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HOMEWORK 
UNDERSTANDING THE HEART  
Identifying Your Idols Exercise 

 
 
What is Idolatry? *Adapted from Gospel Transformation by World Harvest Mission 

Is idolatry limited to what some people did thousands of years ago?  Often we think of idolatry as nothing 
more than making gods out of wood and stone, as Isaiah describes, “Half of the wood he burns in the fire; over it 
he prepares his meal, he roasts his meat and eats his fill.  He also warms himself and says, ‘Ah! I am warm; I see 
the fire.’ From the rest he makes a god, his idol; he bows down to it and worships.  He prays to it and says, ‘Save 
me; you are my god’’ (Isaiah 44:16-17).  However, this is only one example of idolatry.  The New Testament also 
warns us against falling into idolatry.  In 1 Corinthians 10:14, Paul urges the Corinthians to flee from idolatry.  In 
Galatians 5:20, Paul lists idolatry as one of the acts of the flesh.  And in Colossians 3:5, he writes, “Put to death, 
therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature:  sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which 
is idolatry.” 
 So what is an idol?  An idol is anything we believe we need, apart from Jesus or in addition to Jesus, to 
make us happy, satisfied, or fulfilled.  An idol arises when we desire something more than we desire Jesus; when 
we fear things rather than God; when we worship ourselves rather than Christ; when we put our trust in anything 
other than God.  The real reason we resort to idolatry is not hard to find.  When we fall away from God, we 
experience great lack, need, deficiency, and alienation.  In order to fulfill our lives we resort to idolatry.  We love, 
desire, trust, fear and worship other things apart from God to give us love, joy, peace, freedom, status, identity, 
control, happiness, security, fulfillment, health, pleasure, significance, acceptance, and respect.  Sometimes our 
idols are obviously wrong.  However, the things we desire are often good in themselves, such as succeeding in a 
career.   If this becomes an inordinate desire, it has become a false god.  Even good things become idols when 
they start to rule our lives. 
 

“Idols are by no means limited to ‘one per person’. Calvin commented that the human heart was an idol-making factory. We 
are sinfully ingenious at generating new idols and can easily find ourselves serving a number of them at the same time. ‘An idol 

can be a physical object, a property, a person, an activity, a role, an institution, a hope, an image, an idea, a pleasure, a hero.’  

Believing that they have the power to grant us happiness and fulfillment, we come under their mastery. We hotly pursue them 
and wait for them to bestow their ‘blessings’ upon us. They come to control us. We feel that we must have them and go to 

great lengths to get them.”   
PORTERBROOK STUDIES - Gospel Change 

 
Tracing Sin to it’s Core Idol  *Adapted from Gospel Centered Life and Gospel Transformation by World Harvest Mission 

Idolatry is difficult to detect, but we can develop a habit of seeing the ‘red flags’ that alert us that self is 
on the throne.  Red flags are surface sins that call our attention to what is underneath.  Our surface sins (like 
gossip, lust, worry, etc.) are only symptoms of a deeper problem. Underneath every external sin is a heart idol—a 
false god that has eclipsed the true God in our thoughts or affections. We never see the underlying sin, but the 
red flag of surface sin alerts us to its presence, even though we do not see it.  For example, behind gossip may 
be an idol of approval or a desire for power and revenge.  These core idols are what motivate the surface sins we 
commit. (See the diagram on the next page.)  They are the functional lies that we believe and live by…they are 
lies because they promise us something they cannot deliver.  The key to gospel-driven transformation is learning 
to repent of the “sin beneath the sin”—the deeply rooted idolatry and unbelief that drive our more visible sins. 
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One reason why we need to see the ‘subterranean’ 
sin is that if we only repent of the surface sin, then it 
keeps coming back again and again.  If we merely 
mow down the weeds, without pulling them up from 
the root, they will keep growing back.  So, if we are 
to defeat the sin in our life we must learn to trace 
each sin back to its core idol and fight with the 
promises of who Jesus is for us in the Gospel.  Do 
the exercise below to help you trace your sin back to 
the idol that is driving it. 

1. Think about the last time you were 
angry…  

Ask: Was there something too important to 
you? Something you were telling yourself you 
had to have? Is that why you were angry--
because you were being blocked from having 
something you thought was a necessity when it 
was not? 
  

Write down what that might be: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Think about the last time you were fearful or worried… 
Ask: Was there something too important to you? Something you were telling yourself you had to have? Is that why 
you were so scared--because something was being threatened which you thought was a necessity when it was not?  
 

Write down what that might be: 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Think about the last time you were depressed or hating yourself… 
Ask: Was there something too important to you? Something you were telling yourself you had to have? Is that why 
you were so down?—because you have lost or failed at something which you thought was a necessity when it was 
not?   

  
Write down what that might be: 

 
 
 
 
 

Q:  What patterns did you notice as you thought through what is behind each of these emotions? 
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Uncovering your Core Idols  *Adapted from Gospel Transformation by World Harvest Mission 
God created us to be dependent on Him for all we need.  As creatures, God made us for relationships 

and worship.  If we are not turning to God in worship, we are turning to something else.  If we do not bond with 
God through the Gospel, then we will bond to something else – something that promises to do for us what only 
the God can do.  We hold to idols tightly, and return to them so readily, because they appear to do the same 
thing for us that God does.  They become part of us in the same way that our heavenly Father should be part of 
us.  Thus, when we are called to give up an idol, it feels as if we must amputate a limb.  As we trace our sin back 
to its root we will begin to see that each of us have patterns of idolatry.  The same idols will continually come up 
and they will seem like a part of who we are because we have been so dependent upon them.  They will be 
closely meshed with our dreams, fears, and desires.  Below are some questions that will help you begin to 
uncover the patterns of idolatry in your life.  They are designed to help you become more aware of some of the 
deeper desires and fears in your life.   
 

Q:  What is my greatest nightmare or fear? What do I worry about most?   
(Examples:  people’s rejection, losing control, losing or not gaining a reputation, the unknown of my future, exposure 
of my sin/past, commitment, death, failure, not having a relationship/getting married/poor marriage) 

 
 
 
 
 

Q:  What, if I failed or lost it, would cause me to feel that I did not even want to live? What keeps me 
going? 

 
 
 
 
 

Q:  What do I rely on, trust in or comfort myself with when things go bad or get difficult?   
(Examples: pleasure from fun/food/partying/sex/pornography, physical appearance, control, gifts/abilities, status, 
performance)   

 
 
 
 

Q:  What do I think most easily about? What does my mind go to when I am free? What preoccupies me? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q:  What makes me feel the most self-worth? What am I the proudest of? 
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Q:  What do I really desire, want and expect out of life? What do I think I need in addition to Jesus to 
have a happy and fulfilled life?   

(Examples: to feel good, recognition/success, that someone would want me/love me, pleasure/comfort, peace in 
relationships/no conflict, material goods like a nice house/car/etc., approval, health, good job) 

 
 
 
 
 
After answering the questions above look for common themes. Write below what you think are 
your “functional” masters, the things you look to besides Jesus – Control, Approval, Comfort or 
Power. What things tend to be too important to you?  What about your story draws you to these 
things? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Summary of Core Idols 

If you seek… Your greatest 
nightmare 

People often around 
you feel 

Your problem 
emotion 

POWER - success, winning, influence Humiliation Used Anger 

APPROVAL - affirmation, love, 
relationships Rejection Smothered Cowardice 

COMFORT - privacy, lack of stress, 
freedom Stress, demands Neglected Boredom 

CONTROL - self-discipline, certainty, 
standards Uncertainity Condemned Worry 

 


