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 John “Newton’s story was renowned as one of the most sensational, sinful, spiritual, romantic, 

influential, and historically important sagas of the 18th century.”1  So says Jonathan Aiken on the back 

cover of his biography about John Newton.   Today we hardly know anything about him except for a song 

he wrote.  It’s called Amazing Grace.  That song is perhaps one of the most famous hymns today.  It’s 

power and message come from Newton’s life experience with the Lord.   

 Newton did not come to Christ as a young child.  He grew up in England.  His father encouraged 

him to spend his younger years as a sailor.  Though his mother had faith in Christ, Newton rejected it.  

He learned the crudeness and depravity common on British slave ships.  They often were gone from 

England for 1 to 2 years.  During this time, he became a foul-mouthed, immoral brawler who regularly 

cursed God.   

 But at the age of 23, he served on a ship called the Greyhound, a trading ship, not a slave ship.  

It was returning to England with its cargo after a long journey.  Yet something was about to happen that 

would shake Newton to the depths of his soul.  It is March 10, 1748.  Newton writes, “I went to bed that 

night in my usual security and indifference but was awakened from a sound sleep by the force of a violent 

sea that broke on us.  Much of it came down below and filled the cabin where I lay with water.  This alarm 

was followed by a cry from the deck that the ship was going down or sinking.”2  

 Aiken goes on.  “Fifteen months in equatorial African waters had rotted the Greyhound’s timbers, 

worn out her sails and frayed her ropes.  As mountainous waves battered her, a large section of the 

upper bow was suddenly smashed to smithereens by a violent wave.  The broken planks opened a huge 

hole in the ship’s side and the sea poured through it.  Within moments the Greyhound was flooded, 

foundering in dire peril.3 

 
1 Jonathan Aiken, John Newton: From Disgrace to Amazing Grace, Crossway, Wheaton, Ill., 2007, Back Cover.   
2 Aiken, 73.   
3 Ibid. 75.   



 

 Newton went on the ladder to climb up on deck.  But the captain ordered him back down to fetch 

a knife.  As Newton obeyed the order, another man climbed the ladder in his place and reached the deck.  

He was immediately swept overboard.  On this occasion, Newton had no time to reflect on the narrowness 

of his own escape or on the coincidence of his companion’s death.4  

 For the next few hours, all hands were on the pumps trying to expel the seawater.  They were 

losing the battle.  But the Greyhound was saved from sinking by her unusual cargo of beeswax and light 

African camwood.  These floated in the waterlogged hold and helped keep the ship buoyant.  Yet, beyond 

the crewmember swept overboard, all the sheep, cattle, poultry, and food were swept away.  Newton 

describes the feeling of that time as “pumping in the storm with no hope or expectation of surviving more 

than a quarter of an hour.” 5 

 Newton then had a suggestion for the captain to save the ship.   After they talked, Newton made 

this statement. “If this will not do, the Lord have mercy on us.”  Newton was astonished with himself.  He 

writes, “this was the first desire for mercy I had for many years.”  His amazement was understandable.  

Instead of oaths, blasphemies and rude rejections of God that habitually poured from his lips, John 

Newton had spoken the Lord’s name with respect and reverence.   

 The crew endured two more days of pumping and a desperate struggle to survive.  A lookout 

thought they sighted land.  But it turned out to be a just mounting waves.  When despair settled over the 

crew, the captain turned his wrath upon Newton.  He remembered Netwon’s mockery of God.  He charged 

Newton with bringing down God’s wrath on the entire crew.  In brief moments of rest Newton turned to 

the Bible and was drawn to the parable of the prodigal son.  He saw the Lord as that loving Father 

embracing his son.  So, Newton gave His life over to Christ.   The crew endured three more tortuous 

weeks at sea before finally seeing the coast of Ireland.  On April 8, 1748, the battered and barely floating 

Greyhound made port with Newton the newborn Christian.   

 
4 Ibid.   
5 Ibid. 76.   



 

 Sometimes, God brings people to the very edge of death before they see their need of Him.  

Newton had to go through a shattering, life threatening journey before he finally awoke to his need for 

Christ.  If we settle into a complacency about God, we might need an experience like that ourselves.  We 

can slowly drift from God and convince ourselves that we’ll get back to Him some day.  But if our lives 

suddenly experience great threat, it can shake us out of our complacency to a renewed desperation for 

God.     

 This happened to the Israelites in Ezekiel’s time.  Remember, Ezekiel lives among exiles deported 

by the Babylonians from Jerusalem.  Yet, Jerusalem and the temple still stand.  The people living in 

Jerusalem along with the exiles seemed to think that the worst was over.    They could return to Jerusalem 

and resume their lives just as they were before.  Yet God’s judgment upon them was not yet done.  He 

would ordain the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple because they needed a national reset.  They 

had collectively turned away from God and engaged in idol worship which is something we all need to 

guard against.  John Newton made an idol of himself and having his own way. We can do the same 

leading us far from God. 

 So, we will first review scenes of idolatry that the Lord shows to Ezekiel.  Then we will examine 

why the Lord responds so strongly it.  Finally, we will see how we can depend on the Lord to help us stay 

away from idolatry in our lives.    

 
 
 
Ezekiel 8 (ESV)  (Page 592)  

8 In the sixth year, in the sixth month, on the fifth day of the month, as I sat in my house, 
with the elders of Judah sitting before me, the hand of the Lord GOD fell upon me there. 2 Then I 
looked, and behold, a form that had the appearance of a man. Below what appeared to be his 
waist was fire, and above his waist was something like the appearance of brightness, 
like gleaming metal. 3 He put out the form of a hand and took me by a lock of my head, and the 
Spirit lifted me up between earth and heaven and brought me in visions of God to Jerusalem, to 
the entrance of the gateway of the inner court that faces north, where was the seat of the image 
of jealousy, which provokes to jealousy. 4 And behold, the glory of the God of Israel was there, 
like the vision that I saw in the valley. 

5 Then he said to me, “Son of man, lift up your eyes now toward the north.” So I lifted up my 
eyes toward the north, and behold, north of the altar gate, in the entrance, was this image of 
jealousy. 6 And he said to me, “Son of man, do you see what they are doing, the great 



 

abominations that the house of Israel are committing here, to drive me far from my sanctuary? 
But you will see still greater abominations.” 

7 And he brought me to the entrance of the court, and when I looked, behold, there was a hole in 
the wall. 8 Then he said to me, “Son of man, dig in the wall.” So I dug in the wall, and behold, 
there was an entrance. 9 And he said to me, “Go in, and see the vile abominations that they are 
committing here.” 10 So I went in and saw. And there, engraved on the wall all around, was every 
form of creeping things and loathsome beasts, and all the idols of the house of Israel. 11 And 
before them stood seventy men of the elders of the house of Israel, with Jaazaniah the son 
of Shaphan standing among them. Each had his censer in his hand, and the smoke of the cloud 
of incense went up. 12 Then he said to me, “Son of man, have you seen what the elders of the 
house of Israel are doing in the dark, each in his room of pictures? For they say, ‘The LORD does 
not see us, the LORD has forsaken the land.’” 13 He said also to me, “You will see still greater 
abominations that they commit.” 

14 Then he brought me to the entrance of the north gate of the house of the LORD, and behold, 
there sat women weeping for Tammuz. 15 Then he said to me, “Have you seen this, O son of 
man? You will see still greater abominations than these.” 

16 And he brought me into the inner court of the house of the LORD. And behold, at the entrance 
of the temple of the LORD, between the porch and the altar, were about twenty-five men, with 
their backs to the temple of the LORD, and their faces toward the east, worshiping the sun 
toward the east. 17 Then he said to me, “Have you seen this, O son of man? Is it too light a thing 
for the house of Judah to commit the abominations that they commit here, that they should fill 
the land with violence and provoke me still further to anger? Behold, they put the branch to 
their] nose. 18 Therefore I will act in wrath. My eye will not spare, nor will I have pity. And though 
they cry in my ears with a loud voice, I will not hear them.” 

 

 It is fourteen months after the initial vision Ezekiel received in chapter 1.  He has been busy 

performing the sign acts we talked about last week.  You can find those described in chapters 4 and 5.  

Now in chapter 8, he’s in his house with some elders sitting before him.  They may have come to question 

him to see if there was any word from the Lord.  This involved asking the prophet a question and waiting 

for an answer while they sought the Lord.  Then the Lord’s hand comes upon Ezekiel again.   

 He looks and sees someone in the form of a man.  This person looks very similar to the Lord in 

chapter 1.  Below his waist it looked like fire.  Above his waist, it looked like bright gleaming metal.  Then 

Ezekiel sees the form of a hand.  It takes him up by just a lock of his hair.   Then in verse 3, the Spirit lifts 

him up and brings him to Jerusalem and the temple courts.  Notice in verse 4 that the glory of the God of 

Israel was there.  You would expect God’s glory in the temple.   



 

 But did you notice something in these verses.  A divine messenger in human form that had 

features of the Lord appears to Ezekiel.   The Spirit lifts Ezekiel up.  It takes him to Jerusalem where He 

sees the glory of God.  That’s 3 different appearances or manifestations of the divine at the same time.  

Could this be an Old Testament appearance of the three persons of the Trinity?  There are clues to the 

Triune nature of God in the Old Testament like we see here.   

 Then in verse 5, the one who had the appearance of a man yet had God-like glory speaks.  He 

says to Ezekiel, “Son of man, look north.”  Verse 6 – “Do you see the great abominations that the house 

of Israel are committing here, to drive me far from my sanctuary?”  To understand this, we must define 

abomination.  We don’t really used that word much today.  But when we do, we refer something very 

objectionable or disgusting in our eyes.   The school shooting in Texas this week is an abomination.  

There are so many things wrong about that.  No one can look at that and rejoice.  It is sorrowful, evil, 

loathsome.   

 Here, abomination refers something objectionable or detestable in God’s eyes.   The word 

used for abomination describes “people, things, acts, relationships, and characteristics that are 

detestable to God because they are contrary to His nature.”  Idol worship is an “abomination to God.”  He 

ensured that the Israelites knew this through the 10 commandments.  #1 states “You shall have no other 

gods before me.”  #2 states “You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything 

that is in heaven above, or that is in earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.  You shall not 

bow down to them or serve them, for I the Lord am a jealous God visiting the iniquity of the fathers on 

the children to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me but showing steadfast love to 

thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.” (Exodus 20:3-4).   Worshiping idols is 

an abomination to God. 

 So the one with appearance like a man shows Ezekiel scene after scene of abominations to the 

Lord going on in and around the temple.  What are these abominations?  1) An idol of jealousy in the 

gateway to the inner court.  8:5-6.  It stands right before the altar where they would burn their sacrifices 

to God.  So as Ezekiel looks north, he sees the idol standing in a very prominent place.  The Bible Project 



 

drawing in the bulletin portrays this.  On the right you see an idol beside the altar with the flames coming 

out.  It’s like this idol was an addition to Israel’s worship.   

     2 - 70 leaders burning incense to carved images of creeping things in a temple room. 8:7-13.  You 

can see the leaders inside the temple in the drawing.  Ezekiel sees a room with engravings all over the 

wall.  They portray creeping and loathsome beasts.  Then he sees the 70 men.  He also sees someone 

he recognizes.  Remember, Ezekiel used to live in Jerusalem?  He sees “Jaazaniah the son of Shaphan.”  

This is significant because the house of Shaphan was known for its loyalty to the Lord.  But here, one of 

the sons joins in idolatrous worship.   

 Each man holds incense.  They burn it before the images hoping for a response.  We’re told what 

they thought in verse 12.  “For they say, “the Lord does not see us, the Lord has forsaken the land.”  This 

could be a self-justifying statement.  “The Lord can’t see us in the dark, so we’ll do this.”  Or it could also 

be their interpretation of events. They had suffered defeat to the Babylonians.  So, they think the Lord no 

longer sees them and has forsaken them.  In a desperation, they seek help from carved images.   

The messenger then shows Ezekiel a third example of idol worship.  Women weep for a god 

called Tammuz in verses 14-15.    You see that portrayed on the left side of the drawing.  Tamuz was the 

Babylonian fertility god.  They believed that he died every fall when all the plants died.   So, they believed 

that if you wept and mourned over his death, he would be resurrected and give new life in the Spring.  

Yet, it’s not spring when this happens.  It’s September 17 according to the first verse.  So maybe they 

are already mourning the coming death of this god and praying for his resurrection.   

  Then the last scene of idolatry occurs in verse 16.  25 men with their backs to the temple worship 

the sun.  They stand at the entrance to the temple with their backs turned.   You can’t get much more 

defiant than that.  These all indicate a widespread embrace of idolatry among the Israelites.  This didn’t 

happen on some hill in a rural town at night where no one could see.  This happened in and around the 

dwelling place of God on earth.  All are abominations to the holy God of the universe.  His people settled 

into complacency with idolatry. They have collectively turned away at the highest levels of the nation.   

Why is God so concerned about idolatry?     



 

He is holy.  This means He is separated from sin.   When it comes to sin – He can’t just let it 

go on.  That would be unjust.  Sin requires payment and restitution.  Idolatry is sin because it treats 

something other than God as supreme.  So, God deals with sin because it’s necessary for a just and 

righteous kingdom.  Yet He doesn’t just zap people for their sin.  He made a deep personal sacrifice by 

sending His own Son to die for our sin.  By His blood, we can be forgiven for all our sins.     

But there’s one more reason found right in this text.  Verse 17 – “Then he said to them, ‘Have you 

seen this, O son of man?  Is it too light a thing for the house of Judah to commit the abominations they 

commit here, that they should fill the land with violence and provoke me still further to anger?”  Idolatry 

inevitably leads to violence.   How?  Well we need to start by recognizing a major difference between 

true Israelite worship and idol worship.  When people worshipped idols, it was basically a transactional 

relationship.  “I worship the idol.  The god feels good or is appeased.  Then the god does something for 

me.  It brings rain.  It agrees not to be angry with me.  It protects me or my family.” Once the worship act 

is done, I just go out and live my life however I want.   

But Israelite worship was supposed to directly connect to everyday life.  The worship of the one 

true God was supposed to lead to a just and loving people who cared for the vulnerable among them.  

God can’t stand transaction worship where we only worship Him to get something from Him or where our 

worship does not impact our daily lives.  God expresses this multiple times through the prophets.  Isaiah 

1:15-16 – When you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many 

prayers I will not listen; your hands are full of blood. Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove 

the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good, seek justice, correct 

oppression, bring justice to the fatherless, seek the widow’s cause.”   

Transactional idol worship is detached from everyday life.  We can fall into that.  We can do our 

Sunday thing and think we’re good with God. Why does a society that worships idols gets violent?  With 

no healthy fear of God and no confession of sin, people follow their natural sinful nature.  Selfishness 

wants something to fulfill its desire.  Who are the easiest targets that we can take advantage of to fulfill 

selfish desires?  The poor; the vulnerable; the powerless; the weaker, the not yet born.  They are way 



 

easier to rob, evict, steal from, threaten, put into slavery and murder.  When there is violence in a society, 

it is often committed against those who can’t really defend themselves.  God points out in verse 17 that 

on top of their idolatry, the Israelites have filled the land with violence.  If you’re an Israelite that statement 

brings to mind another time this happened.  If you’ve read the Old Testament before, that phrase “they 

should fill the land with violence” shows up at another critical point in history.  It sets the precedent for 

God’s response here.   

Back in Genesis 6.  Verse 11.  “Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight and the earth was filled 

with violence.”  So, God raises up Noah to build an ark to flood the earth and wipe out this violent society.  

Yet he preserves a remnant to begin anew.   God responds according to character in Ezekiel 8:18 – 

“Therefore, I will act in wrath.  My eye will not spare, nor will I have pity.  And though they cry in my ears 

with a loud voice, I will not hear them.”   God will allow the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple 

because the Israelites had settled into a life of complacency and idolatry.  They needed a total reset.  Yet 

even in the judgment there would be mercy and restoration coming.  The same happened in John 

Newton’s life as he turned to the Lord during that storm and began a new journey of faith.  The same can 

happen with you and me.  So, we need to take seriously this warning about idolatry.  God’s judgment 

upon Israel’s idolatry reveals our need to keep ourselves from idols.     

So how can we respond protect against idolatry in our lives?   One - Admit spiritual helplessness.  

Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  We must not pridefully 

go forward and say we can just live an idol free life in our own strength.  We need the Lord and His Spirit.  

Maybe the Spirit has revealed to you today that you have never admitted your spiritual helplessness to 

Him.  You have not put the ultimate trust of your life upon Him.  But that can change today.  You need to 

acknowledge Jesus as Lord and Christ.  Admit your spiritual helplessness and turn away from life apart 

from Him.  Then you put your trust in Christ. Through your faith, God connects to you and adopts you 

into His family.  So, if you want to receive Christ: “Lord Jesus I confess my belief in you as the Son of 

God.  I desire to repent or turn away from my old life apart from you. Instead, I put my life trust upon you.   



 

Two - Ask God for discernment to recognize we live in an idol-filled society.  We think the 

ancients were so dumb to bow down to idols.  But we have idols today.  The biggest idol is our selves.  

Our culture worships self.  It caters to self.  It makes it all about yourself.  Or we make idols out of money, 

power, work, success, or image.  So, we ask the Lord to alert us to our idol-filled culture.    

Three - Seek the Lord to reveal any idolatry creeping into your life.  I might call this an idolatry 

self-test.  Here are some possible indicators of idolatry.   

• You view worship of God as completely disconnected from your daily life.  It’s just a thing you do 

once a week.   

• You do things in secret that you don’t want God or others to see or know about.  Ezekiel 8:12 

• You get defensive if someone raises a question about something they think you should do less 

of.   

• You experience growing comfort with seeing Christ as just one of many valid religious alternatives.  

Idol of pluralism. 

Four - Ask God to grow you in holiness in one specific area this summer.  Use Colossians 

3:5-14 to do this.  Ask the Lord to reveal one character trait He wants you to grow in through these 

next months.   Then pray every day for that.   

That’s how we will close today.  I am going to read Colossians 3:5-14.  I want to invite you right now 

to ask the Lord to point out one area to you. Maybe it’s something He wants you to leave behind to grow 

in.  Maybe He wants to affirm your growth in one of these areas-- or simply remind you of who you are in 

Him.   Ask the Lord now to reveal that one area to you.  I will read.  Then we will pray.   

 

Colossians 3:5-14 
 
5 Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, 
and covetousness, which is idolatry. 6 On account of these the wrath of God is coming. 7 In 
these you too once walked, when you were living in them. 8 But now you must put them all 
away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. 9 Do not lie to one 
another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices 10 and have put on the new 
self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator.  
 



 

12 Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate 
hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, 13 bearing with one another and, if one has a 
complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must 
forgive. 14 And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.  
 
No one gets 100% on this test. 
 


