
Heart Matters, Some Answers (Part 2)
Small Group Questions (audio or transcript)1

 The desire to pursue God and know Him more deeply is a desire that God produces in us.  This should 
push us to ask God to produce a hunger, a thirst, a desire for Him.  We should cry out, like the father of the boy in 
desperate need of God’s intervention, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!”2  There is no set formula for 
us to execute to have this produced in us.  However, there are barriers that exist in our hearts to developing a 
desire for and pursuit of Jesus.  Two common barriers are idolatry and pride.
 We all worship something, we are worshippers.  The problem is that we prefer to worship created things 
rather than the Creator of all things (Romans 1:21-25).  We prefer the gifts more than the Giver.  The greatest 
problem in the world is not a moral, economical, or social problem; the greatest problem in the world is a failure 
to acknowledge and worship God.  The heart must have something to worship, something to fix its gaze upon, 
something to pursue.  “Every human being must live for something. Something must capture our imaginations, 
our heart’s most fundamental allegiance and hope. But, the Bible tells us, without the intervention of the Holy 
Spirit, that object will never be God himself.”3  On top of our natural proclivity to worship something other than 
God, we also naturally gravitate toward thinking that we are capable of doing life on our own just like our 
ancestors, Adam & Eve.  When these two are combined, a natural barrier to pursuing God with our whole hearts 
is created.

1. How would you define an idol?  Why does God oppose idolatry in mankind?  How does God promise to 
respond to us when we come to Him with idols in our hearts? (see Ezekiel 14:1-6, 1 Thessalonians 1:9)

“Anything that holds the affections, desires, and longings of our hearts in disproportionate, inordinate ways is 
an idol. An idol is anything to which we attach the desires, expectations, affections, devotion, and dependence 
that properly belong to God.”4  It is the natural human existence to crave His stuff more than Him.5  God is the 
sovereign Creator of all things and deserves to be our ultimate pursuit, so when we approach God with 
something else that is Ultimate, God is interested in talking about that thing.  It is important to note that this is 
not just something that we “owe God,” but ultimately works for our own joy.  CS Lewis states this well in The 
Weight of Glory when he says “if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of 
the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that our Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but too 
weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered 
us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is 
meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.”6

2. Is it wrong to want something good?  Explain the difference between something you want and an idol.  Explain 
how, often times, our wants can become our idols.  

There is nothing wrong with wanting good things like a good marriage, financial security, safety, kids that turn 
out OK, success in business, fulfilling relationships or spiritual impact & influence.  The problem enters in 
when these good things become “god” things and become nonnegotiable things in our lives.  When these things 
are what makes our lives worth living, an idol has been born.  Our hand closes around these things and we see 
this become the center of our soul and we give an incredible amount of power and influence to it.  Then we 
don’t draw near to God because He wants to talk about that which we have a death grip on and it is 
nonnegotiable to us.  An idol can be identified by feeling that life is not worth living if it goes away.  
Unfortunately, much of our modern religious experience is perfectly compatible with having idols in our hearts 
because we are able to fit in, say the right things, clean up our exterior behavior, serve and we never are forced 
to address them.  We might look good and exercise precise mechanical obedience, but we will never pursue God 
because we will be forced to deal with that which is the object of our ultimate worship.

3. How would you define pride?  Why is pride a barrier to pursuing God?  How does God treat the proud?  (see 
James 4:3-6, Isaiah 10:13-14)

When we talk about pride, we are talking about the characteristic that believes that we are capable of doing 
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things on our own - that our own power, intellect and insight is enough to choose the right things to pursue.  
When we walk in pride, we don’t need outside help because we have it handled.  This is what happened in the 
Garden of Eden with Adam & Eve - though they had dominion over all things in creation, they wanted more.  
The lust for more was fueled by the pride in their hearts that they had a better perspective than God.  God said, 
“I’m sovereign, I’m ultimate, I’m supreme - don’t forget it,” but Adam rejected this and ate the fruit - effectively 
saying, “I’m sovereign, I’m ultimate, I’m supreme and I’m no longer interested in being dependent on You.”  
This is pride, thinking that we know what is best and have it all figured out.  What characterizes an arrogant, 
prideful heart?  I did it, I am strong & capable, I am smart & wise, I understand, I make things happen, I 
overcome, I am unopposed, I have the right perspective.  When we walk in pride we believe that our strength 
and savvy is what makes things happen.  See the emphasis on "I?"7  Pride is a barrier in our pursuit of God 
because when we walk in pride we don’t need Him, we have it figured out and are going about our lives with no 
recognition of need; we fail to understand our true state of spiritual bankruptcy.8  However, this passage in 
James tells us that God yearns for our spirits to worship him.  God wants our hearts to worship him because 
that leads to His glory and our joy.  But, the bible tells us that He opposes the proud9 and ultimately will punish 
the proud in heart.10

4. Explain how pride can be created in us when we approach our faith by constructing formula based lists of dos 
and don’ts that are targeted toward behavior modification instead of heart level transformation.  Does this 
approach to faith lend us to seeing ourselves in desperate need of God?

When we construct formula based lists that are targeted toward modifying & managing our behavior, pride is 
normally the byproduct because it creates a system in which the result relies upon us and our ability to execute 
the formulas.  Who is in focus here?  We are.  When we approach faith like this we don’t need Him, because 
we’ve got it handled!  We have the formulas on how to be a better man, how to manage our finances, how to 
raise our kids right, how to evangelize correctly, the right way to grow spiritually, but there is no desperation 
for God in this!  This is law and if law could have saved us then we would not be in need of grace.  We should 
certainly be disciplined and work hard in our faith, but we should recognize that we are not going to execute 
well enough to pull of salvation in our kids - or keep them protected from pornography, alcohol, drugs or any 
number of other evils.  We must be in desperate need of God’ s intervention as we beg Him for mercy (“then it 
depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.” Romans 9:16 ESV).  We place kindling 
around our hearts by our discipline and effort, but beg God, to ignite the flame.  The older brother in the 
parable of the prodigal son11 walked in self righteous pride and could not understand the grace his father 
showed to his younger brother.  When we walk in prideful self-sufficiency we are robbed of desperation for 
God, don’t walk in freedom and see little need for grace.  An overly pragmatic approach to faith that says,  
“just tell me what to do” is dangerous because we can often times do it under our own power.  This is 
dangerous because you can obey God without loving Him, but you can’t love God without obeying Him.12  

 

5. When you think of God’s wrath, do you think of plagues and curses?  What causes God’s wrath in this passage?  
What does His wrath look like?  (see Romans 1:18-26)

Most of the time we think of God’s wrath as being characterized by plagues, curses and hardships.  We see the 
two major causes of God’s wrath in this passage as idolatry (“for although they knew God, they did not honor 
him as God” and pride (“or give thanks to him”)13.  No plagues, no fire raining down, no disease, no 
pestilence.  What happened?  “They became futile in their thinking,” and “their foolish hearts were darkened 
and God gives them up to dishonorable passions.”14.  God says, “you want that?  Have it.”  And He lets life go 
on in relative ease.  He lets you chase your idol in pride and does nothing to intervene - this is how he pours 
out his wrath.  This is FRIGHTENING!  This is God’s “passive wrath.”

6. Have you considered that difficulties in your life may be the grace of God, and getting what you want would 
actually be God’s wrath?  Is God more merciful to give you difficulty that pushes you to dependance upon Him 
or give you what you want, regardless of whether it is in our best interest?  (see Romans 1:18-25)

It is one of the greatest acts of mercy to not give you what you want when your want is not in your best interest.  
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“We never imagine that getting our heart's deepest desires might be the worst thing that can ever happen to 
us.”15  This is a hard truth for us to swallow, especially when we think that we have the ultimate perspective on 
our lives.  Often times, wrath would be to let you have your idol or to let you walk in pride, but mercy denies 
you of what you want more than anything, revealing your pride.  How can this be mercy?  This is mercy 
because it pushes us to dependence.  So when life rubs against us in hard ways, it is the providence of God, 
revealing to us our desperate need for Him.  When marriage is difficult, kids are pressing against you, the 
economy is challenging your business, relationships are an ongoing source of difficulty, God is asking us, 
“where is your faith, where is your trust?”  Is it in things going well, money in the bank, relational harmony?  
Or is it in the God of the universe?  We all want it easy, but God is too gracious to give us easy.  Paul had his 
thorn which pushed him to dependence16

Summary:
 As Calvin said, “Man’s nature, so to speak, is a perpetual factory of idols.”17 “What do you crave more 
than God? Sexual pleasure? Money? Power? Approval? Comfort? Satisfaction for self? Here’s how you know 
what you worship. You worship whatever controls you. What is the True North of your heart, the resting place for 
the needle of your subconscious thoughts and desires? What is the object of your affections? What causes you to 
lose your composure, your cool, your inward peace and joy? What controls you?18  “What is an idol? It is 
anything 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.  A counterfeit god is anything so central and essential to 
your life that, should you lose it, your life would feel hardly worth living. An idol has such a controlling position 
in your heart that you can spend most of your passion and energy, your emotional and financial resources, on it 
without a second thought. It can be family and children, or career and making money, or achievement and critical 
acclaim, or saving “face” and social standing. It can be a romantic relationship, peer approval, competence and 
skill, secure and comfortable circumstances, your beauty or your brains, a great political or social cause, your 
morality and virtue, or even success in the Christian ministry. When your meaning in life is to fix someone else’s 
life, we may call it “co-dependency” but it is really idolatry. An idol is whatever you look at and say, in your heart 
of hearts, “If I have that, then I’ll feel my life has meaning, then I’ll know I have value, then I’ll feel significant 
and secure.” There are many ways to describe that kind of relationship to something, but perhaps the best one is 
worship.”19 
 Pride says, “I’ve got this, I can handle it, God is relying on us to accomplish His purposes.”  God doesn’t 
need us to accomplish His purposes!20  An honest assessment of our lives reveals that we are rarely as faithful as 
we ought to be.  How often do we execute well enough?  If our faith has become characterized by things that we 
must do (to manage or modify our behavior, to serve Him, to measure up to His standards) then pride creeps in 
because there is no desperation for God.  This places the focus on us to perform correctly or at least to pretend to!  
When we walk in pride, we don’t need grace, because we’ve got it on our own.  Paul’s rhetorical question to the 
church at Corinth, “what do you have that you did not receive,”21 is a great reminder to us that the of the author 
of every good thing in our lives is God.  When we approach God with this mindset, humility and thankfulness is 
produced.
 The great news is that if we have any desire for a softer heart that desires to pursue God then God is 
working in our lives!  We have not become futile in our thinking as Paul says.22  Is part of the reason that we 
avoid pursuing God deeply because we know that if we draw near to Him that He will want to talk about the thing 
that we love more than we love Him?  Or is it because we don’t really feel a need for Him because life is going 
smoothly?  We must always remember that God is after our joy, not external compliance.  

Application:
• Find a moment in a quiet spot and ask God to help you to identify things in your life that you have made in to 

idols.  These may be good things (like marriage, success, morality, child rearing, money, comfort, security, 
spiritual accomplishment) that you have turned in to “god things.”  Ask yourself, “is there anything that I don't 
want God to touch, that is non-negotiable, that my hand has closed on?

• Identify ways that you have synthesized your faith down to a list of do’s, dont’s and tasks to accomplish.  Ask 
yourself if this has produced a deeper dependance upon God or has produced independence (pride) in you.  Is it  
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possible your pursuit of God is hampered by your own service for Him? 

Recommended Resources:
Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only Hope that Matters by Timothy 
Keller (book)
Christ Formed in You by Brian Hedges (especially chapter 4 entitled The Cure Has Begun:  The Heart) (book)
When Christianity is Idolatry23 by Matt Johnson (blog post)
Jesus + Nothing = Everything24 by Tullian Tchividjian (message)
A World of Idols25 by Tim Keller (message)
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2 Mark 9:24 ESV

3 Keller, Timothy (2009). Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only Hope that Matters (p. 3). DUTTON ADULT. 
Kindle Edition. 

4 Hedges, Brian G. (2010). Christ Formed in You (Kindle Locations 1320-1321). Shepherd Press. Kindle Edition.

5 “they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” (Romans 1:25 ESV)

6 The Weight of Glory by CS Lewis (preached originally as a sermon in the Church of St Mary the Virgin, Oxford, on June 8, 1942: published in 
THEOLOGY, November, 1941, and by the S.P.C.K, 1942)

7 ““By the strength of my hand I have done it, and by my wisdom, for I have understanding; I remove the boundaries of peoples, and plunder their treasures; 
like a bull I bring down those who sit on thrones. My hand has found like a nest the wealth of the peoples; and as one gathers eggs that have been forsaken, 
so I have gathered all the earth; and there was none that moved a wing or opened the mouth or chirped.”” (Isaiah 10:13–14 ESV)

8 Jesus was referring to our spiritual bankruptcy when he said, ““Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 5:3 ESV).  We 
must have an ONGOING recognition of our complete inability to make things happen on our own.  This is not a one time event, but is an ongoing condition 
of the heart.

9 ““God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”” (James 4:6 ESV)

10 God's opinion and promise to the proud?  “I will punish the world for its evil, and the wicked for their iniquity; I will put an end to the pomp of the 
arrogant, and lay low the pompous pride of the ruthless.” (Isaiah 13:11 ESV)

11 Luke 15:11-32

12 Obedience to God that is not marked by relational dependance is not true faith:  “On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in 
your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from 
me, you workers of lawlessness.’” (Matthew 7:22–23 ESV)

13 “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him” (Romans 1:21 ESV)

14 “they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.” (Romans 1:21 ESV); “Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their 
hearts to impurity” (Romans 1:24 ESV)

15 Tweet by Tim Keller (@DailyKeller), 9/19/2011, 6:08AM

16 “So to keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations,a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan 
to harass me, to keep me from becoming conceited. Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. But he said to me, “My grace is 
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may 
rest upon me.” (2 Corinthians 12:7–9 ESV)

17 Calvin, John T. McNeil, ed., Ford L. Battles, trans., Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book I, Chap. XI, 8 (Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 
1960) 108.  Hedges, Brian G. (2010). Christ Formed in You (Kindle Locations 5143-5145). Shepherd Press. Kindle Edition. 

18 Hedges, Brian G. (2010). Christ Formed in You (Kindle Locations 1335-1340). Shepherd Press. Kindle Edition.

19 Keller, Timothy (2009). Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only Hope that Matters. DUTTON ADULT. Kindle 
Edition location 133.
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20 “Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases.” (Psalms 115:3 ESV); “The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven 
and earth, does not live in temples made by man, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life 
and breath and everything.” (Acts 17:24–25 ESV)

21 “What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?” (1 Corinthians 4:7 ESV)

22 Romans 1:21

23 http://theresurgence.com/2011/08/19/when-christianity-is-idolatry

24 Audio:  http://fm.thevillagechurch.net/resource_files/audio/201105071915FMWC21ASAAA_TullianTchividjian_StandAlone-
JesusPlusNothingEqualsEverything.mp3;Video:  http://theresurgence.com/2011/03/17/tullian-tchividjian-jesus-nothing-everything 

25 A World of Idols by Tim Keller.  http://sermons2.redeemer.com/sermons/world-idols
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