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GROUP STUDY GUIDE

Icons and Idolatry: The Case for Imageless Worship

TEACHING SUMMARY

Idolatry includes using a physical image as a focus of religious devotion. Ancient worshipers
could understand an image as representing or manifesting a deity rather than believing the
material itself was the whole god. This challenges the defense that an image merely directs
attention beyond itself. The issue is the image’s use in worship, not the mere existence of
art.

YHWH instructed Israel to worship Him without making an image to represent Him. At Sinai
the people heard His voice but saw no form. The Creator cannot be adequately represented
by something made from creation. Israel’s worship was to be shaped by His revealed word
and His covenant, rather than the religious practices of surrounding nations.

The golden calf shows that an image can violate God’s instructions even when worship is
presented as honoring YHWH. Aaron announced a feast to YHWH, yet the calf remained
unacceptable. The bronze serpent provides another example: it was originally made at
God’s command, but Hezekiah later destroyed it when the people made offerings to it. A
legitimate origin does not authorize idolatry.

Israel repeatedly mixed worship of YHWH with practices associated with other gods. The
accounts of Solomon, Jeroboam, and the judges illustrate the danger of departing from God’s
instructions. The prophets condemn idols as powerless human products and portray
idolatry as covenant unfaithfulness.

The study applies these concerns to icons, statues, relics, and other devotional objects used
in Christian worship. It considers the distinction between venerating an image and
worshiping the person represented, but argues that this distinction does not remove the
biblical objection. Yeshua’s incarnation does not cancel the prohibition: He is God’s living
image, and Scripture does not authorize people to make devotional substitutes for Him.

Worship in spirit and truth remains governed by God’s revelation. New Testament warnings
against idolatry continue the call to undivided devotion. Believers are urged to examine
their worship practices and remove uses of images that conflict with God’s instructions.
Faithful worship responds to God’s word.



SUMMARY POINTS

* The use of an object in worship distinguishes idolatry from ordinary art.
* Ancient idols could represent a deity rather than merely replace it.

* Israel heard God’s voice at Sinai without seeing a form.

* God forbade making an image to represent Him in worship.

* Aaron connected the golden calf celebration with YHWH.

* The bronze serpent later became an object of improper devotion.

* Hezekiah destroyed the bronze serpent when offerings were made to it.
* Mixing pagan practices with worship of YHWH violates His instructions.
* Yeshua’s incarnation does not authorize devotional images.

* Worship in spirit and truth calls for allegiance to God’s revealed word.

FILL-IN-THE-BLANK

Basic

1. At Sinai Israel heard a voice but saw no

2. Aaron made an image in the shape of a golden

3. The king who destroyed the bronze serpent was

4. The people had begun making to the bronze serpent.
5.John 4 describes worship in spirit and

6. Colossians 1:15 describes Yeshua as the image of the invisible

Challenging
1. Aaron announced a feast to after making the calf.
2. The bronze serpent was called in the account of its destruction.

3. The king associated with the calves at Bethel and Dan was

4. The chapter warning Israel not to adopt the nations’ ways of worship is Deuteronomy

5. The study discusses the distinction between latria and the veneration called

6. The New Testament warning to keep away from idols is found in First John




GROUP DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why does the teaching examine how ancient worshipers understood their images?

2. How does the account of Sinai support the case for imageless worship?

3. What does Aaron’s announcement teach about intent and acceptable worship?

4. What does the bronze serpent’s history show about an object’s origin and later use?

5. How does the teaching respond to the distinction between venerating an image and
worshiping the one represented?

6. How does the teaching connect Yeshua’s incarnation with worship in spirit and truth?




ANSWER KEY - GROUP GUIDE

Basic

1. form — Deuteronomy 4:12

2. calf — Exodus 32:4

3. Hezekiah — 2 Kings 18:4

4. offerings / incense offerings — 2 Kings 18:4
5. truth — John 4:23-24

6. God — Colossians 1:15

Challenging

1. YHWH / the LORD — Exodus 32:5

2. Nehushtan — 2 Kings 18:4

3.Jeroboam — 1 Kings 12:28-30

4.12 — Deuteronomy 12:30-31

5. dulia — Teaching discussion of veneration and worship

6.5:21 — 1John 5:21



FACILITATOR DISCUSSION NOTES

Suggested responses follow the teaching. Invite discussion and personal application; these
are not additional required answers.

1. The historical discussion says ancient images could be understood as manifestations or
representatives of a deity, not merely as the deity's raw material. The source uses this to
question the defense that devotion passes through an image. Ask how an object's intended
religious use differs from ordinary art, and identify historical claims separately from biblical
commands.

2. Deuteronomy 4:12, 15-18 connects hearing God's voice and seeing no form with the
warning against making an image. Exodus 20:4-5 prohibits making and serving such
images. The source argues that worship should respond to God's revelation rather than a
representation chosen by the worshiper.

3. In Exodus 32:4-5 Aaron makes the calf and announces a feast to YHWH. The teaching
treats this as evidence that invoking God's name does not by itself make a practice
acceptable. Ask how both intention and the stated instructions should shape an evaluation
of worship.

4. Compare Numbers 21:8-9 with 2 Kings 18:4. The serpent was made at God's command,
but offerings to it later prompted its destruction. The source distinguishes the original
purpose from later devotion. Discuss how a meaningful symbol can acquire a use that needs
to be reconsidered.

5. The source acknowledges the distinction between veneration and adoration, then argues
that directing devotion through an image still conflicts with the biblical pattern. State the
opposing explanation accurately before examining its objection. Keep the conversation
focused on practices and passages rather than assumptions about an individual's motives.

6.John 1:14 and Colossians 1:15 describe Messiah as God's living revelation; John 4:23-24
calls for worship in spirit and truth. The teaching concludes that the incarnation does not
authorize man-made devotional substitutes. Invite participants to examine one practice
against those passages and explain a thoughtful next step.
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