Citizens of Heaven

Law, Gospel, and Our Idols

Romans 1:18-25 — Idol Distortion

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who
suppress the truth by their wickedness, *° since what may be known about God is plain to them, because
God has made it plain to them. 2° For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal
power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that
men are without excuse. 2! For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave
thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Although they
claimed to be wise, they became fools 2 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made
to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 2 Therefore God gave them over in the sinful
desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. 2> They
exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—
who is forever praised. Amen.

1. Romans 1:21 says that although people knew God, they “neither glorified him as God nor gave
thanks to him.” How does ingratitude open the door to idolatry?

2. Inv. 23, people exchange God’s glory for created things, worldly things. What kinds of exchanges still
happen when trust shifts from God to human systems and institutions or strength?

3. Paul describes God “giving the over” to their desires in vs. 24-25. How can idolatry feel like such
freedom at first only to always result in bondage?

4. How does this section of Romans 1 show that idolatry doesn’t stay private but reshapes whole
communities, cultural value systems, and how people treat one another?

Jeremiah 17:5-9 — Appealing to Merit

This is what the Lord says: “Cursed is the one who trusts in man, who depends on flesh for his strength
and whose heart turns away from the Lord. ® He will be like a bush in the wastelands; he will not see
prosperity when it comes. He will dwell in the parched places of the desert, in a salt land where no one
lives. 7 “But blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is in him. 8 He will be like a tree
planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream. It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves
are always green. It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to bear fruit.” °The heart is
deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?

5. Romans 1:18 speaks of people who “suppress the truth by their wickedness.” God loves the truth!
How might merit-based systems help us avoid uncomfortable truths about ourselves?



6. God warns in Jeremiah 17:5, “Cursed is the one who trusts in man.” Why is trusting visible power
and human achievement often more appealing than trusting God?

7. Merit gives us a way to measure worth, to rank others and ourselves relative to them. How does that
impulse show up among Christians in worship and ministry settings?

8. What does Jeremiah 17:7-8 say about the difference between self-made security and the stability
God gives us?

Galatians 2:16 — Justification Confronts Pride

[We] know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have
put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law,
because by observing the law no one will be justified.

9. Paul states here that no one is justified by doing works of the law. Why is this so deeply unsettling to
us as humans???

10. How does justification by faith in Jesus strip away the ability to claim moral, spiritual, or cultural
superiority over someone else?

11. Since righteous is received rather than achieved, what happens to people and systems that depend
on comparison and exclusivity?

12. How does justification by grace re-center identity in Christ rather than our performance or pedigree?

What idols to Christian communities most commonly struggle with
today?

13. In Romans 1:25, Paul people worshiped and lived for created things rather than the creator. What
created things are most easily turned sacred and spoken of with almost religious language?

14. Jeremiah 17 contrasts trusting humans with trusting in the Lord. How can churches subtly shift from
dependence on God to dependence on influence, numbers, and cultural dominance?

15. How does fear, fear of loss or irrelevance reveal what a population of people truly trusts?

16. In what ways might idolatry look respectable, patriotic, and even faithful on the surface while
actually displacing Christ?



