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Our insatiable lust for anything and everything other than our Redeemer
is treason! Bigney captures the essence of this gospel reality through
biblical exposition and personal stories. Gospel Treason rightly confronts
our ongoing heart struggles and offers hope through the gospel of Jesus
Christ. You will be blessed by reading, reflecting, and applying the truths
found in this book written from the heart of a pastor.
—Robert Cheong, Pastor of Care and Counseling, Sojourn Community Church
Brad has thought a lot about the insidiousness of idolatry in today’s
culture. He has done a thorough job of showing us how modern-day
idols are both offensive to God and grace-robbing to the believer. This
book will cause you to consider your own heart in terms of what you
really want and live for. It will also help you to minister to others who
are suffering or caught in sin that hinders them from the freedom we
have in the gospel.
—Garrett Higbee, Director, Biblical Soul Care, Harvest Bible
Chapel
From a rich background of personal struggle and pastoral ministry,
Pastor Brad Bigney will help you understand what motivates your
desires, thinking, emotions, and behavior. As you read, you will begin
to understand your own struggle, the power of the gospel to help you
grow and change, and what (or Who) should be your true treasure:
Jesus Christ.
—Kevin Carson, Biblical Counseling Professor, Baptist Bible College and Graduate School
In Gospel Treason Brad unmasks my idolatrous heart and reveals God’s
glorious gospel. He tears down what has been hindering me and gives
me what I really need. This book makes me want to haul the idols of
my heart to the nearest landfill and it makes me want to live for God’s
glory and honor, rejoicing in his wonderful love. Read it and let it do
the same for you.
—Amy Baker, Counselor, Faith Biblical Counseling Ministries
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Brad Bigney writes with insight, transparency, and candor on a topic
that each of us needs to carefully think about. Bigney gleans great truth
from the top theologians of the day and organizes it in a way that is
easy to understand, clear, and applicable. This book would be a great
help to anyone who wants to more deeply understand how to walk in
integrity with God.
—Jocelyn Wallace, Executive Director, Vision of Hope Residential
Treatment Center
It is always good when God arranges for my eyes to read the words that
my heart needs to hear! Gospel Treason does just this. Brad Bigney has
reminded us that the problems we all face are rarely superficial and that
we must get to the heart issues. This book clearly tells us how to identify
and deal with the things we choose to worship instead of God.
—C harles D. Hodges Jr., Director of Grace Counseling, Grace
Church
Brad is very transparent and writes in a way that is easy to understand
and easy to apply.
—Stuart Scott, Executive Director, National Center of Biblical
Counseling
Brad’s outstanding examples, illustrations and stories make the concepts
he is teaching clear and concrete, while also making the book fun to read.
—Jim Newheiser, Director, Institute for Biblical Counseling and
Discipleship
I will give the book to friends and use it as assigned reading in my
counseling.
—R andy Patten, Executive Director, National Association of
Nouthetic Counselors
Let these important words guide you as you continue to mature in your
relationship with Jesus.
—Stephen Viars, Senior Pastor, Faith Church
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I n t r o d u ctio n

M

y wife and I have been married for twenty-five years,
but twenty years ago we were at war. There was no
camouflage, there were no guns, and neither of us
was crawling under barbed wire in our single-wide mobile home.
But we both felt that we were constantly stepping on land mines
in our relationship—putting out brushfires, running for cover,
and dodging the bullets that our tongues fired back and forth.
Our marriage had deteriorated into a battlefield, and we were
opposing forces.
And the casualty rate was high.
The love and laughter that had initially filled our home, and
had characterized our courtship, seemed like a distant memory,
and I began to wonder whether those early years had even been
real. Maybe we had been fooling ourselves back then; maybe
there was no such thing as real love. Maybe what we had was
as good as it got. And yet I sensed that God wanted more for
us, both for our good and for his glory.
My wife and I seemed worlds apart, but neither of us could
say what had gone wrong. What had been our first misstep?
Where had we wandered off the path of marital bliss? And how
had this relationship—one that God had designed to be our
greatest earthly comfort—turned into all-out war?
For countless hours we argued in circles, each defending
ourselves and blaming the other. We solicited help from older
11
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couples, hoping they could help us to sort out where our marriage
had gone wrong. In every case, they were gracious and offered us
a thread of biblical truth, such as: “You both just need to die to
self.” But no one could penetrate the surface of our skirmishes;
no one could unearth our hearts’ foundations and expose the
real problem—idolatry.
We had abandoned the gospel as our first love, and had
instead begun to treasure and cling to something else as our
reason for living. We were traitors—turncoats—who had given
something other than Jesus Christ and his sweet gospel first place
in our hearts, and the result was havoc in our home.
The ripples of our idolatry crashed into each other, as from
two large rocks dropped into opposite ends of a quiet pond. But
neither of us knew how to calm the waters again.
By God’s mercy we eventually found a biblical counselor,
and things began to change radically. Not that he introduced
us to the gospel—we had both been Christians from a young
age. I was the pastor of a local church; we still read our
Bibles and prayed; neither of us had knowingly abandoned
the faith—but we had replaced our Savior with idols, and
these became the driving force in our hearts. We had fallen
into the trap that God warned his people about so many years
ago when he said, “For My people have committed two evils:
They have forsaken Me, the fountain of living waters, and
hewn themselves cisterns—broken cisterns that can hold no
water” (Jer. 2:13).
We had spent a lifetime digging other cisterns, from which
we hoped to catch life-giving water to sustain us, fulfill us,
and bring us peace and joy. And the digging didn’t start on
our wedding day—it had been going on for years. We simply
imported the project into our marriage. The pressures of marriage and ministry, along with the close proximity of another
12
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sinner, simply pushed to the surface what had been lurking in
our hearts all along.
So if you and your spouse or you and someone else are where
we were almost twenty years ago, you might be saying, “Help
us! What did the counselor say that made such a difference?
What did you learn from God’s Word that so transformed your
marriage?”
That is exactly what I want to share with you in the chapters
that follow.
The breakthrough for us came when the counselor helped us
to identify—and repent of—the ways in which we had allowed
other desires, other goals, and other cravings to dethrone our
Savior and his gospel—the ways in which we had allowed these
idols to become entrenched and to rule in his place.
He taught us from Ezekiel 14 and James 4:1–3 about the
idols of our hearts—this was news to both of us. Neither of us
had gone to a counselor believing ourselves to be idolaters—we
just knew we had a bad marriage, and we each believed the
other was the one who needed to change. We had both grown
up in church, but had never been taught the dangers of having
something other than Jesus Christ and his gospel rule our hearts.
My “Aha!” moment came when the truth came crashing
down on me that what I was chasing after in my heart (“I must
be well thought of by everyone at church”) had a direct impact on
not only the way I treated my wife, but also my daily, momentby-moment decisions. And exposing the idols of my heart helped
me to take giant steps toward resolving the ongoing conflicts in
our marriage. It shifted the target of my attack away from my wife
and onto my heart, so that I could begin to work on more than
just trying to “be nice,” or to be polite, or to have a date night.
Brought face-to-face with the ugly monster that was my own
idolatrous heart, I found freedom in seeing the real enemy for
13
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the first time. It humbled me, and it heightened my love and
appreciation for the gospel and my Savior. It has deepened my
awareness of my dependence on Christ to rule my life moment
by moment.
And it’s been hard.
The valley indeed was dark, but God has done an incredible
work, not only in our marriage (we are now the best of friends, as
well as lovers!), but also in the way I preach and teach, and how I
relate to others, both inside and outside our church family. I am
reminded of Ephesians 3:20, seeing that God really is “able to
do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think.” My
wife and I had desperately wanted deliverance from a marriage
that we felt trapped in, but God did more—he revolutionized
our ministry and our passion for the gospel, for our Savior, and
for the church.
I pray that God will use this book to help get the life-changing
message of exposing and repenting of idols of the heart into the
hands of as many people as possible.
In the chapters ahead, I will lay out a plan to help you identify
and destroy the idols that keep you enslaved to certain sins in
your life, sins that keep you from experiencing gospel joy and
freedom. I will show you how to keep the main thing the main
thing. But I warn you, it’s not fun. It will hurt, and it will get
ugly when you start to see what is going on in your heart.
Look to Christ. Don’t let this study turn you into a navelgazer who is more caught up in examining your own heart than
in delighting in your Savior. Fix your eyes on Christ, and on the
wonders that he has secured for you, as you step into the dark
labyrinth of your heart.
So before we begin, stop and pray that God will show you
more of the beauty of your Savior, even as he reveals more of the
ugliness and deception of your idolatrous heart.
14
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Chapter 1

I d o l at r y Sta r t s with
G o s p e l D r if t

A

biblical understanding of idolatry dramatically changed
my own life and exposed how far I had drifted from
the gospel. It radically changed my understanding of
everything—my marriage, my parenting, my pastoring, and
my counseling. Idolatry is perhaps the Bible’s most pervasive
theme. We think of the great themes in Scripture: the grace of
God, the glory of God, the sovereignty of God. We love to talk
about these (as we should), but there’s another, largely untapped,
theme whose threads are woven throughout the Bible: idols of
the heart. And this idolatry flies in the face of our Savior and
the freedom that he purchased for us on the cross.
To move toward idols is to move away from the gospel and
the Savior that the gospel proclaims, so the problem is not peripheral—it is central. Anything that prevents the gospel from having
center stage in your life will dramatically affect the way you live
and hinder the degree to which you can glorify God. And when
the gospel loses center stage, your spiritual immune system shuts
down, leaving you susceptible to a myriad of spiritual illnesses.
17
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That’s why, in 1 Corinthians 15:1–3, Paul stresses the priority of the gospel:
Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached
to you, which you received and on which you have taken your
stand. . . .
For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance:
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures. (niv)

C. J. Mahaney said, “If there’s anything in life that we should
be passionate about, it’s the gospel. . . . I mean passionate about
thinking about it, dwelling on it, rejoicing in it, allowing it
to color the way we look at the world. Only one thing can
be of first importance to each of us. And only the gospel
ought to be.”1

Idols Move in When the Gospel
Moves Out
Yet countless Christians live every day with something
other than the gospel holding first place in their lives. When I
say idolatry, you might think, “That’s the Old Testament. As
the New Testament church, we’re under grace.” Is that what
comes to your mind? Do you think of idolatry as existing
only in the Old Testament? Or do you think of some statue
or totem pole, and someone in a third-world country bowing
down to it? Do you ever think of yourself? If not, therein
lies the problem.
Biblical counselor and author David Powlison observes,
“Idolatry is by far the most frequently discussed problem in the
Scriptures. The relevance of massive chunks of Scripture hangs
on our understanding of idolatry.”2
18
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Idolatry Is a Pervasive Problem
Today
But if you’re still thinking, “Sure, idolatry’s a big deal,
but it’s in the Old Testament, not where I live,” then look at
just one verse in the little New Testament book of 1 John, the
very last verse. It is worth noting how John ends his letter.
After giving us 105 verses on the vital importance of a warm,
vibrant, loving fellowship with Christ our Savior, how does
the apostle of love wrap it all up? Of all the ways he could
have ended this passionate letter, he closes it, in 1 John 5:21,
with this sober warning: “Little children, keep yourselves
from idols. Amen.”
So what have you been doing with this verse? Have you been
skipping over it, ignoring it, or wondering why it’s there? Did
John lose his train of thought? Is he changing subjects? Is it a
scribal error? Not at all. You see, gospel treason—gospel drift—
inevitably leads to idolatry. We are worshipers by nature. Our
hearts don’t just drift aimlessly; the drift is always away from
the gospel, away from our Savior, and into the grip of something
or someone else.
The last little line in John’s letter leaves us asking the most
basic question of all, the question that God brings to our hearts
every moment of every day: Has something or someone besides
Jesus Christ taken the title deed to your heart? Does something
or someone else hold your heart’s trust, loyalty, and desire?
You say, “Of course not. I put my trust in Christ when I
became a Christian. He holds the deed to my heart.” Unfortunately, many times, although Christ owns the property, we
live like traitors, having given the right of ownership to other
people and other things. Yes, Christ is the owner, and that will
be evident when the dust settles. But we are prone to giving our
19
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hearts to squatters all the time. That’s why John leaves us with
this warning: Keep yourselves from idols.
Don’t give your heart away like a spiritual orphan or prostitute.
The Christian life is more than just trying to stay connected
to Christ and loving him. If you don’t also keep a vigilant eye
toward detecting idols and then destroying them, you’ll inevitably get trapped.
You might confess with your lips, “Jesus is Lord,” but in your
functional, practical life, what really motivates you? Most of us
have a confessional theology that looks good and lines up with
sound biblical doctrine, but what really drives us on Monday
morning is our practical or functional theology—which can
be way out of line. You might say, “Jesus is Lord,” but in your
life—your thoughts and your desires and your affections—you
might be dominated by something such as winning your husband’s approval, moving up the company ladder, or having the
perfect family. If so, you’re only fooling yourself, because these
other things are really your lord, your idol—the gospel and Jesus
Christ have been pushed to the margins. That other person,
idea, or dream is your master, and it takes you over without
your being aware of it.

Our Idolatry Flies under the Radar
Nobody wakes up one day and says, “I’m going to start living for the approval and affection of my husband. That will be
my ruling passion starting right now, and I will refuse to find
comfort in God, his Word, and his promises until I get the
approval and affection from my husband that I crave.” Nobody
voices that thought out loud. Nobody types that up and makes
copies to hand out to friends and family and coworkers. Even so,
you have made a definite switch that affects how you think and
20
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act toward others. And that’s why your behavior and attitudes
are so confusing to those around you.
Millions of people—including Christians—live this way
without even knowing it. They’re trapped, they’re deceived,
and they’re miserable because they have made a functional god
of something or someone other than the one true living God,
which leads to misery and chaos every time. Part of what makes
this battle so tough is that we don’t recognize the idolatry we’ve
bought in to. We recognize the misery and the chaos, so we
ramp up the prayers—and usually the complaining—but after
a while, when we are still miserable, we start to doubt God’s
faithfulness and the power of prayer because he’s not helping
us to get what we want.
But unlike us, God sees perfectly. We don’t see that what
we’re asking God to give us is an idol, but he does. He sees that
we’ve shifted from the gospel and our Savior as our sole source
of joy and purpose. God won’t help us to chase our idols. He is
a jealous God. In Isaiah 42:8, he proclaims, “I am the Lord,
that is My name; and My glory I will not give to another, nor
My praise to carved images.” When God sees you pursuing the
glory of another, he’s not going to help you get it. Pray all you
want, fast, give up your favorite desserts and snack foods, all to
no avail—because God smells idolatry.
So why don’t we smell it?
God has given us his Word to serve as smelling salts, to
rouse us from the idolatrous coma we live in so much of the
time. We’re locked into our own idolatrous way of thinking
and living until we pick up God’s Word, and then, boom! A
wake-up call—we’ve been seeing things wrong; we haven’t had
the complete picture. There’s truth in the Scripture that hasn’t
been on the table of our mind. And God’s Word brings us back
to the Savior, back to the gospel.
21
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If you haven’t figured it out yet, Christ is the main character
of the Bible, and redemption—the gospel—is the theme. Why?
Because God knows that we drift and need to be brought back
again and again to the Savior, and to the sin-shattering, idolsmashing gospel.

Idolatry Is a Lifelong Battle
Now, before you get too excited about coming back to your
Savior, getting back to the gospel, and dealing with idols of your
heart—and I hope you are excited about it—let me give you a caution. Don’t think, “Great—this is the day I slay all the idols of my
heart. As soon as I figure out what they are, I’ll have an incredible
revival service and repent of them all and be done with it. I’ll park
myself at the feet of Jesus, like Mary in Luke 10, and never leave. No
need to read the rest of this book, because that will be it; I’ll be done.”
I wish that were true. But you must understand that detecting and destroying idols is an ongoing battle, not a showdown.
You’ll have plenty of showdowns, to be sure. But it will be tough,
because idols don’t go to the mat easily. They don’t just give up.
It’s better to think in terms of a war with multiple showdowns
for as long as Christ leaves you in this life.
Jeremiah 17:9 says, “The heart is . . . desperately wicked;
who can know it?” That’s why this battle can’t be won with
some cute little Christian techniques or tricks that you can pick
up at your local Christian bookstore. It can be won only with
the sword of the Spirit, as the Word of God cuts through our
heart’s protective layers to expose and excise what’s really going
on, so that real change can begin. You must focus on God’s
Word rather than techniques or principles. Make God’s Word
your focus for freedom from idols.
James 4:1–3 gives the plain truth:
22
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Where do wars and fights come from among you? Do they not
come from your desires for pleasure that war in your members?
You lust and do not have. You murder and covet and cannot
obtain. You fight and war. Yet you do not have because you
do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss,
that you may spend it on your pleasures.

Notice in this passage how prayer is tied in to the deal. So
many times when we’re not getting an answer to prayer, we get
frustrated and think, “Hey, I’m not asking God to give me a
casino or a porn shop, so he should give me what I want. What
I want is good. I want godly kids. I want my husband to treat
me as Ephesians 5 says he’s supposed to.” Well, guess what? We
ask amiss, because so often we want something just because it
would make our lives more comfortable.
God is not our Sugar Daddy in the Sky. He’s not some cosmic
Santa Claus looking for ways to make us more comfortable. He is
looking for ways to make us more like Christ, so he wants to show
how you respond when you don’t get your way. Do you love him
enough that when your husband isn’t an Ephesians 5 husband, you
can go on joyfully? Do you love God enough that when your job isn’t
all you wish it were, you can go on with joy, serving him, pleasing
him, and putting in a good day’s work at a job that your flesh hates?
Think about it. When do you grow the most—when you’ve
got a husband who’s just the way you want him? When do
you become more like Christ, and cry out to him in desperate
prayer as you search the Scriptures—when your whole world is
ordered just the way you want it? No. It’s when your husband
isn’t what you want him to be; it’s when the job isn’t what you
had dreamed of, when your health fails, when your children
rebel. That’s when God meets you and conforms you to the
image of his Son, Jesus Christ.
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Idolatry Flies in the Face of God
“You shall have no other gods before Me.” —Exodus 20:3
Why is idolatry such a big deal? The short answer is that
it flies in the face of God. In Matthew 22:37–38, Jesus quotes
Deuteronomy 6:5: “ ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all
your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is
the first and great commandment.” In Exodus 20:3, God tells
us that the number-one commandment is: “You shall have no
other gods before Me.” This is foundational.
Now let me give you the definition of an idol:
An idol is anything or anyone that captures our hearts, minds,
and affections more than God.

So what could be an idol in your life? Anything. That’s why
we’re in such trouble, because absolutely anything can become
an idol. Even a good thing, when wanted too much, becomes an
idol. The Puritans called such things “inordinate desires.” Idolatry
is who or what you worship, what you long for, what your heart
is set on. Idolatry is a big deal because it flies in the face of God.

Idolatry Is at the Center of Why We Sin
“Therefore put to death your members which are
on the earth: fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil
desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.”
—Colossians 3:5
Idolatry is a big deal because it infiltrates and takes over the
heart—the nerve center—determining the way we sin, when we
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sin, with whom we sin. Think of a bicycle wheel. The hub is the
heart where the idols are. Each spoke is a specific sin, and you
can trace each sin back to the hub—the heart.
In this war against sin, you must not be satisfied to simply
stop sinning. As you work with your kids, with yourself, and
with your spouse, identifying your heart’s idols can help you
to understand why you become so irritable, why you raise your
voice. Identifying the idols of the heart is when the tide starts to
turn. It’s not enough to memorize some verses about anger and
self-control. Go after the heart! There are heart issues behind
all that anger. When someone is in a rage at home or in public,
you can be sure that someone else has threatened one of his or
her idols—and war is about to break out!
Anger, irritability, and verbal outbursts are indicative of
heart issues gone awry. When you react to someone else, what
is it that you are protecting? What is it that you must have?
Husbands, doesn’t the Bible say that our wives should respect
us? Yes. But if you go around with the old “respect me” chip on
your shoulder, constantly telling yourself, “My wife must respect
me,” you will inevitably be hypervigilant and hypersensitive;
you will be perpetually angry, doggedly policing your wife’s
behavior, because for you, respect is not just something that
God commands your wife to do, but something that you think
you must have in order to be happy.
So many times, the conflicts that you’re having can be
traced back to your own desires, as we see in James 4:1–3. You
think, “I must be respected,” or “I must be . . . whatever,” and it
causes war between you and anyone who gets in the way of that
desire. Then you cry out to God in prayer, and still don’t receive
because you ask amiss: “God, change her. God, you know I need
respect. God, you know how important that is. Get her, God.
You go.” But God won’t answer a prayer like that. He’s more
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likely standing there with a two-by-four, wanting to smack you
in the head and say, “Shut up and love her—stop worshiping
yourself and thinking you are so important.”
Our sin can be traced back to our idols every time. John Piper
has summed it up this way: “Sin is what we do when we’re not
satisfied in God.” Let me give you a corollary principle that you
can use regarding idols. Sin is what you do when you’re chasing
after something other than God, namely, one of your idols. Idolatry
is at center stage of my heart and your heart, because idolatry
is nothing more than a metaphor for human craving, yearning,
and greedy demands.
That’s what we see in both Ephesians 5 and Colossians 3,
where Paul is listing sins: “For this you know, that no fornicator, unclean person, nor covetous man . . .” and then he sticks
this phrase in there: “. . . who is an idolater . . .” (Eph. 5:5). Paul
connects covetousness and idolatry. We normally think, “Fornication . . . don’t want to do that, but covetousness isn’t such a
big deal, is it?” But Ephesians 5:5 says “nor covetous man, who
is an idolater . . .” When you’re craving something other than
God, even something good, God takes it very seriously. In that
moment, he’s coming after you. He’s coming after you for his
glory and your own good, because life for us is better without
idols. Life for us is better when we’re delighting in the gospel
and loving Christ as our highest treasure. Life for us is better
when we’re focused on God and free from idols.
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