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What does the Bible say about Idolatry? 
 

Idolatry in the Old Testament 

 
In the beginning human beings were made to  

1. worship and serve God, and then  
2. to rule over all created things in God’s name (Gen.1:26–28).  

Instead, we fell into sin. When Paul sums up the fall of humanity into sin, he 
does so by describing it in terms of idolatry. He says we refused to give God 
glory (i.e., to make him the most important thing) and instead chose certain 
parts of creation to glorify in his stead: “[They] exchanged the glory of the 
immortal God … and worshiped and served created things rather than the 
Creator” (Rom.1:23–25). In short, we reversed the originally intended order. 
Human beings came to  

1. worship and serve created things, and therefore  
2. the created things came to rule over them. 

 
The great sin of the Mosaic period is the making of a golden calf (Ex. 32). The 
Ten Commandments’ first two and most basic laws are against idolatry. The 
first commandment prohibits worshiping other gods; the second commandment 
prohibits w o r s h i p i n g  G o d  idolatrously, as we want him to be. After God’s 
code of covenant behavior is given in Exodus 20–23, there is a summary 
warning against making a covenant with other gods (Ex. 23:24) because they 
“snare” you (Ex. 23:33). Exodus does not envision any third option. We will 
either worship God, or we will worship some created thing (an idol). Every 
human personality, every human community, and every human thought-form 
will be based on some ultimate concern or some ultimate allegiance to 
something. Luther put it like this: 

All those who do not at all times trust God and do not in all their works or 
sufferings, life and death, trust in His favor, grace and good-will, but seek His favor 
in other things or in themselves, do not keep this [First] Commandment, and practice 
real idolatry, even if they were to do the works of all the other Commandments,  
and  in  addition  had  all the  prayers,  fasting, obedience, patience, chastity,  and  
innocence  of  all  the  saints combined. For the chief work is not present, 
without which all the others are nothing but mere sham, show and pretense.      
- Martin Luther, A Treatise on Good Works (Whitefish, Mont.:Kessinger, 1520), 
Part X, 18. 
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In the Psalms, the prayers of the people are not only toward God, but 
also against idols. Psalm 24:3–4 says, “Who may ascend the hill of the 
LORD? Who may stand in his holy place? He who has clean hands and a 
pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to an idol …” 
 
The Prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel leveled an enormous polemic 
against the worship of idols.  
 
First, they said, an idol is empty, nothing, powerless. An idol is nothing but 
what we ourselves have made, the work of our own hands (Isa. 2:8; Jer. 
1:16). Thus, an idol is something we make in our image. It is only, in a 
sense, worshiping ourselves, or a reflection of our own sensibility (Isa. 
44:10–13). 
 
Second, an idol is, paradoxically, a spiritually dangerous power that saps 
you of all power. This is a triple paradox. Idols are powerless things that 
are all about getting power. The more you seek power through them, 
however, the more they drain you of strength. Idols bring about terrible 
spiritual blindness of heart and mind (Isa. 44:9, 18), and the idolater is 
self-deluded through a web of lies (Isa. 44:20). Also, idols bring about 
slavery. Jeremiah likens our relationship to idols as a love-addicted 
person to his or her lover (Jer. 2:25). Idols poison the heart into 
complete dependence on them (Isa. 44:17); they completely capture our 
hearts (Ezek. 14:1–5). They become our lord, as author Rebecca Pippert 
observes. 

Whatever controls us is our lord. The person who seeks power is controlled by 
power. The person who seeks acceptance is controlled by the people he or 
she wants to please. We do not control ourselves. We are controlled by the lord 
of our life.                                                                                                                                     
- Rebecca Manley Pippert, Out of the Saltshaker and into the World (Downers 
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1979), 53. 

 

Idolatry in the New Testament 
 

The word epithumiai, meaning “inordinate desires,” is very common in the New 
Testament and has strong links to the idea of idolatry. Every sin is rooted in the 
inordinate desire for something, which comes because we are trusting in an idol 
rather than in Christ for our righteousness or salvation. This is why the word 
epithumiai shows up in so many of the New Testament sections that treat  
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Christian character, such as the “fruit of the Spirit” passage (Gal. 5:22–26). 
Author and counselor David Powlison explains: 

If “idolatry” is the characteristic and summary Old Testament word for our drift 
from God, then “desires” (epithumiai) is the characteristic and summary New 
Testament word for the same drift. Both are shorthand for the problem of human 
beings … [T]he New Testament merges the concept of idolatry and the concept 
of inordinate, life-ruling desires. Idolatry becomes a problem of the heart, a 
metaphor for human lust, craving, yearning, and greedy demand.                                 
- David Powlison, “Idols of the Heart and ‘Vanity Fair’,” The Journal of Biblical 
Counseling, Volume 13, Number 2 (Winter 1995): 36. 

 
Romans 1:18–25 tells us that the reason we create idols is because we want to 
control our lives, though we know that we owe God everything. “For although 
they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him” (v. 
21). Verse 25 describes the strategy for control: taking created things and setting 
our hearts on them and building our lives around them. Since we need to 
worship something because of how we are created, we cannot eliminate God 
without creating God-substitutes. “They exchanged the truth of God for a lie” 
(Rom. 1:25). 
 
Paul is saying in Galatians 4:8–9, “Don’t go back to idolatry.” Paul reminds the 
Galatians that they had once been enslaved “to those who by nature are 
not gods. But … how is it that you are turning back to those weak and 
miserable principles? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again?”. 
The danger to the Galatians is following those who are telling them to 
be circumcised and who are trying to lure them into moralism, thereby 
clouding their understanding of  salvation. Paul talks of this as a return to 
idolatry. The implications are significant. If anything but Christ is your 
source of salvation, you are falling into idolatry. Whether you sacrifice to 
a statue or seek to merit heaven through conscientious morality, you are 
setting up something besides God as your ultimate hope, and it will enslave 
you. 
 
1 John 5:21, the last verse of this epistle, says “Dear children, keep 
yourselves from idols.” John has not mentioned idolatry by name once 
in the entire letter, so we must conclude one of two things. Either he is 
now, in the very last sentence, changing the whole subject, or he is 
summarizing all he has been saying in the epistle about living in the light 
(holiness), love, and truth. The latter seems more reasonable— and 
these implications are also significant. John, in one brief statement, is 
expressing in negative terms what he had spent the whole letter putting in 
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the positive. This must mean that the only way to walk in holiness, love, 
and truth is to keep free from idols. They are mutually exclusive. Underlying 
any failure to walk in holiness is some form of idolatry. 
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