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9. Idols of the Soul (and Other Lessons From Jesus) (2Q 2016—Matthew) 

 

Biblical material: Eccles. 9:10; Matt. 18:1–4; Matt. 18:21–35;19:16–30;Gal. 3:21, 22; 

Matt. 19:27. 

 

Quotes 

• There is no avoiding the fact that we live at the mercy of our ideas. This is never 

more true than with our ideas about God. Dallas Willard 

• Idolatry happens when you worship or praise anything excessively to the point of 

causing you to believe it reigns supreme. All things on this earth are temporal, 

even your very own desires. Be careful that you do not create idols to worship. 

Amaka Imani Nkosazana 

• “Keep yourselves from idols.” The warning isn’t given to them because it wasn’t 

a real danger or because there was an off chance someone might fall into idolatry. 

It was given because this is our root problem on any given day. It is what we, 

especially as followers of Jesus, must fight against. Joe Thorn 

• Left to our own devices, we will make God in our own image. Jared Brock 

• The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found 

difficult; and left untried. G.K. Chesterton 

 

Questions 
 What does Matthew reveal about these “idols of the soul”? What can we learn 

from this? Why did Jesus think it so important to deal with these issues? What of our 

world today and its many idols—how do we share the truth about God? How can we 

represent Jesus and be a true spectacle to the universe? 

 

Bible summary 

 Missing from this study of Matthew’s gospel is chapter 20, so take time to read 

these important words of Jesus—especially the request from the sons of Zebedee through 

their mother that they be given the most important positions in Jesus’ kingdom! Eccles. 

9:10 tells us to do all we can while we can, before we die! In Matthew 18 Jesus argues for 

the simple acceptance like that of a little child. He warns against anything that cause us to 

stumble—these “idols of the soul.” He also insists that forgiveness works both ways—if 

you are forgiven, you must forgive! Jesus then takes up the issue of divorce in Matthew 

19, relating the whole concept of marriage to the way God intended. Then comes the 

question from the rich young ruler—what must I do to gain eternal life? This accent on 

doing is at the heart of the problem, and Jesus shows it is about being and attitude. 

Similarly Peter wants to be rewarded for giving up everything to follow Jesus! The 

usefulness and yet the limitations of the law are pointed out in Gal. 3:21, 22. 

 

Comment   
 The problem with the legal religious system that Jesus faced was that what the 

pious had was a false estimate of their righteousness together with a false picture of God. 

In turn they imposed such perceptions upon the people who suffered as a result. The 

religious leaders rejected this idea that they were in any way idol-worshipers, but by their 

actions showed the hollow nature of their religious commitment. As Jesus pointed out, 
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their view was one that emphasized the need for legal forgiveness in order to receive 

God’s blessings. An exterior kind of work, a ritualized concept of salvation.   

They had developed a very meticulous set of rules and regulations for achieving 

forgiveness. Their idea of salvation was of strict observance to the ceremonies and 

rituals. So when Jesus comes around saying he is able to forgive sins, they react violently 

against him.  

 The emphasis of the scribes and Pharisees—in fact all those who support the 

religious establishment—is on legality and form of religion which is the very opposite of 

Jesus’ life and teachings. Their attitude led to the killing of Jesus precisely because he did 

not appear to obey the letter of the law.  

 This is the sad story of how God is misrepresented, exhibiting the immense 

dangers of setting up a system of ritual observance and legal contract. The Pharisees 

thought they were special, repositories of God’s system of salvation. But theirs was no 

system of salvation at all, rather a means of enslavement that led to mechanical worship 

and personal guilt. That’s why Jesus reserved his strongest condemnation for such “true 

followers of God,” calling them hypocrites and white-washed sepulchers. There is 

nothing life-giving in such a crippling system of punishment and penance. 

 So whether the “idols of the soul” are the sins of our baser selves or those of what 

we think of as “religious virtues,” all can lead us away from Christ. Out-and-out sinner or 

perverse saint, all fail because of some kind of idol that is in the way of an intimate 

relationship with a God who loves and heals.  

Instead all these idols, Jesus emphasizes the importance of a personal relationship 

with God, and doing what is right because it is right. Rejecting the thinking of the 

religious leaders of his time, Jesus points people to look beyond to the spiritual realities 

and accept the true God in place of the corrupted idols. 

 

Ellen White Comments  

 In the days of the apostles the message that they bore wrought a real work, turning 

souls from idols to serve the living God. The work to be done today is just as real, and the 

truth is just as much truth; only we are to give the message with as much more earnestness 

as the coming of the Lord is nearer. The message for this time is positive, simple, and of the 

deepest importance. We must act like men and women who believe it. Waiting, watching, 

working, praying, warning the world—this is our work. . . .  {Ev 219} 

 How much means are spent for things that are mere idols, things that engross the 

thoughts and affections, little ornaments that require attention to be kept free from dust 

and placed in order. The moments spent in arranging these little idols might be spent in 

speaking a word in season to some soul, awakening an interest to inquire, “What shall I 

do to be saved?” These little things take the time that should be devoted to prayer, 

seeking the Lord, and grasping by faith the promises.... {Ev 344} 

 An idol is anything that human beings love and trust in instead of loving and 

trusting in the Lord their Maker. Whatever earthly thing men desire and trust in as having 

power to help them and do them good, leads them away from God, and is to them an idol. 

Whatever divides the affections, or takes away from the soul the supreme love of God, or 

interposes to prevent unlimited confidence and entire trust in God, assumes the character 

and takes the form of an idol in the soul temple. {3SM 330} 
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