
As we work our way through worship as it is presented in the Old Testament, we hear how we should worship God.  Then we also hear how we should not worship God.  One of the biggest no no's when worshipping God is addressed in our text today out of Deuteronomy 4, the issue of worshipping idols.  Looking at it from the larger view and seeing how many times it is addressed in scripture, we at some point have to ask, “Really, what is so wrong with idol making?”  Of all the things God could have warned us not to make, why are idols the only one that made the 10 commandments?  It seems like bombs, guns, or nuclear reactors might have done more good.  But carved or graven idols are what we are to avoid.


We are told that these proclaimed god's that we create can not see, hear, eat, or smell.  They are made by our hands, so how can we expect something we made to have more power than ourselves to save us?  The idols are unable to do even the simplest thing, so why do we worship them?


Now if we were in a discussion together, you might try to convince me that idols are good because they are symbols of a larger idea, they are not the god themselves, but they are a representative of the god.  They allow us to see and experience the presence of said God.  I would at least have a smile on my face, since that is largely what we believe happens in communion and baptism.  Our water and our bread and wine are a sign and symbol of God bringing us into his Family and gathering us around his table as one body living in Him. 


But before we made it too far down that trail, we would probably come face to face with one of the 216 occurrences concerning idols in scripture, none of which are in favor of it.  We are brought back to the question of why God is against the making of idols.  What if the idols were to remind us of God himself and not some other God?  Then would it be okay?  Is it just the jealousy issue?  No!  God is against even making idols of him.  The golden calf was created in response to God's work and that did not sit well with God.  Why?  What is the deeper problem?  For Aaron set aside the next day to worship this golden calf in a festival to the Lord.


The answer to the question, “what is wrong with idols?” finally became clear to me yesterday as I was reading a book on preaching and the power of the spoken word.  In that book, the author makes the claim that the spoken word has more power over us than visual images.  In addressing the claim that we are becoming a more visual culture, he counters with nothing visual is done without sound.  Our movies and television are dependent on sound for power.  He cites watching movies with the sound off being a waste of time.  The music and the dialogue are what carry the movie.


In trying to test his theory, I looked at my remote and realized that he was right.  Back before tivo, when commercials came on, how did one ignore them?  Did we turn off the television?  No!  We hit the mute button.  With no sound on, we could ignore the television that was lighting up our living room and have a full conversation.  When we wanted to engage in the show fully, what did we do?  We turned the mute off.


Moving deeper into the the power of words over pictures, the author makes the case that one we experience, the other we observe and control.  If I were to ask you, what numbers do you see in this room?  Each one of you would answer that differently.  You could choose to look at your watch, or bulletin, or the numbers on the wall, or in the hymnal.  We control what we see.  We can even stop seeing things if we want to because we have eyelids.


Sound however is not controllable by us, nor do we sit outside of it as an outside observer.  Rather, sound pours into us.  We are all hearing the same words whether we want to or not.  We are hearing the same squeak of the pews, the rustling of the bulletins, cough to clear ones throat, piano leading and word proclaimed.  We can not block out one sound and still hear the others.  We have no ear lids like we do eyelids.  It is through sound that we experience life, sight allows us to watch life.


It is no accident that the gospel of John starts out,  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” God purposefully calls himself the Word, because the word is what will transform us.  It is not some sight that made Jesus so world changing, but it was his words.  We do not have an actual pictures of Jesus, but we do have his words.  We have stories, speeches, parables, but no drawings, sketches or physical desriptions.


When we move into the realm of idols, we control who they are and how we see them.  When we try to depict Jesus, we are controlling which aspects of God we are going to pay attention to.  In this room, we most often see Jesus as a Shepherd.  Would that picture seem out of place when we hear about God's judgement?  What about during Easter?  Wouldn't the picture of Christ in the fellowship hall be better for that season, where we see the crown of thorns sitting upon his head.


Idols allow us to be in control of who God is and put constraints who God is.  How can you put constraints on the creator of the universe?  The visual realm is limited, the auditory realm works its way into us and changes what we see and how we see.  Monotheism, the worship of one God is only possible without idols.  The greeks claimed to think in pictures, the hebrews claimed to think in words.  The greeks therefore created a whole heirarchy of gods to satisfy all the different pictures of the world.  Some God's were angry, others happy, some loving, some vengeful.  It was hard for a god to have multiple dimensions, because they were an image and an image they remained.  You can't have an image smiling and frowning at the same time.  Words can dwell together.  More than one voice can be heard at the same time.  The same phrase said differently can have a different meaning.  “This room is hot! (complaining, excited, sarcastically).”


Our God, the God that created all and controls all, is too great to be trivialized in an image.  We often say that our photographs do not do justice to God's creation as we show friends pictures of bears, or glaciers, or whales.  If they do not do justice to his creation, imagine what they do for the creator Himself.  They severely limit our experience of Him.  None of his creations, no man or woman, animal or bird, creature or bird or fish are able to embody all of who God is.  Not even the heavens above are able to do it.  Nothing man has attempted to worship in his past other than God alone will bring about proper worship.


We have tried.  When we have done so, we lost track of the God who loved us and brought us out of Egypt and began worshipping a god of our own creation.  Gods we were in control of and had less powers than we do.  For it could not even see, hear, eat, or smell.  So our worship of it was wasted and no change came about through our worship.  Instead, we found ourselves in exile in lands where such weak and futile god's ruled.  We heard and experienced our rebellion in the empty cries to wood carved statues who's faces did not move as we cried out to them.


God did not leave us here however.  He knew that our empty cries would lead us back to one who does love us, one who is able to respond to our needs as he did in Egypt and bring us into a place of life.  We have heard and remember his acts of mercy and cried out not for images of mercy, but for mercy itself.  Mercy demonstrated in the covenants spoken to our forefathers, not by a written contract, but via a spoken oath.  Something that was heard, not seen.


That is why God has spoken so many times for us not to worship idols and disciplined us when we did.  For when we do, we do not worship God as he deserves.  Instead, we end up worshipping works of our own hands with honor and glory that are beyond their worth.  So let us remember that we may not have seen the Lord our God, but we have heard him.  One of those transforms, the other informs. There is no way not to be changed by the sound of God.  Our images of God however, have lead many astray from Him to their own peril.


Let us rely instead on the Word, for the Word is God.

