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Substitutes For God 

August 9, 2020 

 

 

A converted cannibal on a South Sea island was sitting by a large pot reading his Bible.  An 

anthropologist saw him and asked what he was reading.  The ex-cannibal replied, "I'm reading 

the Bible."  The anthropologist then said, "Don't you know that modern man has rejected that 

book?"  The cannibal looked him over and said, "Sir, if it weren't for this book, you'd be in that 

pot." 

 

Conversion to Christianity changes us in significant ways.  In his letter to the Christians in the 

city of Thessalonica, Paul wrote that he was thankful for their conversion to Christianity.  He 

shared with them how wide a reputation they had gained.  

 

1 Thessalonians 1:8-10 (NIV)      The Lord's message rang out from you not only in Macedonia 

and Achaia--your faith in God has become known everywhere.  Therefore we do not need to 

say anything about it,  for they themselves report what kind of reception you gave us.  They 

tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son 

from heaven, whom he raised from the dead--Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.  

 

I want to use his general description of their conversion as a reminder to us of some of what is 

involved in becoming a Christian.  I am preaching this passage for two reasons.  The first is to 

warn you of temptations to be wary of.  The second is to remind you of one of the things we as 

Christians are to be doing as we live. 

 

The Thessalonian Christians turned from worshipping idols to worshipping God.  That is the first 

aspect of conversion Paul mentioned.  Christian conversion requires giving up our idols.    

 

You might be thinking that you never had an idol to give up.  That would be true if an idol was 

only a wooden or stone statue that represented one of the Roman, Greek, or other deities of 

ancient times.   

 

We don’t see much of that kind of idolatry today.  But there are other kinds of idols today.  

Idolatry is not just a pagan issue or an Old Testament issue.  Idolatry is a human issue.  Every 

person alive seeks someone or something to give their life to.  As sinners, we reject the true 

God and look for substitutes.  That points to a wider definition of the word idol.   

 

Definition: An idol is a person, group, object, experience, or activity that becomes more 

important to you than God. 

 

We sink into idolatry when we allow someone or something to become more important to us 

than God.  Idolatry may involve good things as well as bad things.  When we make even good 

things the ultimate thing in our lives, we turn them into idols.   
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The idols of our age include: sex, food, hobbies, fame, money, possessions, entertainment, 

comfort, social movements, or political parties.  These  modern idols fall into one of four desire 

categories:  Desire for power, Desire for approval, Desire for security, Desire for comfort. 

 

Instead of seeking worldly power, we must admit our weakness and depend on God.  Instead of 

seeking the world’s approval, we must seek God’s approval.  Instead of seeking security from 

money and possessions we must entrust ourselves to God.  Instead of seeking comfort at any 

cost, we must choose to be content with what God provides. 

 

Even Christians are susceptible to idolatry.  The things of the world will continue to call out to 

us.   Idols constantly rise up as possible substitutes for God in our lives.   They are like those 

nagging popup ads on websites.  They are like those repetitive robo calls you can’t make stop.  

So too will idols continue to confront us.  So we must guard against idolatry. 

 

To guard against idolatry… 

… we must admit our weakness in the face of temptation. 

… we must daily lean on God in prayer. 

… we must meditate on spiritual truth from the Bible. 

… we must spend time with others who are seeking to do the same. 

 

These habits have proved themselves in the lives of tens of thousands of Christians over the 

centuries.  These are the habits of faithful  disciples of Jesus. 

 

Christian conversion requires giving up our idols.   Secondly, Christian conversion requires 

giving ourselves to Yahweh.  Paul reminded them that they turned from their idols, and turned 

to the living and true God, Yahweh.   

 

This is not Allah by another name.  This is not Zeus by another name.  This is not Brahman by 

another name.  Those are all false deities, make believe gods.  Some person or persons 

invented them to describe the one behind creation.  But the creator did not leave us in 

ignorance of himself.  God revealed himself to Israel, through his prophets, and finally in Jesus. 

 

Now, when you turn from one direction, you end facing a new direction.  Christian conversion 

means turning from idols to God.  When we were converted, we did not all serve the same idols 

before.  But every true Christian turned to serving the living God, Yahweh. 

 

Christian conversion requires giving up our idols.  Christian conversion requires giving ourselves 

to Yahweh.  And third, Christians actively wait for Jesus’ return.  He mentions this in verse 10.  

They turned from idols, to God to wait for the return of Jesus.  They were waiting for Jesus to 

return so their salvation would be complete.   

 

We are reminded in this that Jesus is alive, raised from the dead.  He is not a dead martyr.  He is 

still alive.  He is a living Savior and Lord. 
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After God raised him from the dead, God made Jesus Lord of all the earth.  That means we look 

to him for how he wants us to live.  He is absent from us physically, but present with us 

spiritually by the Holy Spirit.  

 

We too are awaiting his physical return to earth.  For when he returns he will take up his 

throne.  He will rule the earth.  He will rule with knowledge and justice.  He will set all things 

right. 

 

There are thousands of competing ideas, values, opinions, philosophies, political groups, 

national groups, criminal gangs, business interests, and national interests on the earth today.  

None of them have all the truth.  Even all the Christian groups lack some of the truth.  And 

there is no way for us to erase our differences.  There is no one recognized authority to say, 

“This is right and this is wrong.”  Even as our world makes progress to peace and unity in some 

areas, we lose ground in others.  There is no answer to the world’s problems apart from the 

complete power and perfect knowledge of God. 

 

When Jesus returns, he will bring that power and knowledge to be the absolute authority.  He 

will set straight the republicans, democrats, libertarians, white supremacists, feminists, Green 

Party, socialists, communists, atheists, and all other groups.  None of them will like it.   

 

But the poor and oppressed will benefit greatly.  The armies will be put out of business.  Jesus 

will establish justice, peace, and prosperity for all people on the earth.  No human has the 

knowledge to do this.  No nation has the power to do this.  Only Jesus can do this.   

 

The return of Jesus to planet earth will be THE turning point in world history like none other.    

My great grandparents lived to see the transition from horses to cars.  My grandparents lived to 

see rockets into space.  My parents saw a man on the moon.  My generation saw the world 

become flat with computer chips and the internet.  Our children will likely see tourists in space.   

Each of these were fantastic transitions in world history.  But they cannot compare to the 

changes that will take place when Jesus sits on his throne. 

 

It is this we are waiting for.  And it would benefit us to ask, “How should we actively wait for 

Jesus?” 

 

We must wait believing.     

Let us believe all the Bible says about Jesus.  Let us believe all that he promises.  Let us believe 

his birth, his life, his teaching, his death, his resurrection, his ascension, and his return.  

 

We must wait with longing.           

The Psalmist tells us to delight ourselves in the Lord.  While you might be delighting yourself 

with anticipation of Christmas, your birthday, a vacation, retirement, a graduation, or some 

other highlight of life, let them not compare to your anticipation of the return of Jesus. 
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We must wait in obedience. 

There is no substitute for obedience.  Obedience is part of our repentance, part of our turning.  

We turned from idols to serve, to obey, the one true, God.  There are many people who believe 

some truth about Jesus without believing that obedience to him is necessary for salvation.  

 

But obedience IS necessary.  It isn’t that obedience saves a person.  It is that the kind of faith 

that results in obedience saves a person.  The right kind of faith is an obedient faith.  We must 

await Jesus in obedience. 

 

We must wait with patience. 

Our waiting is open ended.  It is similar to living under the threat of COVID-19.  We are waiting 

for a vaccine or herd immunity.  We are anxious to bet back to normal, going to restaurants, 

traveling, attending church services, sporting events, and the theater, without wearing masks. 

But there is no date set.  Our wait is open ended. 

 

So is our wait for Jesus’ return.  All of life for the Christian involves waiting.  We are waiting for 

the return of Jesus.  We might die first, but still we will be waiting for the return of Jesus.   We 

must wait believing, with longing, with obedience, and with patience. 

 


