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    PREFACE


    

      THIS BOOK IS A COMBINATION of two sources. Part one is a slightly edited and adapted version of “The Living God Confronts Idolatry,” from my The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative. The topic of idolatry is so important that this material is present in a new form and publication. It serves as the foundation for part two.


      The origin of the remaining chapters in part two lies in an invitation I received to deliver a public lecture in St. Michael’s Church, Charleston, South Carolina, on January 11, 2017. This was during a week I spent sharing the Bible teaching at the Anglican Leadership Institute in Charleston with a group of church leaders from other countries at the invitation of Rev. Dr. Peter Moore. The title for my lecture, proposed by Dr. Moore, was “Following Jesus in an Age of Political Turbulence.” That it was a lecture also accounts for the slight shift to a more applied style in part two, reflecting the nature of the occasion on which it was delivered.


      The reason for the invitation and the lecture title was that many of us were (and still are) staggering with a mixture of baffled incomprehension and alarm at the two major events in the United Kingdom and the United States in 2016: the referendum over the United Kingdom’s membership in the European Union, which ended in a narrow victory for Brexit, in June; and the election of Donald Trump to the office of president of the United States in November. What is going on in the world that such things happen—things that many people not so long ago would have thought to be almost unimaginable? Of course, things have moved on a lot since those two events of 2016, and we shall consider wider examples of national idolatry. But they were the trigger for the reflections in part two. This book was written, of course, before the onset and devastating spread of the Covid-19 pandemic, though the final stages of its editing have happened while that scourge is still afflicting the world. To the extent that this global crisis is at least in part the outcome of human folly and the human arrogance and idolatry that accompany and exacerbate such folly, the theme of the book seems even more sharply pertinent.


      I am grateful to Glenn Shrom for repeatedly urging me to consider publishing the chapter on idolatry in The Mission of God as a separate book; also to InterVarsity Press (USA) and Inter-Varsity Press (UK) for permission to republish it in this form; to Anna Gissing for most helpful collaboration in the editorial challenge of blending the various materials together; and to Pieter Kwant, my agent, for encouraging the publication of the lecture and other materials in part two. I am well aware that there are other much more profound and insightful analyses of contemporary idolatries in our Western culture. Some of these are listed in the footnotes in part one. The most recent such analysis, with a solidly biblical foundation and missional challenge, sets the radical claims of biblical monotheism in stark contrast to the idolatries of our culture. It is provided by Bruce Ashford and Heath Thomas in The Gospel of Our King: Bible, Worldview, and the Mission of Every Christian (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019).


    


  









  


  PART ONE


  THE LORD GOD AND OTHER GODS IN THE BIBLE


  

    MONOTHEISM AND MISSION. Two vast words that you will not actually find in the Bible, yet they embrace massive biblical teaching: that there is only one true living God, the God revealed as Yahweh in the Old Testament and incarnated in Jesus of Nazareth in the New; and that this God revealed in the Bible is on mission, that is to say, he is working out his own sovereign plan and purpose for the whole creation through the whole of human history and calls his whole redeemed people to participate with him in that mission.


    Each of these words, monotheism and mission, is inseparably tied to the other.


    Biblical monotheism is necessarily missional. That is because the one true living God of the biblical revelation wills to be known and worshiped throughout his whole creation and by all the nations of humanity. That divine will to be known constitutes and generates the mission of God, through biblical history and to the end of human history.


    And biblical mission is necessarily monotheistic. That is because God’s people are commissioned to call people of all nations to the worship of this one living Creator and Redeemer God, and to join all creation in giving this one God the praise and glory that is due to him alone.1


    What about all the other gods that populate the pages of the Bible and surround us still today in many forms? In the four chapters of part one we will examine how the Bible handles the phenomenon of human beings worshiping many alleged deities other than the God of Israel. What exactly are they? What should be a missional response to this phenomenon? What should we be doing in relation to idols and gods?


    It has long seemed to me that the biblical category of idolatry—when it is even considered at all—is often handled or dismissed with shallow understanding and simplistic responses. Yet surely it is a fundamental, though negative, aspect of a fully biblical and missional account of biblical monotheism. For that reason, we should make an effort to grapple with how the Bible handles the subject, as a vital part of authentic and sensitive Christian mission.


  









  


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE PARADOX OF THE GODS
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    ARE THE “OTHER GODS” that we read about in the Bible something or nothing?


    A statue is real enough. A carved or molten image has three-dimensional existence in the real world. But what about the god or gods those images supposedly represent? Are they real? Do they exist? Are they something or nothing? What did Israel believe about the gods in relation to its own God, Yahweh?


    That last question has vexed the minds of Old Testament theologians for many decades. With monotheism defined, in the generic categories of human religion, as the belief that only one divine entity exists, along with the consequent denial of the existence of any other deities whatsoever, the search was on for the process by which and the time by when Israel could be said to have achieved monotheism in that sense. Clearly Israelites expressed their commitment to Yahweh in some very exclusive terms. But did that mean that Israelites categorically denied the existence of the other gods whom they were forbidden to worship?


    The classic answer given within the guild of Old Testament scholarship has been the evolutionary or developmental one summarized, repackaged, and reissued by Robert Gnuse.1 With variations as to the precise dating of the transitions, this view reconstructs the religious history of Israel as proceeding from (1) polytheism (as conceded in Josh 24:14), through (2) henotheism (or mono-Yahwism, the demand for exclusive worship of Yahweh by Israel, while accepting the existence of the gods of other nations), to (3) true monotheism (the explicit denial of the existence of any other gods than Yahweh) as a final and fairly late conclusion of the process.


    According to some scholars, the first and second stages span most of the Old Testament history of Israel. That is, they argue, originally Israelite religion was virtually indistinguishable from Canaanite religion. Then for centuries the major drive within Israel was merely to get Israel to be loyal to its national covenant with Yahweh and not “go after other gods.” The other gods that they might be tempted to go after were clearly presumed to exist. Yair Hoffman, for example, argues that even in the Deuteronomic traditions, the characteristic phrase ʾĕlōhîm ăḥērîm, “other gods,” presumes, rather than denies, their existence as gods. “The phrase . . . although reflecting some idea of otherness, does not certify that these deities were considered an utterly different essence from the God of Israel. . . . They are other gods since they are not ours.”2 Finally, only in the late exile (to which Is 40–55 is assigned), did anyone in Israel say in so many words that no other god than Yahweh even existed.3 Only at that final stage was it envisaged that the category of deity was a house with one sole and exclusive occupant—Yahweh.


    On this view, the answer to our question about whether, in the religion of Israel, other gods actually existed depends on the point in the chronological development of Israel at which the question is asked. Suppose you could have approached an Israelite and asked, “Do you believe that there are other gods as well as Yahweh?” For a long period, the answer you would have received (according to the critical consensus) would have been, “Of course. There are many gods. Yahweh is one of the gods and a very powerful one, so we’re rather glad he’s our god.” Then, when the more exclusive ideas of a national covenant were introduced and emphasized by the prophets and the reforming Deuteronomistic party, the answer would have been, “Yes, other nations have their own gods, but Yahweh is the only God that Israel must worship, or we will face the consequences of his anger.” That view clashed with a more liberal, popular polytheism for a long time. Finally, however, with the triumph of the “official” Yahwistic party in the late exilic and postexilic period, the answer eventually would have been a firm, “No, Yahweh alone is ‘the God,’ and other gods have no real existence at all. All so-called gods are actually nonentities.”


    Such a neat linear view, however, is almost certainly just that—too neat. It is far too simple to put the question (or its answer) in a simple binary form: Do other gods exist, or do they not exist? Are they something or nothing? The issue is more complex and depends on the predicate of such questions (that is to say, to what does the word god refer to?). What needs to be added to the question is “Do other gods exist within the same order of existence that Yahweh does?” “Are they the same ‘thing’ as Yahweh is [the same divine ‘something’]? Or are they not what Yahweh is [‘no-thing,’ i.e., no-divine-thing]?”


    Now, we can tell from reading multiple Old Testament texts that the essence of Israelite monotheism lies in what Israel affirmed dynamically about Yahweh (namely, that Yahweh alone is the universal Creator, the sovereign Ruler of all histories, the Judge of all nations, and the Savior of people from all nations who turn to him), not primarily in what it denied about other gods. Nevertheless, what the Old Testament affirms about Yahweh has unavoidable negative consequences for whatever may be claimed about other gods. Commenting particularly on Deuteronomy, and disputing Nathan MacDonald’s argument that the book does not deny the existence of other gods (and is therefore not formally monotheistic, in terms of the Enlightenment categories that MacDonald rightly rejects as irrelevant and damaging in Old Testament study), Richard Bauckham makes the following carefully nuanced point (the references are to Deuteronomy):


    

      What Israel is able to recognize about Yahweh, from his acts for Israel, that distinguishes Yahweh from the gods of the nations is that he is “the God” or “the god of gods.” This means primarily that he has unrivalled power throughout the cosmos. The earth, the heavens and the heaven of heavens belong to him (10:14). By contrast, the gods of the nations are impotent nonentities, who cannot protect and deliver even their own peoples. This is the message of the song of Moses (see especially 32:37-39). The need to distinguish among “the gods” between the one who is supreme (Yahweh) and the others who are not just subordinate but powerless, creates, on the one hand, the usages “the God” and “the god of gods,” and, on the other hand, the contemptuous “non-god” (32:17: הלא אל; 32:21: לא אל), and “their mere puffs of air” (32:21: הבליהם). Though called gods, the other gods do not really deserve the term, because they are not effective divinities acting with power in the world. Yahweh alone is the God with supreme power . . . (32:39). . . . It is not enough to observe that Deuteronomy does not deny the existence of other gods. We should also recognize that, once we do attend to the ontological implications that MacDonald admits Deuteronomy’s “doctrine of God” must have, this theology is driving an ontological division through the midst of the old category “gods” such that Yahweh appears in a class of his own.4


    


    So, coming back to the question, are the gods something or nothing? If the question is asked in relation to Yahweh, the answer has to be nothing. Nothing whatsoever compares with Yahweh or stands in the same category as he does. Yahweh is not one of a generic category—“the gods.” Yahweh alone is the God, in what Bauckham calls “transcendent uniqueness.”5 With reference to Yair Hoffman’s point above: while it may be true to say that the phrase “other gods” does not by itself imply that “these deities were considered an utterly different essence from the God of Israel,” nevertheless what is said about Yahweh makes it categorically clear that he is of an utterly different essence from them. “Yahweh, he is the God; there is no other beside him” (Deut 4:35, my translation).


    But if the question is asked in relation to those who worship the other gods—whether the nations who claimed them as their own national deities, or even if asked in relation to the temptation that Israel faced to go after them—then the answer can certainly be something. The gods of the nations, with their names, statues, myths, and cults, clearly did have an existence in the life, culture, and history of those who treated them as their gods. It is not nonsense to form sentences such as “Marduk was a god worshiped by the people of Babylon.” Only excessive pedantry would complain that since Marduk did not have any real divine existence it is meaningless to say that anybody worshiped him. In the context of such a sentence (and all similar descriptions of human religions), it makes understandable sense to talk about other gods as something—something that exists in the world of human experience. In other words, it is not impossible, theologically or in ordinary discourse, to answer the question “Are other gods something or nothing?” with the paradox “Both.” They are nothing in relation to Yahweh; they are something in relation to their worshipers.


    This is precisely the paradox that Paul carefully articulates in his response to the problem of meat sacrificed to idols in Corinth. Paul agrees with the creedal affirmation of those who based their freedom in the matter on the Jewish Shema. There is only one God and Lord, and so “an idol is nothing at all in the world” (1 Cor 8:4). Yet in the next sentence Paul can go on, “For even if there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many ‘gods’ and many ‘lords’)” (1 Cor 8:5). In other words, Paul accepts there is something there, even if it is not in any sense equivalent to the one God, the Father, and the one Lord, Jesus Christ. What that something actually is, Paul (and we) will return to. But his double assertion is clear enough: gods and idols do exist; but they do not have the divine existence that the one living God alone possesses.


    If Paul, a first-century Jew, basing his whole theological worldview on the Scriptures we call the Old Testament, could sustain this dual perspective, there seems no reason why it would have been impossible for those who shared his faith in preceding centuries to have held a similar paradox quite comfortably. It is clearly the perspective of the great polemical chapters of Isaiah 40–48, for example. From Yahweh’s point of view, expressed in the soaring poetry of the prophet, the gods are simply “less than nothing . . . utterly worthless” (Is 41:24). Yet from the point of view of the exiles with their cowering inferiority complex, the gods of Babylon can be challenged to come into court and be exposed there as powerless (Is 41:21-24), can be mocked as human artifacts (Is 44:9-20), and can be caricatured as stooping down from heaven in a futile attempt to save not their worshipers, to whom they are now a useless burden, but their own idols (Is 46:1-2). All of this rhetoric is expended on the gods because they are something—something that Israel must see for what it is and be freed from; something that must be debunked and dismissed, so that it no longer stands in the way of Israel’s restoration to the worship of its living Redeemer God.


    What was possible for the prophet was surely no less possible for the author of a book of such theological depth and subtlety as Deuteronomy. Indeed, we find the same paradoxical duality. On the one hand, other gods are nothing when the point of reference or comparison is Yahweh. I can find no other way to understand the following affirmations than that they simply mean what they say: Yahweh alone is transcendently God, the sole owner and ruler of the universe.


    

      The LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other. (Deut 4:39)


       


      To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it. (Deut 10:14)

 


      The LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God. (Deut 10:17)


    


    

      See now that I myself am he!


      There is no god besides me.


      I put to death and I bring to life,


      I have wounded and I will heal,


      and no one can deliver out of my hand. (Deut 32:39)


    


    In the context of such affirmations, the question as to what other gods may be receives its verdict: they are “not God” (Deut 32:17), “what is no God” (Deut 32:21). In short, nothing—nothing in comparison to Yahweh.


    Yet, on the other hand, the same book, contemplating the enticing attractiveness and seductive power of the religious culture that lay ahead of Israel when it crossed the Jordan (the gods and idols, sacred places, the male and female fertility symbols, the apparent success of a whole civilization based on serving these gods), knew that in warning Israel repeatedly to avoid such idolatry, was warning it against something—something that was very real and very dangerous. Furthermore, to the extent that other nations worshiped heavenly bodies, the objects of their worship were certainly something with real existence—“the sun, the moon and the stars—all the heavenly array” (Deut 4:19). Israel was not to worship them because they are part of the created order, and as such Yahweh had assigned them “to all the nations under heaven”—not intending them to be worshiped but to be enjoyed for their created purpose as light givers.6


    So then, it seems a futile exercise to attempt to unravel the Old Testament documents and lay them out along a line of progressive religious development, on the flawed assumption that people who speak about other gods as if they existed in some sense could not at the same time have believed that Yahweh alone is God. The logical conclusion of such an argument would be that once you become convinced of monotheism you should never again even speak about other gods, lest you be thought to be granting them real existence as divine. Yet that would be an absurd restriction on theological discourse. How then could Paul have even discussed the relationship between the living God and the gods and idols of the world in which his mission took place? Are we to say that because Paul refers to these things, in order to critique them, he must have believed in their existence in some sense comparable to the divine reality of the living God of Israel revealed in Christ? We have Paul’s own word for it that he assuredly did not mean that. Yet Old Testament scholars repeatedly allege that simply by referring to the gods of the nations around them the Israelites must have believed in their real existence on a par with Yahweh.


    What was true for Paul is equally true for us as contemporary Christians. Missiological discourse and missional practice necessarily have to take account of the existence (in some sense) of other gods and the phenomenon of idolatry. They are unquestionably something. Yet we are able to engage in such discourse without compromising our fundamental biblical monotheism that there is one and only one living God, known to us in the fullness of his trinitarian revelation. If this were not so, then we would be guilty of implicit polytheism in singing such words as these from a missionary hymn:


    

      Where other lords beside Thee


      Hold their unhindered sway,


      Where forces that defied Thee


      Defy Thee still today.7


    


    We can sing such words, of course, in full assurance of Paul’s affirmation (which, we remember, was based on Deuteronomy and, apart from its christological claim, expressed a paradox that Deuteronomy would have understood and accepted) that although there are many gods and lords in the world, there is in reality only one Lord and one God, from whom and for whom all things exist. If we can sing such words and engage in the kind of theological discourse that underlies them, without thereby placing ourselves at some inferior stage of religious evolution that falls short of true monotheism, I can see no reason why it is necessary to place an ancient Israelite in some such artificial location when he or she also sang, or prophesied, or legislated, making reference to other gods that held sway over the nations or defied Yahweh, the one living God.


    To conclude this opening discussion: Are the gods we meet in the Bible something or nothing? The paradoxical answer is that they are both. On the one hand, they are nothing in comparison with Yahweh, the one true living God. They do not have any divine existence like his, for he alone occupies that transcendent realm of deity. Yahweh alone is God, and there is no other. Yet, on the other hand, the gods were clearly something within the world of the peoples and cultures that named them, worshiped them, subjected themselves to them, or enlisted them in whatever objectives were being pursued by the powerful among men for their own ends. So what is that something? What are the gods?


  







CHAPTER TWO

WHAT ARE THE GODS?
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SO THEN, IF THE GODS are not God in the way Yahweh alone is God and yet exist as something, what are they? If they do not exist within the realm of true divinity (the realm in which Yahweh is the sole and exclusive incumbent), then they must exist within the only other realm of being—the created order. If they are created entities, they must exist either within the world of the physical creation (which subdivides into the natural order created by God and the products of human manufacture) or in the invisible world of the nonhuman spirits also created by God. The Bible offers us all three as ways of categorizing the something of idolatry. Idols and gods may be (1) objects within the visible creation, (2) demons, and (3) the product of human hands. Let us look at each of these.


IDOLS AND GODS AS OBJECTS WITHIN CREATION


In the physical creation, it was well observed in Israel that some people regarded the heavenly bodies as gods and worshiped them, while others did the same to creatures on the earth, whether nonhuman animals, or even fellow human beings. All of these, of course, since they are created by the living God, should not in themselves be objects of worship. The warning given against such deification of the created order in Deuteronomy 4:15-21 interestingly (and almost certainly deliberately) lists the objects thus worshiped in directly opposite order to their creation in Genesis 1: humans, male and female; land animals; birds of the air; fish in the waters; sun, moon, and stars. The rhetorical effect of this inversion matches the theological implication: when people worship creation instead of the Creator, everything is turned upside down. Idolatry produces disorder in all our fundamental relationships. Idolatry is life lived in a topsy-turvy universe that denies and discombobulates God’s created order.

Worship of the heavenly bodies was as ancient as it was widespread but was inconsistent with Israel’s faith in Yahweh as Creator. Thus even in the mouth of Job (who is not described as an Israelite but is commended by the narrator and by Yahweh himself as a devout worshiper of God), it is rejected as sin and unfaithfulness.


If I have regarded the sun in its radiance

or the moon moving in splendor,

so that my heart was secretly enticed

and my hand offered them a kiss of homage,

then these also would be sins to be judged,

for I would have been unfaithful to God on high.

(Job 31:26-28)



Nevertheless, astral worship clearly infected Israel badly at times (see, e.g., Amos 5:26; 2 Kings 17:16; 21:3-5; Ezek 8:16). In Isaiah 40:26 the prophet invites the exiles, who were probably dazzled by the apparent power of these star gods of their Babylonian conquerors, to look up to the heavens. Then he simply asks the question, “Who created all these?” The very question unmasks them. The stars are not all-powerful gods controlling the destinies of nations. They are not even gods at all. They are merely creatures of the living God, summoned and controlled by his authority.

Worship of the nonhuman animal creation is also common, and in ancient Israel’s context was particularly associated with Egypt, where a variety of animals and reptiles were deified (see Ezek 24:9-11).




IDOLS AND GODS AS DEMONS


Turning to the nonphysical created order, Israel was well aware of the hosts of heaven, the spiritual beings that surround the seat of God’s supreme government, serve God’s purposes, and do God’s bidding. Mostly. For Israel was also aware (though it gave the matter less theological reflection) of agencies within that exalted company that questioned God (as did “the satan,” or the accuser, in Job 1), or challenged God’s truthfulness and benevolence (as did the serpent, whatever it represents, in Gen 3), or accused God’s servants (as the satan does to Joshua, the postexilic high priest, in Zech 3:1-2). Such spirits, however they were envisaged, remain entirely subject to Yahweh’s authority, so that even a “lying spirit” can be dispatched to serve the purpose of Yahweh’s intended judgment on Ahab (1 Kings 22:19-23).

Only rarely do Old Testament texts connect the worship of other gods with demons, but the rarity should not lead us to overlook that the connection was made, for it was certainly picked up and amplified theologically in the New Testament. Thus, for example, it is an assumption made by Paul, doubtless with what he regarded as scriptural legitimacy, that flirting with idols could lead to participation with demons (1 Cor 10:18-21). Gordon Fee notes:

Although the Old Testament itself contains no theological reflection on this understanding of idolatry (that is, as the worship of demons), it was the natural development of Israel’s realisation that the “mute” gods of the pagans did in fact have supernatural powers. Since there was only one God, such power could not be attributed to a god; hence the belief arose that idols represented demonic spirits.1


The connection seems to have been made at an early stage, since the first text specifically to speak of other gods as demons is the Song of Moses in Deuteronomy 32, which is acknowledged by many scholars to be very early Israelite poetry.


They made him jealous with their foreign gods

and angered him with their detestable idols.

They sacrificed to demons,2 which are not God. (Deut 32:16-17, altered slightly; see also Deut 32:21, NIV false gods)



Psalm 106 has a similar purpose to Deuteronomy 32. Its primary focus is on the sin of idolatry. First the idolatry of the golden bull calf at Mount Sinai is mentioned (Ps 106:19-20—in a wonderfully sarcastic contrast between Yahweh as the Glory of Israel and “an image of a bull, which eats grass”!). Then, second, the terrible apostasy at Baal Peor is recalled, where the gods are described as “dead things” (Ps 106:28, lit. “they ate sacrifices of dead ones/things”; NIV “lifeless gods”). Finally, in the land itself, Israel, against all instructions, followed the cultic practices of the Canaanites (lit. “learned their doings”).


They mingled with the nations

and adopted their customs.

They worshiped their idols,

which became a snare to them.

They sacrificed their sons

and their daughters to demons [NIV false gods].

They shed innocent blood,

the blood of their sons and daughters,

whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan,

and the land was desecrated by their blood. (Ps 106:35-38)



These texts (Deut 32; Ps 106) are the only two Old Testament passages that clearly and explicitly equate gods and idols with demons, though there are hints elsewhere.3 However, they certainly do provide scriptural foundation for Paul’s blunt assertion that “the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God” (1 Cor 10:20). This conviction is of a piece with Paul’s theological assessment of idolatry elsewhere. In what was probably his earliest letter Paul recalls how the Thessalonians “turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God” (1 Thess 1:9)—“the clear implication being that their former worship of idols had been the worship of dead and false gods,” as Brian Wintle puts it.4 In Luke’s record of Paul’s description before Agrippa of his encounter with the risen Jesus, Paul deems this turning from idols as tantamount to being released from the power of Satan (Acts 26:18). Conversely, the book of Revelation portrays the finally impenitent and rebellious as those who, even after the initial manifestations of God’s judgment, refuse to turn from their idolatry, which is then described as follows: “[they] did not repent of the work of their hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and wood—idols that cannot see or hear or walk” (Rev 9:20).

The connection is clear: to worship other gods is to worship satanic demons that infest the very statues that represent them.




IDOLS AND GODS AS THE WORK OF HUMAN HANDS


Returning to the Old Testament, if the description of gods and idols as demons is rare, the description that Revelation 9:20 pairs with it, “the work of their hands,” is pervasive and typical. Indeed, second only to the fact that idolatry is fundamentally rebellion against the living God, this is probably the major basis of the critique of idolatry in the Old Testament. Idols and gods are human constructs! An idol is not even a living creature in its own right but merely the manufacture of a creature. What possible claim can it have to be divine?

We need to take this biblical perception seriously and to sample the strength of this charge in some representative Old Testament texts. The expression “fashioned by human hands” (maʿăśēh yədê-ʾādām) is disparagingly applied to other gods a number of times. Hezekiah, for example, is not surprised that the Assyrians had been able to defeat other nations and at the same time destroy their gods. This was the point that the Assyrian general, Rabshakeh, had hoped would persuade Hezekiah that his own little god Yahweh would fare no differently. Hezekiah knew his God better. So he prayed for deliverance so that the rest of the world might know better too (an interesting missional perspective in itself). Thus Hezekiah comments in his prayer:

It is true, LORD, that the Assyrian kings have laid waste these nations and their lands. They have thrown their gods into the fire and destroyed them, for they were not gods [or not God], but only wood and stone, fashioned by human hands. Now, LORD our God, deliver us from his hand, so that all kingdoms of the earth may know that you alone, LORD, are God. (2 Kings 19:17-19)5


Psalmists also joined the contempt.


Their idols are silver and gold,

made by human hands.

They have mouths, but cannot speak,

eyes, but cannot see.

They have ears, but cannot hear,

noses, but cannot smell.

They have hands, but cannot feel,

feet, but cannot walk;

nor can they utter a sound with their throats.

Those who make them will be like them,

and so will all who trust in them. (Ps 115:4-8;

see Ps 135:15-18)



Prophets, as one would expect, adopt the same rhetorical polemic.


With their silver and gold

they make idols for themselves

to their own destruction. . . .

This calf—a metalworker has made it;

it is not God. (Hos 8:4, 6)

 

They make idols for themselves from their silver,

cleverly fashioned images,

all of them the work of craftsmen. (Hos 13:2)

 

Of what value is an idol carved by a craftsman?

Or an image that teaches lies?

For the one who makes it trusts in his own creation;

he makes idols that cannot speak.

Woe to him who says to wood, “Come to life!”

Or to lifeless stone, “Wake up!”

Can it give guidance?

It is covered with gold and silver;

there is no breath in it. (Hab 2:18-19)



These sharp challenges are surpassed in rhetorical and descriptive force only by the other two great prophetic texts that highlight the human origins of idols: Jeremiah 10:3-5, 9, 14 and Isaiah 40:18-20; 44:9-20. These two texts are too long to reproduce, but it really would be worth pausing to read them and feel the full force of both prophets’ attack on manmade, handmade idolatry.

Now, it is at this point that ancient Israel is frequently accused by contemporary scholars of religious ignorance and naiveté, in a way that I believe is unfair and needs a robust response.

It is alleged that Israelites regarded all pagan worship as nothing more than fetishism. Israelites mistakenly thought (we are told), that pagan worshipers regarded physical idols as having life and power in themselves. Since they obviously did not, the whole charade was laughable to the Israelites. The Israelites failed to recognize the distinction (which other nations made) between the idols as images, on the one hand, and the gods or heavenly powers that such images represented in the minds and devotions of their worshipers, on the other hand. Committed to aniconic worship themselves (that is, to the worship of Yahweh without images), Israel could not understand or appreciate the subtlety of iconic forms of worship that it saw around it. The real spiritual and psychological dynamic of the use of idols in worship was not grasped by the Israelites, so they simply mocked what they did not understand.

An example of this assumption is found in an otherwise excellent article by John Barton. He argues that from the time of Isaiah,

there develops the tradition of seeing “idols” not as warped representations of the true deity but as images of false gods, and then of identifying the other gods with their images, as if the image were all there was. It has often been noticed that this is in a sense unfair to those who use images in worship. The iconoclast [Israelite] sees only the image and thinks that the worshipper who uses it is bowing down before a mere physical object. But this is the iconoclast’s interpretation of what the worshipper is doing. For the worshipper the image is a representation of a divine power, which is not exhausted by the image but somehow symbolized by or encapsulated in it. Nevertheless this “unfair” interpretation of idols established itself as the main line of thinking about images in the pages of the Old Testament.6


So runs the argument, usually with the moral that we should avoid falling into the same ignorant condemnation of those whose objects or forms of worship differ from our own. It is a way of neutralizing the Old Testament’s condemnation of idolatry that is particularly attractive to advocates of religious pluralism.7 It is also a way of indulging our own feeling of religious (and moral) superiority to the Old Testament. Since, as a result of modern anthropological research into human religion, we now understand the true spiritual dynamic of what Israel so lamentably ridiculed (we are encouraged to believe), we need not be bound by the narrow and ignorant exclusivism of these polemical texts in the Old Testament. We can be much more indulgent toward those who worship idols, for we understand what they are doing in a way that those ignorant Israelites did not.

This widely held assumption, however, seems to me to be even more of a patronizing and unfair misunderstanding of the Israelites than that which it charges against them. For it seems very clear to me that the author of the great polemic against the gods of Babylon understood precisely the distinction that was supposed to exist between the physical idols themselves and the gods they represented. So well did he understand the pagan theology on this point, in fact, that he could utilize it in cartoon form to critique idols, gods, and worshipers together. Let us see how.

In Isaiah 46:1-2 the prophet portrays the great Babylonian gods up in heaven, Bel and Nebo. But they are stooping down to earth. Why? Because their idols are in danger of falling off the ox carts on to which they have been loaded. The prophet understands perfectly well that the statues were not, in Babylonian thinking, the gods themselves. The gods were invisibly somewhere else “up there.” Their statues were visibly “down here.” His point is, however, that wherever and whatever those gods may have been thought to be in a Babylonian worldview, when the crunch came they were totally unable to save even their own statues, let alone save their worshipers. On the contrary, the perceived gods became a burden to their worshipers, who felt obliged to try to save their statues by whatever undignified means was available. The gods in the Babylonian heaven had to abandon their statues to the ludicrous insecurity of staggering ox carts on Babylonian streets. The god whose power the statue was supposed to embody or proclaim was actually powerless when his statue needed a hand.

The prophet’s satire is not based on naive ignorance but on penetrating insight. In fact, the whole power of his cartoon presupposes and depends on his understanding of the Babylonian distinction between images and the gods they stood for. He knew perfectly well that Babylonians distinguished between their idol statues and the gods they visibly depicted. His point is that the manifest failure of alleged gods even to save their own idols was laughably unimpressive. What kind of god was this?

There is evidence also in earlier narrative texts that Israelites were not so obtuse as the pluralist superiority complex wishes to paint them. They perceived that a statue or altar was not in itself the same as the god it was supposed to represent. That did not stop them mocking the impotence of the alleged god, however. Gideon’s father, Joash, takes on a hostile crowd after his son has toppled the village altar to Baal and its Asherah pole. Joash nicely distinguishes between the physical symbols of the god and the god himself. His words brilliantly capture the nonsense of a god who needs defending, when one thought that the whole point of having a god was that he should defend you. At the very least a god should be able to defend his own turf and totem. “Are you going to plead Baal’s cause? Are you trying to save him? . . . If Baal really is a god, he can defend himself when someone breaks down his altar” (Judg 6:31).

Baal’s tendency to go AWOL when most needed by his worshipers drew even sharper sarcasm from Elijah. Ahab had built an altar for Baal and an Asherah pole. Jezebel had four hundred prophets to serve him. But wherever Baal was in spiritual reality, he was not around at the altar of his demented devotees on Mount Carmel. Elijah’s mockery is an ad hominem argument addressed to their assumption that he is a god, after all, so he must be somewhere else, if not here. Elijah knew perfectly well that the assumed god Baal was not the same thing as whatever objects represented him on earth. “‘Shout louder!’ he said. ‘Surely he is a god! Perhaps he is deep in thought, or busy, or traveling. Maybe he is sleeping and must be awakened’” (1 Kings 18:27).

This brings us back to our main point. The Israelites, then, fully aware of what idols were supposed to signify among those who bowed down before them, nevertheless castigated them as the work of human hands. What, then, did this signify for the gods that the idols represented? The radical conclusion has to be that the psalmists and prophets make no distinction between the images and the gods they represented—not because they did not know that such a distinction was there in the minds of pagan worshipers, but because ultimately there was no such distinction in reality.

The visible idols were obviously manmade. Anybody could see that. But also, and here is the point, whatever the invisible gods might be thought to be (by their own worshipers or by Israelites tempted to join them), they too were nothing more than human constructs. The alleged gods that the idols represented had no divine reality or divine power, for such reality and power belonged to Yahweh alone. That the gods, in the myths and cult of their worshipers, were thought to inhabit some other sphere generally invisible to humans made no difference to their actual status as the product of human imagination. Mere invisibility was no proof of divinity.

So, in declaring the idols, which everybody could see had been manufactured by human effort and skill, to be the work of human hands, the Israelites were doing much more than merely stating the obvious. After all, the pagan worshipers would have agreed on that point. Of course idol statues were the work of human hands in pagan minds! Not only did everybody know that, but they actually prided themselves on the skill and expense that their hands put into making those great images (as is still true in countries, such as India, where idols are an important part of popular religion). Rather, the Israelite theologians were including in that “handmade” assessment not only the idols but also all that the idols were believed by their worshipers to stand for—the alleged gods as well. The gods “in heaven,” too, were just as manmade as their all too obviously manmade statues on earth.

John Barton, in the thoughtful article mentioned above, sees Isaiah as the one to whom Israel owed this breakthrough realization about the gods, that they were not in reality alternative sources of divine power, but merely human products.

[Isaiah] departs from the idea that other gods are an alternative source of divine power, distinct from Yahweh, and presents them instead as products of human devising. Whereas for Hosea it is wrong to seek alliances with other nations because this involves getting entangled with their gods, who are threatening alternative sources of divine power forbidden to the Israelites, Isaiah regards trust in foreign nations as trust in merely human sources of strength. “The Egyptians are human, and not God; their horses are flesh, and not spirit” (Isa 31:3). The gods of other nations are similarly not gods at all, but human fictions: they are manmade and can be described as “the work of their hands” (2:8). To rely on a foreign god is not to rely on another [divine] source of strength, not even one which is forbidden, but to rely on something which human beings have devised and which is therefore no stronger than they are. Thus there is no talk of cultic apostasy in Isaiah in the sense of abandoning Yahweh for other gods who are real, but more of cultic stupidity, worshipping as a divine source of strength something that is no more powerful than the worshippers themselves.8


In my view, Barton is absolutely right here, and has perceived something quite radical and profound in Israel’s assessment of idolatry, something that has far-reaching missiological significance.9

Those gods that people worship, other than the one living God, are something within the created order, with no objective divine reality. When they are not objects within the physical creation (such as the sun and stars, or living creatures), when they are not demons or spirits of some kind, then they must be (and are most commonly described as) “the work of human hands.” The alleged gods are in fact no different from the idols that represent them; they are both human constructs. In worshiping them, we give allegiance to—we attribute power and authority to, we submit ourselves to—something that we ourselves have created. In the final analysis, the satire of Isaiah 44:9-20 is not off the mark. There is in principle no difference between the domestic fetishist and the sophisticated iconic worshiper of the great gods of Babylon. Whether addressing the piece of wood he has carved for himself as if it were actually a god (Is 44:17) or calling out to the invisible state gods supposedly represented in the gilded statues (Is 46:7), the worshiper is engaged in an exercise in futility. The one is as much the product of collective human imagination as the other is the work of individual human hands. There is no salvation in either.

Significantly, most of the references to gods and idols being the work of human hands occur in contexts where it is particularly national or state gods that are in view. For this is where the power of the gods seems strongest and where Israel’s radical assertion is correspondingly most countercultural and polemical. Surely these great national gods of Egypt, Assyria, or Babylon are mighty and powerful divinities? Not so, reply the prophets; they are no more powerful than the people who make them. In making them, of course, the nations have embodied their own pride, greed, and aggression.

This is a strong biblical anticipation of a contemporary phenomenon to which we shall give attention in part two. Pride, greed, and aggression, in the forms of nationalism, consumerism, and militarism, still elevate themselves into idolatrous status in our modern Western cultures. The old gods may have changed their names or lost their personal names altogether in favor of more abstract concepts and phrases (patriotism, the free market, economic growth, national security, etc.), but they can still wield enormous power in the popular mindset—power we ourselves give to them as deified human constructs. They still tend to solidify and justify the power of the powerful and the wealth of the wealthy—and the sacrifices of the rest, which all false gods demand.

National gods, then, both ancient and modern, are the ultimate deification of human pride, but they remain human constructs nevertheless.

For what did it actually mean to say that the great gods of Assyria had defeated the lesser gods of the smaller nations around Judah, for example? Only that the Assyrian king and his armies had rampaged through those countries with vicious cruelty and greed (Is 10:12-14). Indeed, that was the explanation given by the Assyrian king and his spokesman themselves (2 Kings 18:33-35). Within their worldview, what happened in the sphere of kings and armies reflected what was going on in the sphere of the gods. So there was no difficulty for a king to claim to have defeated gods. Kings and gods could be interchangeable in grammar or on the ground.

The Israelite prophets accepted this worldview at one level but decisively rejected it at another. The international human arena was indeed the sphere of divine action (that was the part they agreed on). But far from it being an arena packed with clashing gods (that was the part they rejected), only one divine being was active within it—Yahweh the God of Israel, about whom Hezekiah could say, “You alone are God over all the kingdoms of the earth. You have made heaven and earth” (2 Kings 19:15). The gods to which the Assyrians attributed their military victory, just as much as the gods of the nations they had pillaged, were “not gods” or “not God”—that is, they had no share in the sovereign divine reality that belonged to Yahweh alone—but were only “fashioned by human hands” (2 Kings 19:18).

Habakkuk makes the same assertion. Having described in graphic detail the arrogance, the violence, the human and environmental destructiveness of Assyria’s imperial expansion (Hab 2:3-17), he scoffs at the idea that their gods could provide any defense against the doom that is coming to them from the hand of the Lord. That is the context of the following verses, and the point of their scorn, which is followed by the customary mockery of wood and stone, decked out in silver and gold but devoid of life and breath:


Of what value is an idol carved by a craftsman?

Or an image that teaches lies?

For the one who makes it trusts in his own creation;

he makes idols that cannot speak. (Hab 2:18 emphasis added)



There could hardly be a clearer articulation of exactly what Israel’s prophets believed about the great state gods of their imperial enemies than that single line: “the one who makes it trusts in his own creation” (lit. “the maker of the thing he has made trusts in it”). There is no divine power in or behind or above the idols. They are not icons of deity but fictions of humanity. By contrast, Habakkuk goes on, “The LORD is in his holy temple; let all the earth [not just Israel] be silent before him” (Hab 2:20).

If this was true for the Assyrian idol worshipers themselves (that their gods were the work of human hands), then the same shattering exposure could be aimed at those Israelites who opted to worship the gods of Assyria. Thus, when Hosea writes a liturgy of repentance (sadly never used) for the people of Israel, he tells them that what they need to do is to recognize the impotence of the Assyrian military machine to save them, precisely because their trust in it is nothing more than trusting in gods their own hands have made. In other words, the power that Assyria’s gods seemed to exercise over Israel was as much the product of Israel’s imagination as of the Assyrians’ religion. To worship those gods was to connive in the attribution of divinity to what was a human construct. It was to take into your own imagination the human constructions of the enemy and submit to them. So to repent of trusting in Assyria’s armed forces (and thereby trusting in Assyrian gods) was to repent of having made gods for themselves.


Take words with you

and return to the LORD.

Say to him:

“Forgive all our sins

and receive us graciously,

that we may offer the fruit of our lips.

Assyria cannot save us;

we will not mount warhorses.

We will never again say ‘Our gods’

to what our own hands have made.” (Hos 14:2-3 emphasis added)



Hosea preached to the northern kingdom of Israel. There is great irony in telling them that in going after the gods of Assyria they were trusting in gods of their own manufacture, since the founding king of Israel, Jeroboam I, had effectively done the same thing to Yahweh himself and for the same reason—to bolster the security of his new and vulnerable state. First Kings 12:26-33 shows both the motivation and the subtlety of his actions.

Jeroboam’s intention was to prevent his population reverting to political allegiance to Jerusalem through religious pilgrimage to Yahweh’s temple there. So he provided calf images at opposite ends of his kingdom as places for the northern tribes to worship the God who had brought them up out of Egypt. Clearly he did not want to be seen to be suggesting the worship of any other god but Yahweh, and indeed the text hints that Jeroboam may have been claiming the mantle of Moses in having delivered the tribes from the oppression of Solomon and son. Nevertheless, he reconstructed the whole religious apparatus of his state so that the cult of Yahweh was clearly under his patronage.10 So the narrative subtly implies that while the name at the top of the page was still Yahweh, the table of contents was very much of Jeroboam’s own making. Yahweh himself had now been fashioned like a god made by human hands. Yahweh, as used by Jeroboam, became a human construct for political purposes, including (most probably) national security.

The living God, then, was being commandeered and crafted through state propaganda to serve the needs of national security—a form of idolatry that did not perish with Jeroboam, as we will explore in part two. One of the horrendous blasphemies of the modern West has been the ease of using the name of God in association with national aggrandization. It is well known that both major protagonists in the cataclysmic destruction of the First World War claimed “God is on our side.” Genocides in South Africa, North America, and Australia have been given theological divine sanction. “One nation under God” and “In God we trust” are relatively recent inventions giving somewhat ironic expression to American identity and setting religiously sanctioned capitalism against atheistic communism. “For God and Ulster” was paraded on banners that I remember in my homeland, Northern Ireland, to bolster the tribal identity and political hegemony of Protestants.

Moving back from the prophets to Psalm 115, the psalm that most sharply declares the human origin of idols, it is noticeable again that the polemical context is between Israel and the nations. The familiar opening verse of the psalm also takes on greater significance in the light of our discussion thus far. If the gods of a nation are in fact the collective human construct of that nation’s pride, then the glory of a god is identical to the glory of its nation and vice versa. To glorify a nation’s god usually meant praising that nation’s military might. The Israelite psalmist denies that this can be any part of the motivation for praising Yahweh the God of Israel. On the contrary, he says, with double emphasis, “Not to us, LORD, not to us but to your name be the glory, because of your love and faithfulness” (Ps 115:1).

That is to say, to give glory to Yahweh must never be construed as just another way of giving glory to his people Israel. On the contrary, Yahweh must be praised for his own distinct identity and character, not just as a symbol or cipher for the people’s own self-congratulation (a confusion that is as seductive as it is rampant among modern nations that claim to honor “God” in national ceremonies, or sloganize a pious-sounding “God bless America” in otherwise blatantly political speeches).

The worst manifestation of gods as the work of human hands is when humans claim to be their own gods or to be the divine source of their own power. The quip about “the self-made man who worships his creator” is recognized in the Old Testament, and even comes in for the same kind of grim humor in the process of unmasking the absurdity and deception of such arrogance. Yet again, it is usually the vice of kings and emperors.

Ezekiel exposes the self-divination of the king of Tyre and the inevitable judgment it brings on him and his empire:


In the pride of your heart

you say, “I am a god;

I sit on the throne of a god

in the heart of the seas.”

But you are a mere mortal and not a god,

though you think you are as wise as a god. . . .

Will you then say, “I am a god,”

in the presence of those who kill you?

You will be but a mortal, not a god,

in the hands of those who slay you. (Ezek 28:2, 9)



Similarly, Ezekiel pointedly expresses the arrogance of the pharaoh of Egypt who imagines himself to be the source of his own prosperity, claiming the divine power of creation over the Nile that itself provides the wealth of Egypt.


I am against you, Pharaoh king of Egypt,

you great monster lying among your streams.

You say, “The Nile belongs to me;

I made it for myself.” (Ezek 29:3)



What insane arrogance and self-deception fuel such an absurd claim! Yet it is echoed in the idolatrous worship of Mammon that characterizes contemporary global capitalism. Is there not an ugly irony in the self-styled and semiblasphemous “masters of the universe” as a term for those making massive and almost instant fortunes in clever deals in the financial markets? It is also evident in the way individuals who have accumulated vast amounts of wealth in business (with or without effective scrutiny) are lauded as assumed experts in other quite unrelated fields of human interaction—politics, for example. Mammon rules in both spheres, as the extent of corruption by corporate lobbying and the eye-watering scale of money spent on getting elected (or not) exposes. We seem content to be ruled by the “best” government money can buy. Even megachurch pastors whose wealth may have come from spiritually dubious sources are “idolized” as celebrities of great wisdom and their published words revered like Delphi oracles of old.
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