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A disclaimer from Pastor Jon

I am often inspired, provoked and corrected by such luminaries as John Piper, Mark Driscoll, Wayne Grudem, John McArthur, Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Charles Spurgeon and many others. If you know their writing and preaching well, you will no doubt sometimes find their thoughts, illustrations and quotations scattered throughout my sermons. I make no claim to original thinking; indeed I am very wary of anything that seems new or unique – it seems unlikely that the Spirit of God should reveal something to me that he has chosen not to reveal to the great preachers and teachers of the past! I try to footnote direct references to other peoples’ material, but sometimes they are just there in my head, perhaps from something I have read months or years ago, and I don’t really know where it’s come from! 




We’re in a series called Counterfeit Gods[endnoteRef:1]. Unashamedly influenced by Tim Keller’s book. All about things that come into our lives that become so big and so precious to us that they end up taking the place in our lives that should be reserved for God. Looked at money, sex & relationships, dreams goals & ambitions. Tonight looking at idols of power. [1:  Keller, T. Counterfeit Gods. Hodder, 2009] 


Start by saying: Power and influence - good things. If God thought otherwise, he wouldn’t have given us leaders, whose job it is to wield power and influence. 

1 Peter 2:13 Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right.

So let’s not have any ideas that we’d be better off without leaders, that anarchy is somehow a positive idea. God gives us leaders for our own good. Keep us on straight & narrow, make hard decisions – lead. Nothing wrong with having power & influence.

But this is what sin does: It takes something that is good, and twists and distorts it, and makes it into something bad. And we could all name bad leaders – people whose power has gone to their heads. We’re going to look at one of them in the Bible in a moment. 

But you might be thinking, well, I’m not a leader, not powerful at all! I stack shelves for a living, not command an empire, or a big business! Not much chance of me making an idol out of power![endnoteRef:2] [2:  Cut for space: Well let’s think for a moment what idols are. An idol is anything that is more important to you than God, anything that absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, anything you seek to give you what only God can give. And that’s why is such a big deal. First of the 10 commandments:
Exodus 20:3 "You shall have no other gods before me.
Which leads to the obvious question, well, what do you mean by “other gods”? The answer comes immediately:
Exodus 20:4-5 "You shall not make for yourself an idol… [Well, what’s an idol?] …in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them…”] 


Let’s be clear about this: anything can become an idol, if it takes the place of God. So let’s think a bit more laterally about idols of power and influence. Idols of power often hidden quite deep, spend bit of time thinking through where they might be hiding!

Tim Keller talks about a man he knew years ago[endnoteRef:3]. Not a Xn. Call him Ed. He would seduce women, and once he’d slept with them, he’d lose interest and move on. Again and again. His idol was power. That’s why he slept with all those women. Ed liked the power of knowing he could sleep with them if he wanted to. Once he achieved that, he lost interest. [3:  Ibid. p.111-112] 

Anyway, he made some sort of profession of Xn faith. Quickly cut the sexual conquests out of his life, settled down, got involved in leading stuff at church. 

However, Ed was always argumentative and domineering. In every meeting he wanted to be the leader, even if there already was a leader. He was abrasive and harsh with anyone who disagreed with him. 

It was pretty clear that Ed’s meaning and value and purpose in life had not been shifted over to Jesus; it was still based in having power over other people. He liked the power of knowing he could sleep with women and dump them. He liked the power of knowing he was right, that he had the truth. Power was his idol. It was expressed in a sexual way before, and in a religious way afterwards.

How else can power and influence be an idol? Maybe it’s your idol and you’ve never realized it before?

Are you someone who runs other people down all the time? Every time you mention someone, you drop in something negative about them. 
‘He lets his kids do xyz’
‘She always spends too much’
‘He drives too fast/too slow/radio too loud/aircon too cold’
No-one else is quite as good as you are. And you don’t mind saying so because it makes you look bigger and better and more powerful. It’s an idol of power. 

Do you like gossip? You like to have the latest juicy titbit – the latest scandal. You enjoy it when people come to you for information because it makes you feel important. You feed people little bits of information to give the impression you know more than you actually do. Gives you power/control. Maybe power is your idol.

Bullies have power as their idol. Bullies love to dominate other people. Men – is that you? Do you command your kids around and have petty rules that must be obeyed, and discipline them harshly for little things? And they’re afraid of you? Do you command your wife around like she’s a servant and make her do things – is she afraid of you? Bullies are cowards because they’ll only take on someone weaker than themselves, because it makes them feel powerful in their little tiny kingdom. Do you get a kick out of making other people do what you want? 

Another way that power idols come out is in people who have a small amount of power and use it to make life hard for other people. The petty bureaucrat. The jobsworth who seems to get a kick out of making people do things just for the sake of it. I once worked in an office where there was a guy who kept the staples in his drawer. Locked. No good reason. But he insisted – made up reasons why they had to be locked away. Really annoying, but it gave him a tiny bit of power over all the rest of us.
What about people who are manipulative. Is that you? You want to do everything your own way and if anyone challenges it, you cry. And there’s always a sob story that excuses your bad behaviour. Afraid of ever challenging you, or questioning - always get own way. Do you manipulate people into doing what you want? It’s all about power. If that’s you power is an idol for you. Not saying everyone who cries is being manipulative – but good to honestly  interrogate our own hearts and ask our minds those difficult questions.

And for some, sex is a power idol. A husband who is only affectionate with his wife when he wants sex, and then is emotionally detached once he’s got it. Or a wife who uses sex as a reward or a bargaining tool.[endnoteRef:4] All about power.  [4:  Smith, R. The Christian Counselor’s Medical Desk Reference. Timeless Texts, 2000. p317] 


Idols of power and influence are all around us. And not many of us are immune. 

Someone in the Bible had made power into an idol. Daniel Chapter 2. The place is Babylon. The time is 607BC. The person: King Nebuchadnezzar II.[endnoteRef:5] He created the hanging gardens of Babylon, conquered many kingdoms, including Judah. He was fabulously wealthy, and was the most powerful man on the face of the earth. [5:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nebuchadnezzar_II] 


Daniel 2:1-3 In the second year of his reign, Nebuchadnezzar had dreams; his mind was troubled and he could not sleep. 2 So the king summoned the magicians, enchanters, sorcerers and astrologers to tell him what he had dreamed. When they came in and stood before the king, 3 he said to them, "I have had a dream that troubles me and I want to know what it means."

So Neb is deeply troubled by this recurring dream. He can’t sleep at night. His dream was of a towering figure which came crashing down. Was that him? Was he about to lose his kingdom? Neb was afraid. 

So Daniel comes on the scene and explains Neb’s dream to him.
Read Daniel 2:31-35
Daniel then goes on to explain the meaning of the dream. The statue represented the kingdoms of the earth. It’s symbolic of all human power, achievement and ingenuity, over generations. And it’s in the form of an idol because that’s what Neb had done – idolised his own achievements, his own power and influence.

But then the whole lot comes crashing down because of a small rock. Where does the rock come from? “Not cut out by human hands” – in other words, this is something from God. And Daniel goes on to explain that this worthless rock will break all the kingdoms of gold, silver, bronze & iron. Not just knock this statue over, but pulverise it into fine dust, like a nuclear bomb going off![endnoteRef:6]  [6:  Wallace, R. The Message of Daniel. IVP, 1991. p56] 


But when a bomb goes off, you can’t find the bomb afterwards in the rubble can you? But this rock, instead of being destroyed itself, grows and grows and fills the whole world. 

The rock is Jesus. Now scholars disagree over whether the it’s Jesus’ 1st coming, and his kingdom is currently growing to fill the world. Or whether it’s Jesus 2nd coming, when every earthly kingdom will submit to him. It doesn’t actually matter that much.[endnoteRef:7] The point is, this dream was a warning to Neb that his kingdom was precarious. His power could be lost in an instant. And that’s what scared him. [7:  The most common explanation is that the gold represents the Babylonian empire; the Silver represents the Medes & Persians; the Bronze represents the Greeks, and the iron & clay represents the Romans. There are problems with that interpretation though. Firstly, Jesus’ kingdom did not utterly destroy all preceding kingdoms. That’s what the Jews wanted, but it was explicitly not Jesus’ purpose. Secondly, chapter 2 needs to be read with Chapter 7 in mind, which, again, speaks of four kingdoms, that will one day be conquered by Jesus when he brings final judgement. Are they the same four kingdoms? If they are, then they cannot represent the ancient civilisations commonly attributed to them. In the end though, the discussion is fairly academic, especially in relation to chapter 2, where the clear point is that Neb must humble himself because his power is precarious.] 


People who have power as an idol are often scared. They’re scared because their power is so easy to lose. The class bully who extorts money from the other children in his class is scared of the bigger bully in the next class. 

People who gossip are scared that one day they’ll be found out. That people will figure out that they don’t know as much as they make out. And that people will stop telling them things, because no-one trusts a gossip do they?

People who are manipulative are scared that they will eventually annoy their friends and family so much that they’ll walk away and they’ll have no-one left to manipulate. 

People who have power as an idol are often fearful people. Their control of other people is so important to them, that they’re terrified of losing it. Need to be in charge. 

Neb used to think he was unchallengeable. But when realised there’s a God out there, who is more powerful, man that scared him. His dream was a call to humility. It was a call to put his idol of his own power away and instead, make God #1. 

And, you know, it worked!

Daniel 2:46-47 Then King Neb fell prostrate [facedown] before Daniel and paid him honour and ordered that an offering and incense be presented to him [To Daniel, not God – getting there!]…The king said to Daniel, "Surely your God is the God of gods and the Lord of kings and a revealer of mysteries, for you were able to reveal this mystery."

We mustn’t miss just how extraordinary it is for the most powerful man in the world to fall face down in front of one of his own servants. Humility was awakened in Neb. This is big.

Neb was beginning to learn that his power, far from being something he had achieved on his own, was a gift from God. He had been so proud in his own wisdom, wealth, power and greatness. It was dawning on him that the power he had was a gift from God, and that he was accountable to God.

Where does power come from? People imagine they are where they are because of their cleverness, their hard work, their good humour. Our society reinforces it too: you can do it. Reach for the stars. Search for the hero inside yourself. You are in control of your own destiny. You can achieve what you want if you believe in yourself. 

The reality is much more complicated. We are where we are because of our genes (not within our control), our family (not within our control), the country we’re born in (not within our control), the experiences and situations we have been through in life (not within our control) and by what appears to be sheer luck (not within our control). We are mostly not the masters of our own destiny. 

If you happened to have been born in a mud hut in Malawi, you could work as hard as you likes, and used all your talents to the max, and reach for the stars as high as you can, and you’d still be poor and powerless.  
If you’re in a position of power or influence, you need to acknowledge that it’s mostly not your doing. It’s given to you by God, and he’ll hold you accountable for how you use the power and influence he’s given. 

So what happened to Neb? Short-lived. Ch4 – another dream – another warning – power became his idol again. 
Read Dan 4:24-27, then Dan 4:29-33

So what’s the solution to idols of power? How do you get rid of them? Let me tell you a story: Voyage of the Dawn Treader – fantasy, land of Narnia.

Eustace Scrubb. Schoolboy with a lust for power. Makes life as hard and unpleasant for everyone else as he can. Teases people, tortures small animals, rubs everyone up the wrong way, bullies younger children. Wannabe Nebuchadnezzar.

One day he finds a huge treasure trove in a cave. Thinks – wow – at last – I am important – have everything I want – everyone else will have to do what I say. And he falls into a comfortable sleep. But when he wakes up, to his horror, he finds that he has turned into a hideous dragon.

Because he thought like a dragon, in that world, he became a dragon. When we devote ourselves to power – when it becomes an idol in our lives, we become hardened predators. We want more power. We become what we worship.

So Eustace is now immensely powerful – just what he always wanted. But he’s also filled with fear, he’s hideous and after a while, he’s terribly lonely. This is what idolising power does to us. The shock of being changed into a dragon humbles Eustace and he longs to be a normal boy again, but he can’t do anything about it. 

He’s immensely powerful, he’s afflicted with pride, he knows it’s wrong but he just can’t seem to do anything about it. 

One night he meets a mysterious lion, Aslan. The lion commands him to undress and wash, to take off his lion skin. He manages to peel off a layer, like a snake does, but underneath he’s still a dragon. So he peels off another layer, and another, but it’s no good. He’s still a dragon.

Then the lion speaks again, and this is where we pick up the story:  
‘You will have to let me undress you.’ [Eustace speaking] I was afraid of his claws, I can tell you, but I was pretty nearly desperate now. So I just lay flat down on my back to let him do it.
The very first tear he made was so deep that I thought it had gone right into my heart. And when he began pulling the skin off, it hurt worse than anything I’ve ever felt…Well, he peeled the beastly stuff right off – just as I thought I’d done it myself the other three times, only they hadn’t hurt – and there it was [the skin] lying on the grass: only ever so much thicker, and darker, and more knobbly-looking than the others had been. And there was I was smooth and soft … and smaller than I had been. Then he caught hold of me – I didn’t like that much for I was very tender underneath now that I’d no skin on – and threw me into the water. It smarted like anything but only for a moment. After that it became perfectly delicious and as soon as I started swimming and splashing I found that all the pain had gone ... And then I saw why. I’d turned into a boy again.”
The lion, Aslan, represents Jesus. And this part of the story is a great picture of how idols of power can turn us into something horrible. And we’re stuck with it. Like a barbed hook that can only go in deeper, we can’t escape from its clutches. And slowly the idol of power destroys us. 

But there is hope. You can change. If you can identify yourself as someone who struggles with idols of power, there is hope. 

1) You need to realise what you have become.
Eustace realised to his horror that he had become a dragon. 
Neb became like an animal, living among the animals.
You need to take a good hard look at who you are, and confess it to God. If you’re not sure if you have this idol, ask God HS to show you clearly.

2) You need to humble yourself.
Neb realised that he was not supremely powerful. God is. Neb realised that he was not in control of his destiny. That’s humbling.
Eustace tried to change himself – peel off the layers himself. Couldn’t do it. Needed Aslan’s help. That’s humbling. 
We need to recognise that we can’t help ourselves. Romans 5 – powerless. Only God can help us – only God can fix us.

3) From that place of desperation, beg him to change you.
Eustace had to give up trying to help himself, and submit himself to Aslan. And Aslan’s claws hurt so bad as he was tearing off that old skin. But he came out better than before – a new boy.

Neb went through something similar:
Daniel 4:34-36 At the end of that time, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes towards heaven, and my sanity was restored. Then I praised the Most High; I honoured and glorified him who lives forever. His dominion is an eternal dominion; his kingdom endures from generation to generation. All the peoples of the earth [including me] are regarded as nothing. He does as he pleases with the powers of heaven and the peoples of the earth. No-one can hold back his hand or say to him: "What have you done?" At the same time that my sanity was restored, my honour and splendour were returned to me for the glory of my kingdom. My advisers and nobles sought me out, and I was restored to my throne and became even greater than before.

When Neb raised his eyes towards heaven, his sanity was restored. And he became even greater than before. This is a pattern you see sometimes in the Bible. God takes us down - humbles us, then raises us up and blesses us with more than before. 

Think about the great wealthy Job. God takes everything away. Breaks him. Then restores him with more than he had before. 

Maybe you’ve been somewhere similar – God takes you to the end of your resources – nothing left – no you left to depend on. Cry to him & he builds you up again, stronger.

Think about Jesus:
Phil 2:7-9 …made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness…he humbled himself and became obedient to death--even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name…”

Jesus lost all power, and became a servant, in order to save us. He suffered, but is now glorified.

Only by admitting the sin of our power idols, by confessing it to God, by admitting that we’re helpless to change, and by casting ourselves on his mercy, can we be changed and healed, and find security in his love.

And that security that comes from God will enable us to use our God-given power and influence in a way that is not sin, and does not oppress others. The fear and insecurity is gone. The lust for power is cut at the root. 

Want to smash idol of power? Pulverise into fine dust? Rock Jesus. 
As Augustine said, “For those who would learn God’s ways, humility is the first thing, humility is the second, humility is the third.”[endnoteRef:8] [8:  Saint Augustine of Hippo (AD354–430) Quoted in Blanchard, J. Gathered Gold. Evangelical Press, 1984. p157.] 


Pray: Confess we like to be the masters of our own destiny. We like to be in control. And for many of us, we like to control others. And what it all comes down to is a love of power, and pride. Father, if these are real for some of us here today, please reveal it to us – convict us – challenge us – open our eyes to see the reality of our condition. And then give us the grace to confess it and receive forgiveness and mercy from you, gracious God. 
Where we have built idols in our lives, come and pulverise them through the glorious gospel of Jesus. Lord, give us a passion for your glory that hates and wants to kill anything in our lives that threatens to take your position as #1. 





Songs: Jesus Calls Above the Tumult; O For A Closer Walk With God; All I Once Held Dear; At the Name of Jesus; From the Highest of Heights; +keyword: enthrone
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