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We are in our series Identifying Our Idols, and that can seem strange to us today. Idols? Statues? Really? But, 

it's something that we are as much at risk of today in the 21st Century as humanity has ever been. Why? For 

one, we, as humans, were made to worship. We are hardwired that way. Of course, the best thing to worship is 

God, but in our brokenness other things can catch our eye, draw us to them without our even realizing it. That's 

why it's important for us to look out for it. 

  

As a reminder as much as anything, our theme verses for this series come from the very start of the 10 

Commandments in Exodus 20 as God speaks to the Israelites in the wilderness. Hear the word of the Lord. 

  

2 “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. 

  

3 “You shall have no other gods before[or besides] me. [That means our One and Only God.] 

  

4 “You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth 

beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them. (Exodus 20:2-5a) 

  

As we go through this series, keep in mind these three questions: 

• What pulls you away from God? What things, feelings, desires?  

• What is more important to you than God? 

• What are you worshiping now? 

  

Why do you think this was the 1st Commandment (or 1st and 2nd depending on who it doing the numbering)? 

Because we, as humans, are at such risk for worshiping things that are not God. 

  

In biblical times, especially in the Older Testament, idols were things, usually statues, that had power. It was 

thought that the god or goddess would possess the object that represented them. Through that, it would exert its 

power: the idol, statue, whatever represents the power of the god or goddess. It's the worship of the one with the 

power that's the problem, the issue. So, it's not so much the thing, the object. It's what it represents. 

  

Add to that the ancient leaders like Egyptian Pharaohs, Roman Emperors, and the like were also considered to 

be gods and expected to be worshiped by their people. This leads us directly to today's emphasis, worship 

associated with politics. We will be looking at three aspects of it: political figures, political parties, and our 

place in national or world politics through our displays of patriotism. 

  

Today's primary Scripture comes from the end part of the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus is telling us what we 

need to do to be his disciples, to have God as Lord, or the primary leader in our lives.  

  

Matthew 7:15-23 

[Jesus says,] 15 “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they 

are ferocious wolves. 16 By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from 

thornbushes, or figs from thistles? 17 Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears 

bad fruit. 18 A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. 19 Every tree that 

does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 20 Thus, by their fruit you will recognize 

them. 

  

21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who 

does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22 Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not 



prophesy in your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ 

23 Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’ 

  

The word of life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

I've got to be honest. This has never been my favorite passage from the Bible. It sounds so harsh. On the 

surface, it feels so contradictory to what I read elsewhere in Scripture. Where's the love? Where's the mercy? 

This is near the end of the Sermon on the Mount, which Jesus begins with "Blessed [or happy] are the poor in 

spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven," and a little further down, "Blessed are the merciful, for they will be 

shown mercy." (Mt 5:3-7) Later in the same chapter he says, "Love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you." (Mt 5:44) Now, in today's passage can he be saying that he is going to turn his back on the 

people who seem to follow him and acknowledge him as Lord? 

  

One thing that I have learned over my years of studying the Bible is that if one verse seems to be contradicting 

several other verses on the same topic, it might be that I am not reading the one verse correctly. 

  

So, let's look at this a little more closely. These people that Jesus talks about just after he mentions false 

prophets say that they have done these miraculous feats by invoking the name of Jesus. Earlier in chapter 7, 

Jesus tells the people, "Ask, and it will be given to you." (Mt 7:7) We pray "in Jesus' name." In John 14, Jesus 

tells the disciples, "Whatever you ask for in my name, I will do it." (John 14:14) So, these folks that Jesus now 

says that he never knew, asked for things in Jesus' name, and were successful. But you know what, they aren't 

an incantation, a magic spell that if you say it just right means you will win the jackpot. 

  

What does it not say about these people? That they were followers of Jesus, that they had a relationship with 

him, or that they loved him (or God in general, for that matter). It's more like a fee for service kind of thing. 

They thought that if they said the right words, they would get what they wanted. Jesus does not want a business 

relationship with you. (Though he does want to be in your business.) He wants to transform your life. He wants 

to show you what living life is really all about. He wants you to be able to have a relationship with God. 

  

When we really look at it, Jesus is not being arbitrary or lacking in mercy. What he's doing is warning us about 

false teachers, false prophets. How they act, what they say, and how they try to attract their own followers by 

their showy exploits. However, they don't live up to the hype when we examine their lives. 

  

Politicians are often regarded as the prophets of our day, even if they aren't called that by name. They speak to 

the status of our current situation, naming the issues, and claiming to have the path to the "promised land" and a 

better future. Now, there are a couple of aspects to this one of which is the motivation of the politician, which I 

will come back to in a moment. But, what about us as listeners? We have to be discerning. We have to try to 

gauge whether or not what they are saying is right. Almost always, at least at the national level, politicians will 

use religion, most often this is Christianity (though not always) as a reason to vote for them. 

  

When I lived in Washington D.C., going to seminary, I was astounded at the number of churches there. They 

were everywhere. One of the reasons that I guessed was that almost every elected politician in the District had 

to be seen going to church, regardless of what they actually believed. 

  

That's why we have to listen carefully. Do they walk the talk? What is their fruit? What are the results. Do their 

words and actions match? 

  

I became aware of a website recently where the writers are claiming to be new apostles, new prophets. They say 

that they are hearing new things directly from God, and they are sharing it with people. It doesn't have to 

conform to the Bible because God is speaking directly to them, so they say. That's the kind of thing that we 

have to guard ourselves against. They can make many claims, but we have to compare what they say to 



Scripture. Of course, that is true about your pastor too. That's why it's important to study your Bible, and be on 

your guard.  

  

As Jesus says, towards the end of Matthew in chapter 24, "And many false prophets will arise and lead many 

astray. And because of the increase of lawlessness, the love of many may grow cold."  

  

It can be so easy to be swept away because they speak with such authority, and what they can do can be quite 

impressive. We want to believe them. We want to believe in them, and it can become a slippery slope when the 

next thing we know we are worshiping them. Are we building the 100 foot pedestal to put them on? Does what 

they say and do become more important than anything else? This is not reserved for any particular political 

party or leader. It goes across the political spectrum. If you think that I'm talking about the politician you hate, 

you may be right, but I'm just as likely to be talking about the one you love. 

  

Every night I could turn on the news and find people who thought that President Obama was our savior. The 

same could be said about President Trump though it is also true that they weren't the same news stations. Now, 

people on TV who couldn't stand President Trump act as if President Biden can do no wrong. If we are one of 

those people, it is on us. How can it happen? We are built to worship. 

  

But what about the politician? Is it his or her fault? There are politicians who are worshiped that do not ask for 

it at all, but people like them, and it happens. Of course, they want us to like them and trust them, so we will 

vote for them to lead us. 

  

Then there are the ones who cultivate it. They don't want you to look to anyone or anything else. They say what 

you want to hear because they want your adoration, your worship. The Apostle Paul warns us about those kinds 

of people in his second letter to Timothy chapter 4 starting at verse 3, "For the time will come when people will 

not put up with sound doctrine [or teaching]. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a 

great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the 

truth and turn aside to myths." (2 Tim 4:3-4) They say what we want to hear whether it's true or not. They do 

what Jesus says in this passage. They claim the name of Christian and say look at what I did in Jesus' name. We 

performed miracles. Do they say, "We loved our neighbor? We had mercy on the brokenhearted?" No. They are 

those wolves in sheep's clothing. They're easy to be drawn to because they sound good, and they look 

impressive. They're easy to worship if we are not careful. 

  

We too have to watch after ourselves and what we say when it comes to political parties or perspectives. In the 

last year and a half it was easy for Americans to see everything with a political twist or agenda. Perhaps more 

than ever, this has pushed some within American Christianity to become more American than Christian. While 

there is nothing wrong with being proud of our nationality and our roots, there is everything wrong when it 

becomes an idol in our life or even within the church. When we claim to be followers of Christ as individuals or 

as a church but no longer see people and issues as Christ does but instead as an affiliated political party sees 

them, even when the two conflict, that’s when patriotism, a political platform, and/or a political party have 

become idols. 

  

The same can be true if we are communicating the false idea that to be Christian is to be either liberal or 

conservative. There are people in the church who might believe themselves to be truly Christian because they 

vote for liberal or conservative values.  God’s grace alone saves us. Our faith should then naturally lead us to 

engage in politics as a way to help our society flourish. Politics, when done correctly, can be a great tool in our 

toolbox and help us as we work to see the Kingdom of God come on earth as it is in heaven. 

  

It is true that we are blessed to live in the United States where we can worship God openly. There are so many 

countries in the world where that is not the case, where it is simply illegal to openly practice Christianity or the 

government demands to have oversight of the church, such as a place like China, which has an atheistic system 

of government. Because we enjoy so much freedom here, we can equate parts of American culture with 



Christianity or make them interchangeable in our minds. It’s a problem if we go through these motions thinking 

that this what makes us Christians, as opposed to our relationship with Jesus, instead of trusting in Jesus to get 

us there by grace through faith.  

  

If the statement in Matthew 7:21-23 were spoken today, it might say, “Didn’t we say grace before dinner? 

Didn’t we vote our values? Didn’t we believe prayer should be allowed in school? Didn’t we go to church? 

Didn’t we believe in God? Didn’t we get misty eyes whenever we heard ‘God Bless America’ sung at a baseball 

game? Didn’t we give money to the church? Didn’t we treat women with respect? Didn’t we own Bibles?” 

(Dean Inserra, The Unsaved Christian [Chicago: Moody Press, 2019], 16–17). While all idols are prohibited by 

God, this popular one might make it one of the most dangerous. This idol can give people a false security of 

their salvation. It can mistake cultural Christianity for faithful following Jesus. Remember fruit is a natural 

result of growth. Something from the outside can nurture and enhance our conditions for growth (like God), but 

it is not something we can make happen on our own, by checking off some boxes. 

  

Even growing up in the church on its own is not enough. It might be a helpful start to expose people to the Good 

News of Jesus, but it's not enough. Imagine a child thinking they’re a car because they spent the night in a 

garage. This, of course, would be comical and immature. However, the idea is similar when someone thinks 

they’re Christian because they were born in America or because they are the member of a particular political 

party. This can also be said of someone who thinks they’re a Christian because they grew up in a Christian 

home or because they grew up going to church. Those things don’t make someone a Christian any more than 

spending the night in a garage makes you a car. 

  

But here is the Good News. God will help us recognize that we have been caught in this trap even if we had no 

intension to do so. More than that, God will help us to get out of it. God wants to lead us back home. 

  

What can we do?  

• We can ask ourselves our three questions: 

o What pulls you away from God? What things, feelings, desires?  

o What is more important to you than God? 

o What are you worshiping now? 

• We ask God to help us to identify where we have gone off on the wrong path. 

• Once we see it we realign ourselves back with God. The technical, churchy word is "repent."  

  

Then, we can move forward with God as a disciple of Jesus Christ. We will probably backtrack from time to 

time. Look at how many times it happened to the Israelites! Over and over again, but God's mercies are new 

every morning. If we continue to be watchful, we can keep on track. Praise be to God! 

  

Amen! 

 


