
“Break Down Every Idol, Cast Out Every Foe” 
Habakkuk: Joy in Sorrow 

Habakkuk 2:6-20 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
We’ve been making our way through the book of Habakkuk—and 
one of the main questions of Habakkuk is this: what is 
fundamentally broken in the world?   
 
Habakkuk begins the book by asking God, “Why is there so much 
violence? Why is justice perverted?” 
 
And mid-way through the book Habakkuk is asking, “Why are 
there nations—like Babylon who was about to destroy Judah—
why are their nations who vandalize, and destroy and enslave 
people?” 
 
In other words—why is this world the way it is? What’s 
fundamentally broken? And in our passage today Habakkuk tells 
us that the fundamental brokenness in the world can be 
understood in the word: idolatry. 
 
And in order understand this brokenness that we see all around 
us—the perversion of justice, the ruthlessness of nations we have 
to understand idolatry. Let’s break down idolatry under three 
headings: 
 
1. What it is. 
2. Why it’s foolish. 
3. How it’s cured. 
 
First… WHAT IS IDOLATRY? 
 
The biggest mistake we often make in understanding 
idolatry is that we typically think of idols only as carved 
images. Our only concept of idolatry is of someone who bows 
down to a picture, or statue, or a physical object. And, as modern 
educated westerners we typically look down on people who bow 

down to images. We often make the mistake think that idolatry is 
something people did a long time ago, or it’s something that 
backwards cultures practice. 
 
But Habakkuk is showing us that idols aren’t just carved images. 
Idolatry isn’t just bowing down to an inanimate object. Idolatry 
isn’t just something that ancient or non-enlightened people were 
guilty of. In fact, modern people are just as guilty of idolatry as 
anyone else.  
 
Look with me in v. 18:  
 
      18     “What profit is an idol  
      when its maker has shaped it,  
 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Hab 2:18). Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway Bibles. 
 
While a carved or cast image can be an idol—at its most basic 
idolatry is when you reduce the Creator to the level of 
creation. It’s when you look to something in creation for that 
which only God can give you. It’s when you make something of 
this earth your hope and your treasure.  
 
In the New Testament, the Apostle Paul says that idolatry is when 
a human being exchanges the glory of the immortal God… and 
serves created things. (Romans 1:21-25) 
 
One of the unifying themes of the entire Bible is the struggle 
between true faith and idolatry. You and I were created to know 
God: to treasure and desire him. That’s what true faith is. And 
idolatry is when you treasure or desire anything that 
God has created more than you treasure or desire God. 
 
So, if you read down through the passage Habakkuk tells you 
what the Babylonians treasured more than God. There are 5 
“Woes” that reveal 5 kinds of idolatry: 
 



• Verses 6-8: The Babylonians loved the destruction of other 
nations and the piling up of their wealth.  

• Verse 9-11: They loved the security that came from their 
wealth. 

• Verses 12-14: They were proud that their cities were built 
by forced slave labor. 

• Verse 15-17: They loved decadence. They found their joy 
in getting others drunk and exploiting them. 

• And then in verse 18 Habakkuk connects all of these woes 
to this sentence: “Woe to him who says to a wooden thing, 
Awake; to a silent stone, Arise!” 

What was the idolatry of the Babylonians? It wasn’t just that they 
had carved images, though they did.  
 

• Their idolatry is seen most clearly in their love of military 
power more than the omnipotent God. 

• It’s how they treasure material goods more than the 
creator of all things. 

• Their idolatry is in satisfying their deepest desires for joy in 
drunken parties where they exploit those who can’t hold 
their wine. 

By walking through the individual idols of the 
Babylonians—Habakkuk is helping us to identify our 
own idolatry. 
 
These verses show us that idolatry isn’t as simple as burning 
incense to a wooden statute or bowing down to the Sun. Instead, 
idolatry is when we turn to created things for what we want most.  
 
And the reason we turn to created things, and not to God 
is because we want to be in control of our lives. 
 
Tim Keller puts it this way: you were made as a covenantal 
being—you enter into covenant with whatever most captures your 
heart and hopes. Here’s what this means: if you have not entered 
into a covenant relationship with God—if he hasn’t captured your 
heart and your hopes—then something else has. You and I were 

created to worship—and if we are not worshiping God then we 
are worshiping something he created.  
 
“So every human personality, and every human 
culture… will be based on some ultimate concern or 
some ultimate allegiance—either to God or to some God-
substitute.  
 
Individually, we will ultimately look either to God or to success, 
romance, family, status, popularity, beauty, or something else to 
make us feel personally significant and secure, and to guide our 
choices.  
 
Culturally, we will ultimately look to either God or to the free 
market, the state, the elites, the will of the people, science and 
technology, military might, human reason, racial pride, or 
something else to make us significant and secure as a culture, and 
to guide our choices.” 
 
Notice that these aren’t all bad things. Some of them are good 
things. Romance is good. Beauty is a good thing. So, an idol can 
be a good thing that gets elevated to the place of God.  
 
Now—here’s the challenge. Christians often think that they 
worship the true God and non-believers are idolaters. In other 
words—we think that because we don’t bow down to graven 
images we aren’t guilty of idolatry. 
 
But, if what Habakkuk is telling us is true—then every 
person in this room is an idolater. Because, invariably, 
every person in this room at some point in the next week will fail 
to believe that Christ accepts us fully. And we’ll look to something 
else for our functional salvation. We’ll fail to keep the first 
commandment—“You shall have no other gods before me.” 
You’ll try to earn you salvation through some sort of works-
righteousness.  

• You’ll lie to save your reputation. 
• You’ll yell at your spouse to assert your own importance. 



• You’ll look at what others have and despise them in 
jealousy. 

 
 
You see—Christians will easily admit that they are sinners—but 
they wouldn’t say they are idolaters. But, don’t you see? All 
sin, at the core is idolatry. The Bible doesn’t consider 
idolatry to be one sin among many. Instead, any failure to love 
and trust God wholly is at its root—idolatry. 
 
So, we’ve seen what idolatry is…SECOND… let’s see… 
 
WHY IT’S FOOLISH 
 
If you look back at verse 6 and I want you to notice what is 
happening: 
 
6 Shall not all these take up their taunt against him, with scoffing and riddles 
for him 
 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Hab 2:6). Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway Bibles. 
 
Notice that the entire passage is actually one long taunt. Even 
though the Babylonians think they are the conquerors—all of the 
people who they harm are writing a song to mock them and to 
ridicule their idolatry. It’s like a 7th century B.C. diss track. And 
the purpose is to show you the foolishness of idolatry. 
 
Why is idolatry foolish? Idolatry is foolish because instead 
of serving us, idols become ruthless masters. Instead of 
delivering us, they dominate us. 
 
What happened to the Babylonians? They looked to their military 
might, and their wealth for their ultimate meaning and security. 
And what happened? 
 

• Those who they plundered eventually plunder them.   

• Those whom they had made their debtors rose up against 
them.  

• Having exploited others they are eventually exploited 
themselves.  

In every single “Woe” there is a complete reversal of fortunes.  
 
That’s because we run to idols thinking they will deliver 
us—but instead we become enslaved. 
 
If you look to success, or romance, or family, or status, or 
possessions or any created thing to deliver you—you’ll end up 
enslaved by it. 
 
In verse 9 Habakkuk talks about those who build houses out of 
evil gain and set their nest up on high—here’s someone who has 
trusted in their material possessions to make them secure. And 
what happens? In the end the very brick and mortar of the 
house—is screaming at them. 
 
In Charles Dickens’ short story, A Christmas Carol, Ebenezer 
Scrooge is visited by the ghost of his old business partner, Jacob 
Marley, 7 years after Marley had died. In life they had made 
money their god. And now Scrooge is looking at Marley’s ghost 
and he asks why Marely is bound in chains. And here’s what 
Marley said: 
 
“I wear the chain I forged in life. I made it link by link, and yard 
by yard. I girded it on my own free will, and of my own free will I 
wore it… 
 
Oh! Captive, bound and double-ironed.. Why did I walk through 
crowds of fellow-beings with my eyes turned down?” 
 
What’s he saying? He’s saying he went through life giving his 
heart to an idol—money; thinking that it would deliver him, that 
make him secure. And then he woke up in chains. Instead of 
delivering him—his money enslaved him. 
 



That’s the foolishness of idolatry. Any time look for deliverance 
from anything you can create, you’re forging a chain. Link by 
link. You’re bound and double-ironed to the variableness of your 
idol.   
 

• Give yourself to success and you’ll always feel like a failure. 
• Pursue romance and you’ll never feel truly loved—you’ll 

always wait for the other foot to fall. 
• Set your kids on a pedestal and bow down to their 

accomplishments and they’ll either hate you for pushing so 
hard, or you’ll hate them for not fulfilling your dreams. 

• Build your house from evil gain and eventually the stone 
will cry out from the wall, and the woodwork will respond. 

Idols demand complete dependence. They completely capture our 
hearts. The foolish irony of idols is that we look to them to 
because we want to control our lives—but now they exercise 
control over us. 
 
So how do you find out what’s controlling you? 
 
Archbishop William Temple was an Anglican minister who used 
to say this: 
 
“Your religion is what you do with your solitude.” In other words, 
when you don’t have to think about anything—when you’re not 
at work, and you aren’t feeding the kids, when you’re standing at 
a restaurant waiting for someone and you don’t have anything to 
think about… where does your mind go? What does your mind 
habitually go to? What do you most enjoy daydreaming about? 
What gives you the most comfort to fantasize about?  
 
That’s your god.  
 

• What are you serving today?  
• What has control of you?  
• What’s keeping you up at night?  
• What’s pulling the strings of your emotions? 

 
Here is the foolishness of idolatry. Instead of serving us—idols 
become ruthless taskmasters. Finally… let’s see…. 
 
THE CURE FOR IDOLATRY 
What’s the answer for idolatry? What’s the cure? The answer 
might surprise you. Because the answer to an idol is not to 
simply remove the idol—it’s to replace it with 
something better. Remember—we said that we were created 
as covenantal beings. We were made to serve something. And if 
you just remove an idol something else will take its place.  
 
The way that you ultimately get rid of an idol is by planting 
something greater in its place. The way that break the power 
of a  lesser love is by finding a greater love. 
 
And it’s at this point that Habakkuk gives us a picture of 
something far superior to the power of the Babylonians. While 
Babylon is drunk with power—while they are self-assured that 
nothing can compete with their might look what God is doing in 
verse 20: 
 
      But the LORD is in his holy temple;  
      let all the earth keep silence before him.” 
 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Hab 2:20). Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway Bibles. 
 
There—at the end of the passage—after Babylon has asserted 
themselves—far above the earth—God is in his holy temple.  
 
In this moment—when the spears of the enemy are 
pointed at him, why isn’t Habakkuk afraid? Why isn’t his 
fear dominating him? It’s because he has a vision of something 
higher, and greater and stronger than Babylon. The Lord is in his 
holy temple.  
 



It’s not that Babylon isn’t strong. It’s that God is stronger. It’s not 
the Babylon isn’t looming in his vision—it’s that God is looming 
larger. 
 
In the 19th century Thomas Chalmers wrote an essay call The 
Expulsive Power of a New Affection. He was dealing with the 
question of idols—how do you get rid of an idol that you love? 
And he said that you rarely get rid of idols simply by 
realizing they are dominating you. An addict knows the 
drug is killing him—but that isn’t enough to make him stop. And 
here’s what Chalmers wrote: 
 
The only way to dispossess [the heart] of an old 
affection is by the expulsive power of a new one. 
 
He says imagine a young man who’s only pursuit is pleasure. He’s 
living a life focused only on his own pleasure—and then all of a 
sudden, he stops. He isn’t going to parties any more. Pleasure 
doesn’t hold as much power over him. Why? It’s not because he 
realized how foolish his life was. 
 
It’s because the idol of money has grown in his heart. So now 
instead of partying he overworks. But eventually, he realizes that 
money isn’t enough it never gives him full satisfaction—so it no 
longer has mastery over his heart—now he pursues power. He 
only wants to influence and dominate other people.  
 
In other words—the reason he left behind all of the old idols is 
because stronger idols dispossessed them. And then Chalmers asks 
the question:  
 
Is there anything you could desire that would fill your 
senses, and satisfy your deepest needs, and end all of 
your searching for fulfillment? Is there something so 
powerful, that if it took root in your soul, nothing else 
could conquer it? 
 

And Habakkuk says: “The LORD is in his holy temple.” And 
there’s silence. This vision of God in the temple is the only thing 
that silences all other voices. Why? 
 
Do you know when you are silent? When you’re satisfied.  
 

• You eat an incredible meal—and you sit in silence. 
• You find the one you love—and you sit and stare at them 

wordlessly. 
• There’s no more searching. There’s no more restlessness. 

There’s not more envy.  

Why is it that a vision of the Lord in his temple satisfies 
Habakkuk? 
 
It’s because the temple is the place of sacrifice. 
Remember what was in the temple? There weren’t any idols—
there was only the Mercy Seat. It was the place where a priest 
would sprinkle the blood of a sacrifice. It was the place that God 
overlooked the sin and idolatry of his people. 
 
It was the place where God said—“Because of the blood—I will 
forgive your idolatry. Because of the blood—if even if you 
continually abandon me for other loves—I’ll never abandon you.” 
 
In the New Testament the author of Hebrews tells us that at when 
Jesus Christ was lifted up on the cross—that was God offering the 
supreme sacrifice for sin. Though we deserved to die for 
exchanging the glory of God for created things—the creator 
himself died in our place. 
 
Meltio of Sardis said at the cross--  
 
“The one who suspended the earth is suspended, 
The one who fixed the heavens is fixed firm, 
The one who fastened the universe is fastened to the tree,” 
 
And when he died, Jesus himself went to the temple of the Lord—
not the one in Jerusalem—but in the very presence of God and he 



there he offered blood—but it wasn’t the blood of a bull or goat—
he offered his own sinless blood as payment of your debt. 
 
Instead of abandoning you—on the cross God abandoned his own 
Son. Jesus willingly went to the cross for your sake—to reclaim 
your heart.  
 
What will drive out the old idol of corporate success? It’s knowing 
the Father will one day look at you and say, “Well done, good and 
faithful servant. 
 
What will drive out the idol of unrequited love—it’s knowing that 
Christ has betrothed you to himself. 
 
What will drive out the idol of fame and popularity? It’s knowing 
that your name is written in the Father’s heart. 
 
Come, Thou long expected Jesus 
Born to set Thy people free; 
From our fears and sins release us, 
Let us find our rest in Thee. 


