! Let me state here that tea cup reading, 
spiritualism, and that sort of thing is not only foolish and deceiving, but sinful and 
dangerous to our souls. We would do well to have an audit of our homes and 
possessions and clean out a lot of artifacts we may regard as ornaments, but are an 
affront to God. I do not think that many wives would be happy if the husband filled the 
home with pictures of his previous girlfriends or vice versa.  The passage ends with a 
reminder that it was God who called Israel to be His servant and who will restore them 
to this once He has purged Israel from idolatry by means of the Exile and a new 
Exodus.  
 
God calls the wayward people to acknowledge that all this is true and to return to the 
conclusion and confession that there is no God like their Lord. God caps this by telling 
the people that the infinite, the eternal I Am knows of none like Himself because He 
alone is God. These are things that cannot be grasped in our hearts without long 
thought and reading the Scriptures. We can adopt the idea of these things in our heads, 
but if it does not sink down into our hearts, it will only promote religion, not whole 
hearted devotion. Therefore this is a passage that needs to be read and reread over 
and over again, year in, year out, and meditated on. Our hymn books will help us here 
as will such books as Tozer’s devotional study of the attributes of God, ‘The Knowledge 
of the Holy.’ 
 



Verses 9-20 considers the whole way of people with idols. Remember, Isaiah has 
already proved monotheism, that there is no God apart from the Lord. What then are 
idols? The answer that is presented is that they are only the work of the hands and 
minds of men. The way that Isaiah handles this section is wonderful. God asks that we 
think about what we are doing when we craft an idol. We may think that this is 
unnecessary for us in our age, but the point of this passage is that men make idols and 
are totally blind to the facts which show such an activity to be utter foolishness, but 
because of spiritual blindness, and ignorance and not thinking, they continue in the 
fruitless practice. 
 
Part of the blindness that prevailed in the idolater was that viewing the other nations 
which appeared to be prospering unlike themselves. Because of this, they attributed this 
success to the good will of their deities. However in a number of places in previous 
chapters, and in chapters to follow, Isaiah makes clear that it was not the idols which 
had made Assyria and Babylon great, but it was God who had raised them up to 
discipline His wayward people. Can you see how a wrong perception, a misguided faith 
can change the reality into a lie. It was not the gods or the idols who were at work, but it 
was Israel’s Lord and God who had arisen against His own rebellious people, and it was 
His greatness that was at work! This was why the people were being told to think it out 
and to believe what God said and accept the evidence as presented. It was God who 
had said what would happen, and what would happen in the future. That God had told 
the people what was happening to them now was the proof that what He promised for 
the future was also sure to happen. Faith was being enjoined and nurtured, unbelief 
was being challenged. 
 
So to verses 9-11. Those who make idols are nothing, they are blind and ignorant of 
their foolishness. The feature of idolatry is the utter devotion people pay to their god or 
gods. They are not gods, they have no power in themselves and at worse are inroads 
for demons to enter into the lives of men. It may seem profound when someone says 
that they can empty the ocean with a bucket and devote themselves to this task, but 
think about it, it is foolishness. Tozer speaks of a man who devoted his life to breeding 
spotted mice! Why would anyone do such a thing, but it is in the nature of humanity to 
set grand goals and to devote their lives to futility and foolishness. Those who make an 
idol gain nothing except hard service to wind and shadows. What a shame to come to 
the end of our lives and discover that we had spent our lives devoted to a dream, a 
shadow. That would be bad enough but when we see that we were created to know and 
worship God, to live to the praise of His glory, and to share in the pleasures of God, 
then foolishness becomes sin and hence a terror and infamy!      
 
These verses have covered the philosophy of idolatry and it has been shown to be a 
philosophy, like most philosophies, that cannot save or have any lasting value. I have 
told you before of a friend of mine who many years ago thought that slide rules were the 
ultimate development in calculation. He bought a number of these slide rules, but we 
don’t see them about today, do we? What seemed potentially valuable then, are long 
forgotten now! Why spend our lives on worthless, passing things, but that is what 
idolatry causes us to do. 



 
In verses 12-17 we have the nuts and bolts of idolatry, and it is here that humour and 
tragedy meet. This account is so clear and told in such a way that makes us look at 
these craftsmen and wonder what do they think they are doing? I suppose at one time 
or another we have laughed at the picture of the man astride a branch but sawing 
between himself and the tree. It seemed like a good idea, but it will result in a fall. Or I 
suppose you heard the one about the man who was going to fly in a rocket to the sun? 
When asked if he was not worried about burning up in the suns light, he answered that 
it would be all right because he was going at night. I remember a friend who was 
convinced the ice was thick enough on a pond to walk on. He proved it was so by 
jumping up and down on the ice only to discover that it was not that strong after all. We 
laugh at the full conviction of such people and at their utter misunderstanding of the real 
situation.  
 
These verses would make a good Two Ronnie’s sketch if it was not so tragic. The 
tragedy is that people created in God’s likeness and image have become so foolish and 
blind, and like the idols themselves, dumb! 
 
Imagine the scene. In a workshop, a smithy, a blacksmith, a mountain of a man, a 
creature, a being who has three score and ten years of life, a man who has forgotten 
what happened yesterday and cannot tell what may come tomorrow, is working at his 
forge. He is not making horse shoes or chariots, gates or spear heads, he is crafting a 
bit of iron into the shape of  man or a half man, half beast. He is not following a pattern, 
but is making something out of his own mind. His mind is limited as all our minds are, so 
while it does not look like any specific person, it is composed of pictures of animals and 
people he has in his mind. It is a fabrication at best, but is not a creation. When he 
finishes his work, he does not blow his breath into it because firstly he cannot do this 
and secondly, if he could do this, he would be the god of the idol! 
 
The work is hot and hard and tiring. The blacksmith has to rest and at the completion of 
his work, he has tired himself out, the god he has fashioned has given him no rest but 
has been a burden. The blacksmith does not see that his new god from inception to its 
end only bestows weariness upon him. All his god does for him is make him faint. Jesus 
said that all who are weary and heavy burdened should come to Him, because He will 
give rest and peace to the soul. The blacksmith gains no peace of soul but only 
weariness for all his labour. 
 
Verses 13-20 continues with an even more penetrating examination of the facts of 
idolatry. Here we are in the carpenters shop. The carpenter determines to make a god 
for himself. Even the idea of ‘making’ a god for oneself is detestable. He works on a 
large piece of timber and marks out the outline of a man. He goes to work and chisels it 
out, finishes it, planes it, sandpapers it, marks in features and then gives it a coat on 
Ronseal which at least does what it says on the tin!  
 
Where has the timber come from? It has come from the forest, from trees which grow by 
God’s bounty, and which may have had some care and husbandry from the carpenter. 



The man, a creature crafts an idol out of another material that is not self-existing but is 
inanimate, and will this become a god!  It would have been more convincing if the form 
of the man had grown that way, but it is all down to the work of the carpenter. Even the 
tree is contingent on sun and rain, it does not control nature either as a tree or as 
shaped into the form of even a glorious man. Perhaps the carpenter had a bit of left 
over paint from decorating the kitchen, so used that on his idol? 
 
Isaiah further adds to the story. By now you would expect his hearers to be getting the 
mockery being piled on the idea of a man making a god, but probably not. I hope we are 
seeing the folly of this. Jesus told parables like this. He talked about the blind leading 
the blind. He asked the people if they were able to add a moment to their lives or a hair 
to their heads. If they could not do those things would it not be better to adhere to the 
One who could not only add days and hairs, but so much more? 
 
Back to the carpenter. We go back a bit to his felling of the tree which he intends to craft 
his idol from. He takes the great trunk of the oak or the cedar, pine or cypress and he 
cuts it into two. As he works on the one half, he cuts up the other half for fire wood and 
to cook his meals. He gets tired, cold and hungry and uses the wood he has cut and 
split for a fire and for food preparation even while he works on his idol. The idol cannot 
warm him nor can it feed him. The question is posed but not stated. The hearer would 
be expected to be thinking which half of the tree was of most benefit to him, the half he 
is making into an idol or the half which warmed him and helped to feed him? 
 
The answer is obvious is it not? It was the half of the tree which he burned and cooked 
on which was a help and comfort to him. The idol timber did nothing for him except 
weary him and consume his days. Despite all this, he continues on and when his idol is 
complete, he bows down to it and worships it and asks it to save him. The wood of the 
idol has neither warmed him nor fed him, yet he still prays and worships asking the idol 
to save him! In contrast to this, think of how God fed and watered His people in the 
Exodus and in all the rest of their history. Jesus came and fed people and turned water 
into wine and He has saved people, yet the multitude of people prefer idols of their own 
making and attributing the providences of God to anything and everything other than to 
Him. 
 
Verse 19-20 is the sad conclusion of this sad story. The blacksmith and carpenter and 
all others do not think, but walk blindly on toward the cliff edge like a blind man or 
lemmings. For all our education and degrees, we are foolish and put our trust in worked 
iron and turned timber! These people, us included, do not see that they are feeding on 
ashes and that all the work of their hands cannot save them. 
 
Application. 
We can be amused by these stories, but what is the relevance to us today. We may not 
have statues and idol figures in our homes, though many have brought back trinkets 
and souvenirs from travels many of which have idolatrous undertones. These should not 
be in our homes, no pictures of former girlfriends on the wall up the staircase please! 



Even garden centers have images of Asian gods now! Leave them alone, they will do us 
no good but may even provoke God to displeasure! 
 
Idols do not have to be figures. Many times in the past, people have declared that they 
are gods, many Caesars have regarded themselves as gods, and some of the kings of 
Babylon fell foul of God for claiming divinity and demanding worship. People can be 
worshipped. One of the most disturbing things I have seen is teenagers on their knees 
at a pop concert and saying as they bowed, ‘we are not worthy.’ It was a joke because it 
was their mates who were in the band, but think of the things that still go on today. 
Beatle Mania has not gone away, pop stars, celebrities all have devoted followers who 
buy the clothes range the celebs peddle, who follow their idol with unflinching devotion. 
There are politicians who have such followings and even pastors and ministers. 
Anything that gets between a person and God is in effect a usurper, a false shepherd, 
an idol. Religion is one of the worst idols. By this I mean the religion that looks to the 
enacting of rites and practices and does not focus on a relationship of love and trust in 
the Lord Jesus Christ. If we get hung up over communion, is the bread white or brown, 
is the cup port or grape juice, is it elders or people who serve the elements, then this is 
religion. If we think of the service in the building on a Sunday as church, but not a mid- 
week event or a prayer meeting church, then it is religion. Religion blinds us to reality, 
and was it not this which blinded the Israelites to the reality of God? 
 
There are other things that can take the place of God in our lives and become an idol. 
One of the medics on the government briefing recently said that science would solve the 
pandemic problem. It will probably in part. I hope medicines will significantly reduce the 
pandemic, but it will not solve it. There is much talk about the economy and the effect 
the pandemic is having on it. Firstly it shows that the world economy is not as secure 
and strong as we like to think. It also shows the power it has to receive deference and 
worship. We worship what we trust in and hope in, and there is a lot of trust and hope in 
the economy. This is so despite the present conditions and the bank collapse of 2008. 
There is money and the love of money. The web is full of stories of rags to riches and 
how to get rich quick. I am sure some of them work. I have known a few people who 
have made fortunes, but many of them have come to a poor end. Some lost their money 
as quickly as they made it. Others have been utterly seduced by wealth, and others 
have come to a stage of life where they hardly know who they are and have no means 
of enjoying their wealth. 
 
Other idols can be our families, reputation, our bodies, success and so on. Life is 
actually full of things that can become idols to us, things that take our lives over and 
consume the time, energy and money that is due to God. These things are often 
perfectly legitimate in themselves, but they can be exalted to a place where we trust in 
them rather than God. It should not surprise us that ‘religious’ things can become idols 
to us. We can look on the church more as the building and that is idolatry. We can have 
faith in faith rather than in God, and we can put more trust in our Bible reading plan than 
in what the Bible says and so on. The goal of a Bible reading plan is to grapple with all 
the counsel of the Word, not to get through it in a year. Better to linger over passages 
until the Holy Spirit opens them to our hearts and understanding than to race through 



the book with little or no understanding. By all means, read the Bible from cover to cover 
on a regular basis, but go back to this or that passage and take time over it until it 
flowers. 
 
There are two things that make stuff safer for us and these are a challenge, one or 
either will show us where we are on the scale of us having things, or things having us. 
Firstly, are we sincerely grateful and thankful to God for what blessings and provisions 
we have? If we are, it is because we see that ultimately everything we are and have is a 
gift from God. There is no such thing as a ‘self-made’ Christian. Well in fact, there are 
self-made Christians and that is their problem, they are self-made and not God made. 
We who believe are all on the path of being un-made so that we can be remade over 
anew. Secondly, if we are able to give away, let go, or have what we have taken from 
us without rankle and with trust and gratitude in God, then what we have had has not 
been an idol to us. The attitude is that of Job, ’the Lord gave and the Lord has taken 
away, blessed be the name of the Lord.’ If you have ever had your stuff taken away, 
your reputation, goods, your sporting triumphs, your strength or whatever, then you 
know how difficult it is to let these things go without fretting and losing sleep for months!  
This shows us to what extent things have got us and we have not got them! The way 
the Bible puts it is this, we came into the world naked and we will leave it naked. 
Therefore hold only gently what we have, for it comes and goes, and we are not 
ultimately able to take anything with us, so why all the worry? 
 
In all this, the non-idolatrous heart will be content with much or little. I find this a 
challenge, perhaps you may do so also. Can you see what I am saying, idolatry is a 
deeply engrained feature of our fallen, and being renewed, soul. It is much more 
common and ‘respectable’ in our present day. Whatever we trust in other than the Lord 
is idolatry no matter how respectable it is regarded by our society.  
 
To draw to a close, verses 21-23 are a statement from God of what Israel will be 
restored to and what He will do to make them once more worthy servants. More of that 
next time.                                                                


