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The Bible speaks of idolatry not merely as an ancient practice of bowing before carved images,
but as a continuing problem of the human heart. We were made to worship. The question is not
whether we will give ultimate importance to something, but what will occupy that place.

An idol is a created thing—often something genuinely good—that becomes necessary to our
deepest sense of security, significance, or happiness. Family, work, achievement, romance,
financial stability, recognition, and even religious activity can all be good gifts. They become
destructive when we demand from them what only God can give.

Why Good Things Become Ultimate Things

The problem is not that we care about our relationships or responsibilities. The problem begins
when we cannot imagine being whole without a particular outcome. We may begin to think: If I
am not admired, I am nobody. If my children struggle, I have failed as a person. If I lose control, I
cannot be safe. If I do not succeed, my life has no value.

At that point a gift has become a master. It begins to govern our emotions, distort our decisions,
and shape the way we treat other people. We may sacrifice integrity to protect our reputation,
become harsh toward someone who threatens our control, or withdraw from people when they
fail to affirm us.

The Difference Between Religion and the Gospel

Keller contrasts two fundamentally different ways of relating to God. Religion says, in effect,
that obedience establishes acceptance. The gospel says that acceptance comes through Christ
and gives rise to obedience. These can look remarkably similar from the outside. Both people
may attend worship, serve others, and pursue moral lives. Their underlying motivations,
however, differ.

A person trying to justify themselves may become proud when they succeed and devastated
when they fail. They may compare themselves with others or hide their weaknesses. The person
learning to rest in Christ has freedom to admit failure, receive correction, and rejoice in another
person’s success. Their identity is no longer held together by an impressive record.
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This is why simply replacing bad behavior with religious behavior is insufficient. An idol can
survive a dramatic change in outward habits. Someone driven by approval can seek it through
popularity, professional success, or being known as an exceptionally committed Christian. The
activity changes while the heart’s ruling desire remains.

How Idols Reveal Themselves

Our emotions can offer clues. Anger may become unusually intense when something we regard
as essential is blocked. Anxiety may rise when the future of an ultimate hope feels threatened.
Despair may follow when a valued source of identity is lost. These emotions are not automatic
proof of idolatry—pain, grief, fear, and injustice are real—but their patterns can help reveal what
our hearts are trusting.

Repeated conflict, compulsive striving, resentment, and the inability to rest may also expose
false foundations. We do not discern idols by treating every desire as sinful. We look for the
point where a desire becomes a demand, and where the loss of a good thing seems to erase our
worth or our hope.

Idolatry is also communal. Families, workplaces, neighborhoods, and cultures can teach us what
we must possess or become to matter. Success, power, independence, comfort, and social
approval can become shared standards by which people judge themselves and others. Gospel
renewal therefore reaches both personal habits and the assumptions we absorb from our
surroundings.

Replacing, Not Merely Removing

The heart does not become free merely because we identify an idol. We need a greater love.
Repentance names the false trust, but faith turns toward Christ as the truer source of what we
sought elsewhere. His love is not contingent on our achievements. His righteousness is not
fragile. His presence is not lost when our circumstances change.

As Christ becomes more beautiful and trustworthy to us, good gifts can return to their proper
place. We can enjoy them without requiring them to save us. We can grieve their loss without
believing that God has abandoned us. We can love people as people, rather than using them to
secure our identity.
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