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The Root of Addiction and the                        Pastor Tom 
Path to Freedom from It       October 4, 2020 
-Deuteronomy 4:15-24 
 
 When I was 19 years old, back in the 1800’s, I went to Israel for 

several months with an organization called Teen Missions.  We built a 

chicken house for an Arab Christian Orphanage on the outskirts of 

Bethlehem.  During our off days, we would go into Jerusalem to shop.  

Since Jerusalem is such a magnet for Christian tourists, you find 

souvenir shops everywhere.   

 Olive wood carvings were one of the most popular souvenirs 

back in those days.  The merchants would make carvings of Bible 

characters.  Christians would just eat this up.  I bought some myself 

and got others passed down to me.  Here’s one sample.  This is a 

carving of Christ with the crown of thorns on his head.   

 But as soon as I got back home and showed my souvenirs, 

someone immediately reacted to a carving of Christ.  “What are you 

doing with that?” they said.  “What do you mean?  I just got some 

souvenirs.”  “Well that’s an image of Christ.  We’re not supposed have 

images of Christ.  Don’t you know the second commandment?”  I 

responded with great maturity and grace by getting super defensive 

and yelling at them.  “I’m not doing anything wrong.   This is just a 

souvenir.  I am not going to worship it!”   

 And yet this challenge caused me to think.  Was this a 

problem?  The second of the 10 commandments from Exodus 20:4 

states this – “You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any 

likeness of anything that is in heaven or earth or water.  You shall not 

bow down to them or serve them for I the Lord am a jealous God. Well, 

I wasn’t going to bow down and worship the carved image of Jesus.   

 And I believe the Bible is not against art or any images.  You 

see this in the adornment on the Ark of the Covenant.  Or the images 

of the cherubim angels on the cover of the ark.  You also see God 

commanding images to be carved into the walls of Solomon’s temple.  

In 1st Kings 6:29 we read “Around all the walls (of the temple) Solomon 

carved engraved figures of cherubim and palm trees and open flowers, 

in the inner and outer rooms.”   Yet there’s never an allowance for a 

carved image of God himself.  So I wondered about this.  

 I remember learning the 10 commandments as a kid.  I was 

pretty convinced that we didn’t have to worry about the second 

commandment today.  People don’t bow down to statutes or carved 

images or idols today like they did back then.  Yet mature Christian 

people pointed out that there are plenty of idols in our world that people 

worship. They’re just not made of wood and stone. They just don’t 

physically kneel before them.   
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 An idol is someone or something that people treasure more than 

God.  We can worship music stars, movie stars or superstar athletes.  

We can worship money, success, celebrity, popularity and comfort.  We 

can make an idol out of people thinking us to be cool, or people liking 

us. We can make that more important than God.  I wonder if there are 

any idols in your heart?  

 We’re talking about this today with respect to addictions 

because idolatry can play a huge role in addictions.  A person can act 

out their idolatry through an addiction to the place of highest honor in 

their lives.  So, if we can get to the root of idolatry in our hearts, it can 

help free us or others from addictive and sinful habits.    

 So to explore this, we’re going to ask three questions today.  1 

– How does idolatry damage or destroy one’s relationship with God?  2 

– How is idolatry connected to addictions?  3 – How do we address the 

idolatry that may exist in our lives?   

Our text today is Deuteronomy 4 from the Old Testament.  

Moses addresses the Israelites about to cross into the Promised Land.  

Yet he will not be going with them because God banned him.  Moses 

disobeyed God at a key moment in the wilderness wanderings.  God 

determined this offense was so great that it disqualified Moses from 

entry.  So before he dies, Moses reminds the Israelites of God’s law 

and commands.  God pronounced them about 40 years earlier at a 

mountain called Sinai or Horeb.  The passage we’re looking at today 

directly addresses this question of idolatry.  So let’s read Deuteronomy 

4:15-24.   

 
Deuteronomy 4:15-24 (ESV) 
 

15 “Therefore watch yourselves very carefully. Since you saw no form 
on the day that the LORD spoke to you at Horeb out of the midst of the 
fire, 16 beware lest you act corruptly by making a carved image for 
yourselves, in the form of any figure, the likeness of male or 
female, 17 the likeness of any animal that is on the earth, the likeness of 
any winged bird that flies in the air, 18 the likeness of anything that 
creeps on the ground, the likeness of any fish that is in the water under 
the earth. 19 And beware lest you raise your eyes to heaven, and when 
you see the sun and the moon and the stars, all the host of heaven, you 
be drawn away and bow down to them and serve them, things that 
the LORD your God has allotted to all the peoples under the whole 
heaven. 20 But the LORD has taken you and brought you out of the iron 
furnace, out of Egypt, to be a people of his own inheritance, as you are 
this day.  

21 Furthermore, the LORD was angry with me because of you, and he 
swore that I should not cross the Jordan, and that I should not enter the 
good land that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance. 22 For 
I must die in this land; I must not go over the Jordan. But you shall go 
over and take possession of that good land. 23 Take care, lest you 
forget the covenant of the LORD your God, which he made with you, 
and make a carved image, the form of anything that the LORD your God 
has forbidden you. 24 For the LORD your God is a consuming fire, a 
jealous God. 

 
How does idolatry damage our relationship with God?  It violates 

God’s self-revelation of formlessness.  (4:15-19). It violates the 

formless self-revelation of God.   It tries to put God in a box that we 
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can contain.  Did you notice verse 15?  “Since you saw no form on the 

day that the Lord spoke to you at Horeb (or Sinai) out of the midst of 

the fire, beware lest you act corruptly by making a carved image for 

yourselves.”  So Moses connects the law against making carved 

images to their encounter with God at Mount Sinai.   

What happened there?  They actually heard God’s voice out of 

the fire.  In Exodus 19:9 we read “And the Lord said to Moses, “Behold, 

I am coming to you in a thick cloud, that the people may hear when I 

speak to you, and may also believe you forever.”  So God would speak 

to the people. They could actually hear His voice.  Then we read in 

Exodus 19:17 – Then Moses brought the people out of the camp to 

meet God, and they took their stand at the foot of the mountain.  Now 

Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke because the Lord had descended 

on it in fire.  The smoke of it went up like the smoke of a kiln, and the 

whole mountain trembled greatly.  And as the sound of the trumpet 

grew louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him in 

thunder.”  Then Exodus 20:18 – When all the people saw the thunder 

and flashes of lightning and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain 

smoking the people were afraid and trembled and they stood far off and 

said to Moses – “You speak to us and we will listen, but do not let God 

speak to us, lest we die.”  So they heard the Lord’s voice.  They had 

seen evidence of His awesome presence.  But they had not seen Him.  

God, in His wisdom, did not reveal Himself that way.  This is partially 

because He is spirit.  He has no physical form.    

So Moses says because of that reality, making an image, 

especially one that represents God, to worship violates this reality 

about God.  The image tries to capture a living and formless being into 

a non-living physical form.  When someone does that, it moves God 

down in our minds to our level.  He becomes more like us.  Instead of 

being the transcendent, mysterious, all powerful God, he’s suddenly 

reduced to a carved image that we can carry around.  Think how you 

differently we approach a carved image compared to an awesome 

voice from within a great fire.  One commentator states – “To attempt 

to represent and limit God by human form, in wood or stone, would be 

to undermine the transcendence of God.”  Transcendence is God’s 

otherworldliness; His superiority; His greatness that goes way beyond 

us.   

Now I think it’s easier to understand the command against 

making any human image to represent God.  But why all these 

commands against images of animals?  Well they had just escaped 

from Egypt which was full of idols of animals.  The Egyptians believed 

that each one represented some god or power.  Moses wants to protect 
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them from falling into that kind of false worship.  Then, in verse 19, He 

also command against worshipping created objects – the sun, the 

moon and the stars.  Many ancient people worshipped the sun as the 

life giving force that rose each day, the moon that guarded the night 

and the stars as gods traveling across the sky.  Yet God created each 

one.  To worship that which was created is idolatry.   

Now again, this might seem far removed from us.  Yet we are 

prone to idol worship of celebrities.  The very word “celebrity” means to 

celebrate the person.  Why do people become celebrities?  Because of 

their God-given good looks; their God given talent or musical gifting or 

athletic skill or their God-given ability for some sort of extraordinary 

success.  But we don’t worship God for giving the celebrity all these 

gifts.   We worship the creature.  So, one way idolatry damages our 

relationship with God is worshipping the creation instead of the Creator.   

Another way idolatry damages our relationship with God is 

found in verse 20.  Here we discover It forgets God’s extraordinary 

saving work. (20).  “But the Lord has taken you and brought you out 

of the iron furnace, out of Egypt, to be a people of his own inheritance, 

as you are to this day.” The Lord rescued these Israelites from slavery, 

but idolatry blurs that memory.  An iron furnace was a hot, intense, heat 

source that melted iron. God rescued Israel from slavery.  Israel worked 

in the hot Egyptian sun which must have felt like working in an iron 

furnace.  God rescued them from that.  Yet turning to idolatry revealed 

a forgetfulness of God’s saving work.  When life is tough or 

uncomfortable, we too can forget God’s great saving work and turn 

somewhere else for quick relief.    

  A third way idolatry damages our relationship with God - It 

breaks fellowship with the God to whom we promised whole life 

devotion.  (23). “Take care, least you forget the covenant of the Lord 

your God, which he made with you, and make a carved image, the form 

of anything the Lord your God has forbidden you.“  At Sinai, the Lord 

promised to be their God if they would keep His commandments and 

have no other gods before Him.  They swore by oath that they would 

while enjoying His protection and care.  Idolatry broke this covenant.  It 

violated the first commandment – You shall have no other gods before 

me.   When we came to Christ, we promised to a life-long commitment 

to Him. When we turn to idols, it’s like we’re being unfaithful to God and 

trusting them more than Him.   

 The last way idolatry damages our relationship with God is 

found in verse 24.  It ignores that God is a consuming fire and 

jealous in a good way.  (24). “For the Lord your God is a consuming 

fire, a jealous God.”  There’s bad news and good news in this verse.  



 5 

The bad news is “God is consuming fire.” We dare not mess with Him.  

He’s terrifying because of His awesomeness and great power.  The 

Israelites heard his voice from the fire and didn’t want to hear anything 

else because of His awesome presence.  God is also merciful and 

loving. Yet, we can sometimes treat God like our buddy who would 

never call us on wrongdoing or say something we didn’t like.   

 We can forget God’s holiness and power.  Lest the people 

forget, Moses shared how God’s holiness personally impacted him.  He 

would not be allowed into the Promised Land for disobedience.  So we 

dare not think we can just mess around with God. 

 But the good news is that God is a jealous God – not in the 

immature, possessive, “I want what you have” jealousy.  But in the holy, 

protective love that arises when something threatens His love 

relationship with His people.  Someone explained it like this.  Bad 

jealousy is jealousy of others.  Good jealousy is jealousy for others.  

The perfectly holy God jealously protects our love with Him.  So we can 

be sure that even in our struggle against idolatry, God is on our side, 

will rise up to expose the idol, and keeps loving us.   So those are four 

ways idolatry can harm our relationship with God.  

Now let’s think about how idolatry might show up in our lives 

and connect to addiction. Think about the idolatrous culture in which we 

now live.  Most people no longer even believe in a Creator.  So there’s 

no choice but to replace God with some new idol.  Perhaps the greatest 

idol today is self.  Our culture praises and worships radical personal 

autonomy.  We celebrate when people let their cravings and desires 

and define themselves.   Since there’s no Creator, there’s no need for 

all these silly boundaries of the past.  So whatever you desire, do it – 

become that – feed it. Self becomes supreme. Yet such “freedom” leads 

to slavery.   

This is where idolatry connects to addictions. No one chooses 

to go down the path of idolatry thinking they will become enslaved.  We 

choose idols because of what they can do for us.  We anticipate 

controlling them and manipulating them for our purposes.  So having 

one drink to deal with our stress my not be idolatry.  It just helps us 

relax and feel better after a stressful day.  But, say the next time a 

similar day happens, one drink doesn’t quite do it.  So we’ll just have 

another.  And then things get worse and we need three drinks to calm 

down. 

 Some theologian once wrote the “heart is an idol factory.”  Ed 

Welch in his book on Addictions notes the amazing ability of the human 
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heart for idol construction.1  He writes “we are to live for God’s glory 

and not our own.  We are to make God famous, not us.  But our sinful 

nature directs us to serve our self.  So our heart sees an idol to 

manipulate for our own benefit.  We don’t intend to be ruled by it.  We 

want it to give us what we want.  But idols don’t cooperate.  Rather than 

master them, they master us and we begin to look like them.”  He 

argues that behind every idol is a powerful, quiet presence named 

Satan.  When we set our affections on something created, especially 

ourselves, we’re following in his footsteps.     

The great challenge with addictions is that they provide almost 

immediate physical satisfaction.  Drugs, alcohol, sexual sin, food, sleep 

and even comfort provide physical pleasure. They relieve physical 

tension or sooth physical desires.  Such an immediate payoff is very 

difficult to resist.  Satan enters this drama because he has special 

interest in exploiting the body’s natural needs and desires.  If something 

feels physically good, you can bet he will try to take advantage of it.  His 

purpose is in direct opposition to God’s.  

“God has created us with physical needs and desires which, when 

kept within appropriate limits by a heart of faith, they lead to appropriate 

                                                           
1 Edward Welch, Addictions: Finding Hope in the Power of the Gospel, P and R 

Publishing, Phillipsburg, NJ, 2001, 49-54.    

enjoyment.  Satan wants to overturn God’s order and have physical 

desires rule us.   

Welch tells the story of a boy who started smoking marijuana when 

he was thirteen.  He said it was because of peer pressure.  Little did he 

know that he had already bowed low to another idol.  Although he knew 

God, he worshipped the gods of “others opinions” and “peers must think 

I’m cool, more than God.”  Drugs seemed to satisfy these ruling desires.  

Even though he didn’t get high the first time he smoked, he felt 

accepted.  He was proud that others knew he smoked, so he continued.  

Of course, his goal was not to worship marijuana; it was to use it for his 

own purposes.   

Gradually, the drug began to represent the idolatry that was in his 

heart.  Marijuana became an object of worship.  He would think about 

it, plan how to get it, and even avoid friends in order to perform his cultic 

rituals.  By the time he was fifteen, he was in a drug rehab clinic, 

enslaved and out of control; His idol had betrayed him.   

How does idolatry connect to addictions?  Our idol 

worshipping heart seeks satisfaction for our desires in something 

that only provides temporary ever-decreasing satisfaction. (2x)  
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CS Lewis said it way better in the Screwtape letters.  “An ever 

increasing craving for an ever diminishing pleasure is the formula.    A 

life serving idols leads to short term satisfaction and slavery.  A life 

serving God leads to long term satisfaction and freedom.   

How do we recover from idolatry in our lives?  We must watch 

ourselves very carefully by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Moses 

says in verse 15 – Therefore watch yourselves very carefully.  Jesus 

said to his disciples “Watch and pray that you don’t fall into temptation.” 

(Matthew 26:41).  Paul says to Timothy – “Watch your life and doctrine 

closely.” (1 Timothy 4:16).   But our heart loves to make idols so we 

need God’s help.  What might this look like?   

 First, we must invite the Holy Spirit to search our hearts for 

any idol worship. We need to do this regularly. Review the sin lists of 

Galatians 5:19-21.  Colossians 3:5-8.  Ask the Holy Spirit to point out a 

sin in your life.  Then Ask Him to reveal the idol behind that sin.  

Sometimes in prayer – I will pray – Spirit – please search me and reveal 

to me what I need to see about myself.  But this often happens when I 

read the Bible.  When you go to the Bible, don’t just read it.  Stop and 

respond to what God reveals.  I currently use the triple A response.   

Adore, Admit, Aspire.  Adore the Lord for something today’s 

readings have revealed about Him.  Admit – some way in which I have 

ignored that truth in my life, rebelled against it or failed to apply it or 

adjust to it.  Aspire – Ask the Lord’s help to change me, grow me, help 

me to live this out or apply in my life.   

Then ask for the Spirit’s empowering to Love the Lord God 

with all our lives.  The more we love God with all our lives, the less we 

will love idols. 3) Take up the fight against idols. The Lord is willing 

to rescue us from slavery to idolatry, sin or addiction.  Turning to Him 

brings life, joy, peace, companionship and salvation.  He wants that 

which is absolutely best for us.  So let us turn to Him, let Him search us 

and lead us to life lived by His grace.    

 


