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Major Theme Two – True Worship vs. Idolatry

Last week we began by looking at God’s covenant love, his hesed.  It is the right place to start, because without keeping God’s love for his people and his redemptive purposes in mind, the Minor Prophets are not really understandable.  Every accusations, every call of judgment, every promise or redemption and return is tied to His love. But, this love is not a “sentimental” love, a love that says, “Your okay, nothing to change.”  It is a love that always draws people into life – into what is best for them.  When people are actively engaged in choosing death (a strange concept, but one which the Bible points to quite often), God in his love sends his prophets to speak judgment on their behavior and ways of being.  

One of the two major themes which Yahweh God speaks to in the Minor Propehts is that of idolatry.  This is always contrasted with “right worship” – what God really desires from his people as a response who they are to who He is.  This is why the Minor Prophets do not talk only about actions (actively worshipping in a wrong manner) but about being (when people’s whole structure of a life is in conflict to the ways of God, the ways of life).  

What do we mean by idolatry?

There are really three types of idolatry seen in the Bible.  The first is the active worship of false idols.  This is the old fashioned idol of carving an image and then bowing down to it.  The classic text for this is Aaron’s making of the Gold Calf in the desert.  This is a relatively rare occurance in the Old Testament, though it is instructive that the practice of worshipping items made by human hands continues in the world today, both in other world religions and in the day-to-day life of many people whose God “is their stomach.”  

The second type of idolatry in the Bible is that of worshipping the name “Yahweh” but doing it in ways that are associated with the false gods of Israel’s neighbors.  This is what we see when the Israelites begin to worship Yahweh (in name only) but do so by engaging in 1) temple prostitution and sexual orgies (Hosea 4:14) 2) offering child sacrifices (Ezek 23:37) and 3) by setting up “high places” (1 Kings 12:31) right outside their house (an act of control on God).  This type of idolatry is particularly insidious because the name “Yahweh” is being used in worship that God has disavowed. 

The third type of idolatry is much more difficult to notice.  It occurs when people are worshipping Yahweh – in His name – in the right ways – by offering sacrifices, by singing praise psalms, by going to the Temple, by attending to all the right ordinances.  Everything looks good – but that is the key – looks can be deceiving.  Instead of worshiping—which the Yahweh has put very clearly as “Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength”—these are people who simply going through the motions.  There is no repentance in their hearts.  They continue to oppress the poor (which we will talk about next week) in order to make more and more money.  They assume that Yahweh is a powerful God who must be “bought off” by acts of worship in order to keep Him on their side.  They are keeping the call to true worship with their actions – but not with their being.  This subtle form of idolatry is one of the particularly important points of discussion throughout the Minor Prophets.

What is True Worship?

Some of the most beautiful passages about true worship appear in the Minor Prophets.  The Minor Prophets call people to love God with their whole actions and with their whole being.  That is point number one – that our whole life is a call to worship.  Worship is about living life for God, not participating in particular ceremonies or actions.  Worship begins by understanding that the whole of life is offered to God as a sacrifice.  You may have learned the song, “What Does God Require?” along the way.  It is taken from Micah 6:8, “He has showed you, O people, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”  It is a powerful passage, but we don’t usually read it in the context of Chapter 6.  The entire chapter is dealing with the question of worship.  The writer asks the question, “Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil? 

Our response, because we know Jesus has “paid the price” would be to say, well, no.  But to a Jew in the 7th century, the answer would be a resounding “Yes!!!!”  The point of Chapter 6 is that worship is not about doing stuff for God (as if he needs us to do things for Him), but about being the people of God.  And it is not just Sabbath life for God – it is about “seven day a week” life for God.  All of who we are is to glorify God – which is done by doing the things that God calls for it.  And this is worship because God is the God of life, not death.  We often get so caught up in the idea that God is simply trying to keep us from doing all the things that are really fun.  No!  The commands of God are the things that lead us to life – full, rich, and long.  So we worship God by living according to his ways because they are live giving ways.  God delight in our experiencing life.  

This life though is not individualistic.  The Triune God is a perpetual community.  We are created in the image of that perpetual community.  We are relational and communal beings.  So our life, to be in harmony with the calling of God and true life, is meant to be communal.  That is why justice is a recurrent theme in the Minor Prophets (next week’s theme).  It is also why God calls us together for a communal sharing and praising of His name.  The festivals of the Israelites were a time of the coming together of the tribes of Israel.  Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) was a time of communal guilt being brought together and dealt with as a community.  This again is why the idea of a personal “high place” outside your house is so idolatrous – not only do you get to control God but you also get to cut yourself off from the community.  True worship is about community – about true life – which means we celebrate, feel shame, and are renewed as a community.  That is why true worship always includes a community that is striving to do what God calls them to do and celebrating God’s provision for this as a community.  
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True Worship
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Hosea 6:6

Hosea 5:3-4










Hosea 14:1-2

Hosea 8:11-13










Joel 1:14

Hosea 9:15










Joel 2:32

Hosea 10:5










Amos 5:14-15

Hosea 11:2










Jonah 3:6-9

Hosea 13:1-2










Micah 4:2-5

Amos 4:4-5










Micah 6:8

Amos 5:5










Micah 7:9, 17-18

Amos 5:21-23










Zephaniah 2:3

Micah 1:7










Zechariah 7:8-10

Micah 6:6-7










Malachi 2:3-6

Nahum 1:14 (Ninevah)

Habakkuk 2:18-20

Zephaniah 1:9

Zephaniah 3:4-5

Zechariah 3:6-7

Zechariah 7:4-7

Malachi 1:6-14

Malachi 2:13-14

PAGE  
2

