Imagine that all of us were taken into captivity by another group, sent to live in a new land far away, with this other group of people we didn’t know. Different foods, different cultural practices, different religions. What would we think? There’d be culture shock at first, but over time, we’d learn to adapt. The foreign place would start to feel like home. We’d develop a taste for the food, we’d get to know our neighborhoods, we’d learn the language, and some of our group may even start to take on the religion of that place. When you’re a people in exile, it’s hard to maintain your identity when you’re surrounded by a culture that is opposite of yours. The Israelites, in Isaiah’s prophecy, are in exile in Babylon, surrounded by Babylonian customs and culture, including Babylonian gods. They are losing sight of Yahweh and falling into idolatry, worshipping other gods or trying to mix religions together. 
If that story of us being in exile sounds far-fetched, it shouldn’t. The New Testament speaks of Christians as exiles, sojourners in this land. This life here on Earth is but a pit stop in a foreign land. Paul says in Philippians 3 that our citizenship is in heaven. We may be citizens of the United States, but our true citizenship is elsewhere. This is not our true home. But, like the Israelites in Babylon, we can easily be distracted and start to get too comfortable with our life here on Earth. We forget our true home and start to assimilate too much into the world. We adopt this world’s practices, attitudes, and, unfortunately, the things it worships. And this world, corrupted by sin, does not worship God. Let’s be clear: everyone everywhere worships something. Be it sex, money, power, security, comfort, their own intellect. The world worships self. And the worship of anything or anyone other than God is idolatry. 
Sadly, even believers in Jesus who worship the one, true God still pursue idols in our hearts. Our hearts still tend to drift away from the worship of God to the very same things that the world worships. Our hearts are, in the famous words of John Calvin, “idol factories.”
In our passage this morning, Isaiah 44:9-20 God exposes the utter foolishness of idolatry. He shows that the worship of idols is utterly worthless. There is literally nothing to be gained from seeking after idols and everything to lose. We, exiles and sojourners, citizens of heaven, need to hear God’s word this morning just as urgently as the people of the exile in Babylon. We continually need to be reminded to forsake the idols of our heart, the things our flesh wants to delight in, and turn back to God as the sole object of our worship.
This morning, we’ll see 4 Reasons Why Idolatry is Utterly Worthless
1) Idolatry is Shameful (9-11)
Our section comes off the heels of verses 6-8 and stands in contrast to v. 8, “Is there a God besides me?...I know not any.” God asks the question and answers it. There is no other God besides Yahweh. If God knows not any, that means there aren’t any. There isn’t a God in the universe he’s not aware of. And our passage is a continuation of this theme, saying there aren’t any other gods, but people still try to make their own. 
If there’s only one God, what does that say about the worth of idols?
All who fashion idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit. Their witnesses neither see nor know, that they may be put to shame. 
There’s only one God, so idols are inherently worthless. They’re not real. Notice something interesting. Both the idols and the people who make them are nothing. “nothing” – same word as Genesis 1 in which the world was “without form” it’s empty, worthless, pointless. It’s like they don’t even really exist. Now, this doesn’t stop people who make idols from having great affection for them. “the things they delight in” are the idols. They’re infatuated with the idols. There is a love for these false gods.
Here would be a good point to define idols and idolatry. 
What is an idol? Anything or anyone who worship and treasure more than God. We all have a need for something divine. To worship something. We were all made to worship. And in our sinful state, we’re really good at worshipping man-made things, rather than worship the one who made all things. 
*Romans 1:24-25*
All idol worship, or idolatry, is ultimately us worshipping ourselves. And this self-worship is at the heart of so much sin, including Adam & Eve in the garden. Eve is tempted by the serpent to eat of the fruit and what happens?
*Genesis 3:6*
She desired to be wise more than she desired to worship God by listening to his commands. Adam the same way. That is the beginning of idolatrous self-worship and we’re all infected with this insidious disease ever since. Idolatry is an issue throughout the Bible. What are the first two of the Ten Commandments? 1) Have no other gods before me and 2) Don’t make any carved images that you bow down to and worship. Twelve chapters later, Exodus 32, do you know what the people of Israel do? They ask Aaron to make them new gods and he fashions an idol, a golden calf. They build an altar and worship it! But it’s not fundamentally about the physical idols. 
*Colossians 3:5*
Idolatry has always been a matter of the heart. This is especially true for us today, who don’t have gods of wood set up in our homes to worship. We don’t bow down to golden calves. But our hearts are still idol factories, worshipping self. Idolatry is rooted in the heart: craving, enjoying, being satisfied by anything more than you treasure God. And we are all guilty of that. We treasure people or things more than we treasure God. We may give God worship with our lips, but our hearts, our affections, our decisions, our priorities are elsewhere. It could be a spouse or significant other, it could be success in school, it could be the approval of other people. It could be success in business. It could be sexual pleasure. It could be a hobby or sports. 
It's very possible to enjoy things in this life without them being idols. So how do you know if something in your life is an idol?
There’s a number of possible ways, this would be a good discussion for small groups. But one test: what would happen if you lost that thing? Would it cause you to forsake God? Could you lose everything you hold dear and still having God be enough to sustain you? Because everything you have is a gift, a blessing, but it is just the creation. The worship of these things is worthless, profitable for nothing. There is only one worthy object of worship, God. 
Coming back to our passage, we see that those who fashion idols are nothing and the idols themselves, these things we love and delight in more than God, they too are nothing. Idolatry is worthless and the end result of this worthless worship of idols is shame. We see this word shame appear 3 times in verses 9-11, so it’s clear that this is the point of the section. Shame in the end times, in the final judgment. That at the end of time, when you stand before the judgment seat of God, your idols will be worth nothing and you will be utterly ashamed before Him for worshipping false Gods.
In v.9, “their witnesses neither see nor know” Those who make idols don’t recognize their idolatry, that they may be put to shame. This language of “seeing” and “knowing” will be picked up again later in v. 18. This idea of people being blinded to their own idolatry begins and ends our section. They don’t see their idolatry and there’s a reason for that. Because God is using their blindness to put them to shame.
V. 10 Who fashions a god or casts an idol that is profitable for nothing? 
This is a rhetorical question. If you knew the god or idol you were making was not profitable, would you still do it? Of course not! And indeed that’s what idols are. Nothing. 1 Corinthians 8:4 backs up this point. They amount to no use, they don’t exist in any sense other than there is a wooden or metal figure. But people’s eyes and hearts are blinded to the truth of their idols and they will be brought to shame because of them.
V. 11 Behold, all his companions shall be put to shame, and the craftsmen are only human. Let them all assemble, let them stand forth. They shall be terrified; they shall be put to shame together.
You put all of the idolmakers in one place and put all of their idols together and what happens? There can be thousands of idols, and they will all be utterly destroyed before the one true God. There is none that can compare. They are nothing. They’ll all be terrified of him in his judgment. There’s a fascinating story in 1 Samuel 5 of what happens when a false God is in the presence of Yahweh. 
*1 Samuel 5:1-4 slide*
God is jealous for his glory. He will not allow for the worship of any other so-called “Gods.” He will bring down anyone who trusts in these other worthless Gods. Idols are worthless in part because all they do is incur shame upon you. 
Some idols are shameful in the present. You try to hide your secret sin that you delight in. Other idols are not shameful in the present. You may be incredibly driven towards wealth and financial security and be proud of that. But whether it’s shameful in the present or not, all idols in which we put our trust and worship will be shameful in the end. But if we put our trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, there will be no such shame before the judgment seat. We will be welcomed in, fully accepted by the blood of Jesus.
2) Idolatry is Exhausting (12-14)
Part of why idolatry is so shameful is how much intentional work has to go into fashioning our utterly worthless idols. In this section, we have 2 examples of how much work is put into idolatry: the ironsmith and the carpenter
V. 12 Ironsmith takes a cutting tool, the word could mean something like axe or tongs. He’s working the metal over the coals, heating it up so that he can later fashion it with a hammer. It’s grueling. It’s hot and sweaty work, pounding the iron with hammers into a specific shape. You have to get it incredibly hot and then if it cools down, gotta heat it up again. He’s using all of his strength in the fashioning of this idol, not stopping to eat or drink! 
V.. 13 Carpenter takes his rule and marks out a line on a piece of wood he’s designated as an idol. He takes his plane and fashions it into the image of a man for use in a house. Having household gods is something we’ve seen before in the Bible. In Genesis 31, Laban has household gods, so this was a common use for idols, have one in the house to worship and for protection. The way the carpenter shapes it into the image of a man reminds me of Romans 1.
*Romans 1:22-23*
In idolatry, we are exchanging the glory of God for Earthly things that in our fallen state, are shinier, cooler, or more immediately satisfying. We want a God who looks like us. Doesn’t make moral demands of us. Allows us to do what we want do.
V. 14 is like going back in time. He planted a cedar and it took a long time to grow up. Cypress and oak trees, multiple kinds of trees. He cuts it down. I’m not sure if you’ve ever tried to cut down any tree, let alone a large cedar or oak tree. And this guy wasn’t using a chainsaw! 
Think of all the work and energy these men are putting into fashioning idols! It’s exhausting! His strength fails, he’s faint, all for the service of making a worthless object of worship. It’s worthless because the idol is only as good as the strength of the arm of the ironsmith. The idol is only as good as the carpenter can use a plane. These idols are utterly dependent on man for their existence. And somehow this piece of metal or wood will take on supernatural strength? Yahweh is self-existent, not reliant upon anyone or anything. His strength comes from himself alone. 
These idols will not save, but rather bring him shame. That’s the terrible irony. He spends all of his labor to make this wooden or iron figure that does nothing but bring judgment down upon him. 
Idolatry is exhausting work. People who chase after idols run themselves ragged in pursuit of worshipping their idols and they go faint in the end. We mentally obsess over things until it consumes our thoughts. We physically pursue our idols and build our lives around satisfying that idol. We put so much work into idolatry. And no matter how much work you invest, it is never enough. Have you ever experienced this? No matter how much mental or physical energy you give to something, it leaves you needing more. 
Idols never satisfy what we’re craving. You’ll never get there! Idols are a scam. They promise the world, but are utterly incapable of delivering the results. *Pornography can’t fulfill your sexual desires. You’re a workaholic working for next promotion + pay raise but it’s never enough money. You idolize your physical health, working out, eating right, never eating fast food in your life, but you’re hit with a terminal medical diagnosis anyway. What an exhausting feeling to chase an idol and never catching what you’re looking for. People spend their whole lives working in service of their idol because they believe that is the way to comfort, peace, and satisfaction. In this way, idolatry is worthless in that’s in exhausting work that ultimately produces nothing.
The good news in the gospel of Jesus Christ is that we will not be exhausted in following the Lord. His yoke is easy, his burden is light. You can come unto Him and He will satisfy. You can be free from the cruel taskmaster of idolatry and rest in His love.

3) Idolatry is Absurd (15-17)
After the tree is all grown up, what happens? In v. 15-17, we get a literary genre you may not expect from the Bible: satire. Satire to show how ridiculous and absurd idolatry is. 
Then it becomes fuel for a man. He takes a part of it and warms himself; he kindles a fire and bakes bread. 
The cedar that the man has planted grows up into a tree and what does he do with it? “becomes fuel for him” he warms himself by a fire made with it, he bakes bread with that fire from that wood. All of these steps up until this point are good, God has given us wood for all of these good purposes. But then v. 15 takes a wild turn. 
Also he makes a god and worships it; he makes it an idol and falls down before it.
With the same wood that’s being burned in the fire, he also makes an idol and worships it. It's the very same wood, from the same tree, there’s nothing special about the tree that reserves it from idol use. There was no magic moment where the wood was endowed with supernatural powers. 
V. 16 Half of the tree is used for the most basic purpose. Burning in a fire for staying warm and roasting meat. Wood is used for so many amazing purposes. Wood burned in a fire is the lowest level of use for wood. No one looks at the wood in the fire and says “wow, that firewood is beautiful!” And that’s what the man in v. 16 says “I have seen the fire!” Not the wood in the fire, but the fire! The wood is forgotten.
V. 17 - But with that very same wood from the very same tree he makes into a god. The same wood that is in the fire being consumed is made into a god, worshipped and prayed to! It’s the wood that was left over. The “rest of it”…it’s like the scraps of the wood that weren’t for the fire, the man looks at it and says “What can I use that for? I know! A god who I can pray to and call on to save me!” The man prays to his piece of wood and prays for deliverance. The wood helps satisfy his physical needs, as it is intended by God. The wood is not bad in and of itself. But suddenly the man leans upon the same wood to save him in a divine sense.
What about this part of wood makes this wood worthy of becoming a “god?” Nothing! This is the absurdity of idolatry! We read this and can immediately see the foolish nature of it. We’re supposed to. It’s obvious. Idolatry is a delusional state of mind, out of touch with the reality of one true God.
Likely that none of us are in danger of fashioning our own wooden idols to pray to. We’re still devoted to our objects of worship. We don’t fall prostrate before them physically, but we bow our hearts and minds to them. And our idols are still as ridiculous. There are no innocent idols. There are no logical idols. There are no reasonable idols. 
Idolatry is absurd because these things we love and treasure more than God will not satisfy us. They cannot fulfill us, yet we try and try and try. When we give our hearts to an idol, in essence we’re saying “I know that this hasn’t brought lasting satisfaction and peace to any human soul for thousands of years, but it might JUST work for me!” We’re no different from the ironsmith and carpenter of Isaiah 44! We take these things, like wood or metal, which are great gifts from God: sex, family, work, money and say THAT’s what I will worship. It’s absurd and it’s tragic.
*Saint Augustine quote*
If idolatry is so absurd, why do we do it? Especially why do we Christians do it?  
The reality of our idolatry, as we sit here today, is that we don’t always realize our idols. Idolatry is hidden. And what’s worse is this hidden idolatry is ultimately deadly.

4) Idolatry is Deadly (18-20)
They know not, nor do they discern, for he has shut their eyes, so that they cannot see, and their hearts, so that they cannot understand
The people who worship idols do so unaware of their idolatry. They don’t discern the absurd nature of what they’re doing. They don’t even think about the fact that their “god” is nothing more than a block of wood. 
And notice why they don’t discern…”for he has shut their eyes” who is he? God. He has covered their eyes so they don’t see their idolatry. 
The people hearts are made dull, ears closed, eyes shut so that they will not see. God is judging the peoples. He is enacting judgment on these idolaters. So there are those on whom God is allowing to incur shame and judgment upon themselves. 
We too don’t see our idolatry. If someone asked you, where are the idols in your life, what do you say? You may be stumped by the question at first. The scales of idol blindness still form around our eyes from time to time, if we’re not walking by the Spirit, asking God to expose the idols. As we go through life, idolatry creeps in insidiously.
Once the idol has taken deep root, it starts to feel natural. As if we could do nothing else but worship that idol. Rather than see the absurdity of it, we feel our self-worship as very right. In our world today, one major form of self-worship comes in the form of sex. People who identify as homosexual or transgender because that’s what they feel. Forget what God says or let’s twist the Scriptures to make God approve of such things. That is self-worship and idolatry, making a new god of yourself or making God to look like you want him to. And for these men and women, their identity as homosexual or transgender feels VERY real. VERY important. To live out that identity is the VERY right thing to do. Their idolatry of self and their sexual expression runs deep and is hidden from their eyes. 
This is no different from any time we elevate our feelings over God’s truth—whether in sexual expression, ambition, greed, or self-glorification. Idolatry always says, ‘I know best.’” We’re blinded by our idols.
What is the end result of this idol blindness?
He feeds on ashes; a deluded heart has led him astray, and he cannot deliver himself or say, “Is there not a lie in my right hand?”
 “feeding on ashes” – how nutritious are ashes? Not at all. You cannot feed on ashes and live. I think there may be some intentional wordplay with the fire and wood burning. He’s feeding on the ashes of the fire. 
*J Alec Motyer quote*
Idolatry is called a delusion, not in accord with reality.  It’s not a deluded mind, it’s a deluded heart. Again, idolatry is a matter of the heart. We love our idols. And they are killing us, leading us astray, away from God, to spiritual eternal death. We cannot deliver ourselves from idols. On our own, we won’t see the lie of idolatry. We’ll continue to follow it into the grave. 
Non-Christian, I wonder if you see your life this way. I wonder if you sense the things you’ve been relying upon to satisfy you are leaving you empty. If you’re looking for something else to fill a void. You are in the right place this morning, friend. Turn from the idols you’ve been chasing, turn from your worship of self and turn in surrender to God through believing in His Son, Jesus Christ.
Christian, praise be to God for opening our eyes to the foolishness. We do not have to fear judgment. We have been delivered out of the darkness. Our eyes have been opened, our hearts can see the truth. God is gracious and kind to expose the idols of your heart, bring conviction by the Holy Spirit, and bring you to repentance. I urge you today to ask the Lord to expose the hidden evils of your heart and turn back to Him in faith. In the words of Jeremiah 2, let’s pray that God would help us leave behind our broken cisterns that can hold no water and come again to the source of living water that satisfies our soul.
