
American Idols group study guide           by Dawn Owens 

 

Session 1: The Oldest Competition 
 
RULES FOR THE ROAD:   
These studies are designed to be as user-friendly as possible so that you as a group 
leader will need only to download, browse through, possibly do some light 
preparations, and head to the study. In order to facilitate ease of use, cues are 
provided throughout the study to indicate:  

1. when you read aloud to the group (Bold text),  
2. when you ask questions to the group (bulleted italics), or  
3. when you have the group or individual group members read (Underline text).  

 
There is no “student guide” for the use of group members. Their primary tools will 
be the book, American Idols, their Bibles, and an occasional handout provided by 
you (provided in each group study). 
 
Please note also that the studies are set up with the assumption that some 
participants will not have read the American Idols chapter prior to doing the study. 
Therefore, there may be times that pieces of the text will need to be copied for 
them to follow along. 
 
PACKING YOUR BAGS: 

1. Print off five copies of the script, “Scene from a Mountainside,” found at 
the end of this document.  
2. Have Bibles available in case someone comes to the study without a Bible. 
3. Bring a few extra pens and paper for them to take notes as necessary. 
4. Print off copies of the covenant for yourself and each of the participants 

(go to the end of this document for a printer-friendly copy). 
 
IN THE GREEN ROOM:   
Before beginning this group study, enlist five readers (or actors, if your group is a 
little more outgoing and familiar with each other) to read the “Act Out” section 
together. If your group is too small, the reading can be done by you or a talented 
reader possessing a flair for drama.  
 
MEETING THE CAST:   
Begin by asking everyone to state his or her first and last name, and respond 
briefly to the question,  
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• If you had to choose between living in a desert, polar region, or swamp, which 
would you choose, and why? 

 
Explain that you’ll go first so others have time to think (which also gives you the 
opportunity to show by example how briefly you expect others to respond), then 
proceed around the circle. 
 
ROUND 1: 
Our study will begin tonight exploring the first chapter of the book American 
Idols by Bob Hostetler. If you are able to obtain a book throughout the study, 
you will get much more out of the study than otherwise. It would also be 
helpful for you to have a Bible of your own, as we will be digging deeper into 
the Scriptural text in many of the studies. However, I do have some bibles 
with me tonight for you to use as needed.  
 
The study is set up for all types of folks to enjoy. So whether this is your 
first time in a small group or Bible study or your 15th, get ready to explore 
what we Americans tend to idolize…and why.  
 
Okay, so if everyone is ready for ROUND 1 of our study, let’s begin.  
In the first chapter, the author suggests that we may be more prone to idol 
worship than we think. He says:  
 

“You see, generally speaking, none of us fall into idolatrous beliefs and 
behaviors intentionally-at least not at first. We don’t set out to 
succumb to idolatry. We don’t aspire to become idolaters. It’s a subtle 
process, sinister even, imperceptible at first. It’s a slow process, one 
that can take months or years to bud. It’s a gradual process, starting 
out as a seedling but eventually growing stubborn and strong” (American 
Idols, p.5). 

 
• How do you respond to the suggestion that each of us might be an unintentional 

idolater?  
 
In chapter 1 of American Idols, the author imagines a scene leading up to the 
worship of the golden calf, as described in Exodus 32 in the Bible. A few of us 
are going to act out that scene together. 
 
ACT OUT: 
Cue the five people you chose earlier to read the parts of Zimri, Shlomo, Zebidah, 
Aaron, and the narrator in the scene below. If your group is comfortable with one 
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another, you can use your narrator to guide the actors’ role play by using the 
sections with asterisks. 
 

SCENE FROM A MOUNTAINSIDE 
Narrator:  

Moses has been gone many days now, up on Mt. Sinai to spend time with the 
Almighty God. Meanwhile, the Israelites down below (in a hot desolate 
desert) are beginning to grumble and wonder when he will return. Our scene 
begins with Zimri, an Israelite, in a tent with his wife, Zebidah, discussing 
the state of the people. 
 Zimri, patting his stomach and leaning back on the soft pillows his 
wife had brought from Egypt, says, 

Zimri:  
 It is a happy man whose wife cooks like that. 
Narrator:  

Zebidah, smiling demurely, but looking away from her husband, 
answers, 

Zebidah:  
 Will you join the delegation? 
Zimri: [Frowning]  
 It’s not an uprising. It’s nothing like that. 
Narrator:  

Zebidah nods and wipes a bead of perspiration from her temple. The 
heat inside the tent would soon become insufferable, as it did every 
day in this desert wasteland. No one expected Moses to be gone this 
long. 

Zimri:  
 We just need a plan, that’s all. 
Narrator:  
 He sensed sadness in his wife, disapproval, perhaps.  
Zebidah: [Emotionless] 
 I’m sure you are wise. 
Narrator:  

Zimri feels his anger rise. He hates it when she says things like that. 
She was a strong woman, and a smart one, and he often felt that she 
knew more than she spoke, and understood more than he. Well, this 
time it was she who did not understand.  
 Zimri rises suddenly from the floor and ducks through the open 
flaps of the tent. He looks one way and then the other, and finally 
spies Shlomo leading a group of twenty or thirty men. They are coming 
his way. 

Shlomo: [Shouting]  
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 Come! 
 Narrator:  
 Shlomo crooks an arm around Zimri’s neck.  
Shlomo:   
 We go to Aaron’s tent! 
Narrator:  

Zimri has no choice but to fall in step with Shlomo, at the head of the 
delegation. As they walk, Shlomo speaks in low tones to Zimri. 

Shlomo:  
You know, you speak well. Have I ever told you that? You should speak 
for us. 

Zimri:  
 No! Not me. I wouldn’t know what to say. 
Shlomo:  

What is there to know? You tell Aaron what we talked about around 
the fire. You tell him to lead or get out of the way. 

Zimri: [Hesitating] 
 But I— 
Narrator: 

The delegation arrives at the tent of Aaron the priest, the brother of 
Moses. Shlomo pushes him forward just as Aaron steps through the 
flaps. Zimri turns to protest to Shlomo and sees with horror that the 
crowd behind him has grown. Hundreds of men and women stood 
behind him! 
 Zimri turns back to face Aaron. The priest says nothing, but seems 
content to wait. Zimri casts one more pleading look at Shlomo, but 
sees nothing but determination in his expression. 

Zimri: [Clearing his throat] 
 Your brother Moses… 
Narrator:  

Shlomo casts a glance at the mountain Moses had entered weeks ago. 
The apex is shrouded in dark clouds that intermittently emanated 
rumblings and flashings that frightened everyone below. 

 Zimri:  
 He has not returned. 
Narrator:  
 Aaron does not respond.  
Zimri: [Licking his lips] 
  It has been weeks. 
Narrator:  
 Still no response from Aaron. 
Zimri:  
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 The camp is restless. Fearful. The children, especially. 
Narrator:  

Aaron’s gaze leaves Zimri’s face and travels behind him as if searching 
the faces of the others  

Zimri: [clearing his throat again]  
Our progress has halted. There is no word from the mountain. 
[Gathering courage] There is no indication of when we will move from 
this. . .this ominous place. It is not good for our spirits. It is not good 
for our families. It is not good for the nation. Aaron, you are a priest 
to us. And we have been instructed to come to you in Moses’ absence. 
So we come. 

Narrator:  
Aaron still had not spoken. Zimri felt his emotional temperature rising. 

Zimri: [His voice now strong, stentorian] 
Come! Make us gods who will go before us, who will unite us, who will 
get us moving again. Is this not what we came here for? Not to die in 
the desert, not to be consumed in the mountain, but to become a great 
and mighty nation for the glory of our gods! 

Narrator: 
He was almost done. He could feel the energy of the crowd behind 
him, urging him forward, like the swell of a mighty sea.   

Zimri: [lifting his gaze once more up the slope of the dark mountain, and then 
slowly turning it back to Aaron] 
As for this Moses, the one who brought us up out of Egypt, we don't 
know what has happened to him. 

Narrator: 
Suddenly, voices rose behind Zimri, agreeing with him and protesting 
Aaron’s inaction.  
 Zimri saw the priest shoot an angry look at him before lifting his 
chin so his voice would carry far.  

Aaron:  
Consider the cost, for it will be high. Take off the gold earrings that 
you are wearing—and your wives, your sons and your daughters—and 
bring every single one of them to me. 

Narrator: 
Zimri’s lips tightened into a thin line. He saw immediately what Aaron 
was doing. He was demanding the people’s recent plunder from Egypt, 
the earrings that the Egyptians had virtually thrown at their escaping 
slaves. They would not so soon part with such new treasure.  
 Shlomo was the first. He shouldered his way past Zimri and made a 
show of placing a large gold earring before Aaron’s sandaled feet. It 
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took a moment, but others soon followed, and before long, people were 
running back to their tents for more gold.  
 Zimri saw the priest’s face tighten. The bluff had not worked. A 
pile of gold jewelry lay in the dust between Aaron and Zimri.  
 Within days, a golden calf had been fashioned from the people’s 
offerings, and Zimri stood proudly at the foot of the mountain while 
the image was erected.  

Zimri:  [Shouting] 
 These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.  
Narrator: 

The people cheered, and Zimri watched as Aaron came forward and 
placed a large stone in front of the calf, indicating where the altar 
would soon be built.  

Aaron: 
 Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.  
Narrator:  

Cheers arose from the crowd. Music and dancing broke out 
spontaneously as Zimri made his way through the crowd and found his 
wife Zebidah. He searched her eyes for some sign of approval, but 
found none.  

Zimri: [Sighing] 
 It is a festival to the Lord. You heard what Aaron said. 
Narrator: 

They walked in silence for a few moments. Zimri hated it that he felt 
the need to defend himself to a woman.  

Zimri: 
The people cannot worship a god they cannot see. The calf is merely an 
aid to worship, an aid to faith. It gives the people something to unite 
around, something to feel good about. You see that, don’t you? 

Zebidah:  
 I’m sure you are wise. 

 
ROUND 2:  
Thank the readers/actors for their help, and then address the entire group. 
 
• With whom in the story do you most identify? Zimri? Schlomo? Zebidah? Aaron? 

Moses? Why? 
 
• Do you think their temptations to make an idol are anything like our temptations 

to pursue idols today? If so, how? 
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On page 15, the author states, “You might say their worship combined ‘the 
best of both worlds,’ from one viewpoint. They presented offerings to the 
Lord, and enjoyed food and drink, which were legitimate features of Yahweh 
worship. And they indulged in excess and revelry, which were characteristic of 
the ways Egyptians celebrated their feast of Apis.”  
 
• Are there ways in which you think we succumb to this behavior today? In society? 

In the church? In our personal lives? (ask for examples) 
. 
• Have there been times that you have combined “the best of both worlds”? What 

was that experience like for you? Were their repercussions for your actions? 
 
THE JUDGES REVIEW:  
Ask participants to turn in their Bibles to Psalm 106:19-22. Then say, 
 
Long after the golden calf incident, a Hebrew songwriter wrote these words as 
a verse of a praise song that started out, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is 
good.” Let’s listen to how the songwriter recounts this chapter in Israel’s 
history. 
 
Have someone read Psalm 106:19-22. Afterward, ask: 
 
• In verse 20, how does the songwriter portray their action? (As “exchanging their 

Glory” for an image of a bull). 
 
• Why do you think he puts it that way? 
 
• Who—or what—is “their Glory?”  (God; in some Bibles “Glory” is capitalized) 
 
• In verse 21, how does the songwriter portray their action? (As forgetting the 

God who saved them). 
 
• How does the songwriter contrast the god (small g) of verses 19-20 with the God 

(capital G) of verses 21-22?  (An “idol cast from metal/a bull that eats grass” vs. 
a God who did “great things…miracles…and awesome deeds”). 

 
Ancient idols (like Israel’s golden calf or the Philistines statues of Dagon) seem 
pretty obvious and easy to recognize…but the idols described by the author are 
not so easily seen.  
 
• What are some of the idols you think we are most prone to worship today? In our 

nation? In our church? In our homes? 
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• Since our modern idols seem to be more subtle and perhaps hard to recognize, 

how can we stand up against them? 
 
THE VOTES ARE IN: 
The author reminds us that it is best for us to first of all recognize the idol in 
our life and not try to rationalize it. He continues to explain that we should 
repent, agreeing with God on the area of sin in our life that He is showing to 
us. But he also suggests that we must go a step further, as most of the time 
that sin is ingrained in us, and cultivate new beliefs and new behaviors. 
 
In order to do so, it will be important to take seriously the spiritual formation 
exercises in the book. The first chapter of the book concludes with an 
explanation of the spiritual formation exercises and a time of prayer. Let’s 
close today with a time of prayer, considering a covenant that you can make 
with the Lord in which you will commit to reading the chapter each week, 
applying yourself to the spiritual formation exercise throughout the week, and 
also setting aside a daily time of prayer.  
 
Please hand out covenants to the participants at this time.  
 
Have someone read the covenant out loud.   
 
• Does anyone have any questions about the covenant? 
 
COMMERCIAL BREAK:  
Before we conclude our time together, I want to ask you to bring something 
with you to our next group time. Take some time this week to look around your 
home and find an item you consider to be precious to you, an item of great 
significance in your life, and bring it with you next week. 
 
Also, please read chapter two in American Idols between now and our next 
meeting. 
 
Lead the group in guided prayer, perhaps using the covenant as a guideline. Feel 
free also to use the following to end the time of prayer: 

The dearest idol I have known, 
Whate’er that idol be, 
Help me to tear it from the throne, 
And worship only thee  (William Cowper, 1772). 

 
 



 

 

9 
 

PREVIEWS OF NEXT WEEK: 
 Next meeting’s time, date and location: 
 Assignment: read chapter 2 of American Idols. 
 Make sure you review next week’s group study prior to the group meeting 

time. You will need to make copies of 3 worksheets, bring extra paper and 
writing utensils, and read the study prior to the study to prepare for any 
questions.  
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SCENE FROM A MOUNTAINSIDE 
(for five actors) 

 
Narrator:  

Moses has been gone many days now, up on Mt. Sinai to spend time with the 
Almighty God. Meanwhile, the Israelites down below (in a hot desolate 
desert) are beginning to grumble and wonder when he will return. Our scene 
begins with Zimri, an Israelite, in a tent with his wife, Zebidah, discussing 
the state of the people. 
 Zimri, patting his stomach and leaning back on the soft pillows his 
wife had brought from Egypt, says, 
 

Zimri:  
 It is a happy man whose wife cooks like that. 
 
Narrator:  

Zebidah, smiling demurely, but looking away from her husband, 
answers, 

 
Zebidah:  
 Will you join the delegation? 
 
Zimri: [Frowning]  
 It’s not an uprising. It’s nothing like that. 
 
Narrator:  

Zebidah nods and wipes a bead of perspiration from her temple. The 
heat inside the tent would soon become insufferable, as it did every 
day in this desert wasteland. No one expected Moses to be gone this 
long. 

 
Zimri:  
 We just need a plan, that’s all. 
 
Narrator:  
 He sensed sadness in his wife, disapproval, perhaps.  
 
Zebidah: [Emotionless] 
 I’m sure you are wise. 
 
Narrator:  
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Zimri feels his anger rise. He hates it when she says things like that. 
She was a strong woman, and a smart one, and he often felt that she 
knew more than she spoke, and understood more than he. Well, this 
time it was she who did not understand.  
 Zimri rises suddenly from the floor and ducks through the open 
flaps of the tent. He looks one way and then the other, and finally 
spies Shlomo leading a group of twenty or thirty men. They are coming 
his way. 

 
Shlomo: [Shouting]  
 Come! 
 
 Narrator:  
 Shlomo crooks an arm around Zimri’s neck.  
 
Shlomo:   
 We go to Aaron’s tent! 
 
Narrator:  

Zimri has no choice but to fall in step with Shlomo, at the head of the 
delegation. As they walk, Shlomo speaks in low tones to Zimri. 

 
Shlomo:  

You know, you speak well. Have I ever told you that? You should speak 
for us. 

 
Zimri:  
 No! Not me. I wouldn’t know what to say. 
 
Shlomo:  

What is there to know? You tell Aaron what we talked about around 
the fire. You tell him to lead or get out of the way. 

 
Zimri: [Hesitating] 
 But I— 
 
Narrator: 

The delegation arrives at the tent of Aaron the priest, the brother of 
Moses. Shlomo pushes him forward just as Aaron steps through the 
flaps. Zimri turns to protest to Shlomo and sees with horror that the 
crowd behind him has grown. Hundreds of men and women stood 
behind him! 
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 Zimri turns back to face Aaron. The priest says nothing, but seems 
content to wait. Zimri casts one more pleading look at Shlomo, but 
sees nothing but determination in his expression. 

 
Zimri: [Clearing his throat] 
 Your brother Moses… 
 
Narrator:  

Shlomo casts a glance at the mountain Moses had entered weeks ago. 
The apex is shrouded in dark clouds that intermittently emanated 
rumblings and flashings that frightened everyone below. 

 
Zimri:  
 He has not returned. 
 
Narrator:  
 Aaron does not respond.  
 
Zimri: [Licking his lips] 
  It has been weeks. 
 
Narrator:  
 Still no response from Aaron. 
 
Zimri:  
 The camp is restless. Fearful. The children, especially. 
 
Narrator:  

Aaron’s gaze leaves Zimri’s face and travels behind him as if searching 
the faces of the others  

 
Zimri: [clearing his throat again]  

Our progress has halted. There is no word from the mountain. 
[Gathering courage] There is no indication of when we will move from 
this. . .this ominous place. It is not good for our spirits. It is not good 
for our families. It is not good for the nation. Aaron, you are a priest 
to us. And we have been instructed to come to you in Moses’ absence. 
So we come. 

 
Narrator:  

Aaron still had not spoken. Zimri felt his emotional temperature rising. 
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Zimri: [His voice now strong, stentorian] 
Come! Make us gods who will go before us, who will unite us, who will 
get us moving again. Is this not what we came here for? Not to die in 
the desert, not to be consumed in the mountain, but to become a great 
and mighty nation for the glory of our gods! 

 
Narrator: 

He was almost done. He could feel the energy of the crowd behind 
him, urging him forward, like the swell of a mighty sea.   

 
Zimri: [lifting his gaze once more up the slope of the dark mountain, and then 

slowly turning it back to Aaron] 
As for this Moses, the one who brought us up out of Egypt, we don't 
know what has happened to him. 

 
Narrator: 

Suddenly, voices rose behind Zimri, agreeing with him and protesting 
Aaron’s inaction.  
 Zimri saw the priest shoot an angry look at him before lifting his 
chin so his voice would carry far.  

 
Aaron:  

Consider the cost, for it will be high. Take off the gold earrings that 
you are wearing—and your wives, your sons and your daughters—and 
bring every single one of them to me. 

 
Narrator: 

Zimri’s lips tightened into a thin line. He saw immediately what Aaron 
was doing. He was demanding the people’s recent plunder from Egypt, 
the earrings that the Egyptians had virtually thrown at their escaping 
slaves. They would not so soon part with such new treasure.  
 Shlomo was the first. He shouldered his way past Zimri and made a 
show of placing a large gold earring before Aaron’s sandaled feet. It 
took a moment, but others soon followed, and before long, people were 
running back to their tents for more gold.  
 Zimri saw the priest’s face tighten. The bluff had not worked. A 
pile of gold jewelry lay in the dust between Aaron and Zimri.  
 Within days, a golden calf had been fashioned from the people’s 
offerings, and Zimri stood proudly at the foot of the mountain while 
the image was erected.  

 
Zimri:  [Shouting]  
 These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.  
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Narrator: 

The people cheered, and Zimri watched as Aaron came forward and 
placed a large stone in front of the calf, indicating where the altar 
would soon be built.  

 
Aaron: 
 Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.  
 
Narrator:  

Cheers arose from the crowd. Music and dancing broke out 
spontaneously as Zimri made his way through the crowd and found his 
wife Zebidah. He searched her eyes for some sign of approval, but 
found none.  

 
Zimri: [Sighing] 
 It is a festival to the Lord. You heard what Aaron said. 
 
Narrator: 

They walked in silence for a few moments. Zimri hated it that he felt 
the need to defend himself to a woman.  

 
Zimri: 

The people cannot worship a god they cannot see. The calf is merely an 
aid to worship, an aid to faith. It gives the people something to unite 
around, something to feel good about. You see that, don’t you? 

 
Zebidah:  
 I’m sure you are wise. 
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AMERICAN IDOLS COVENANT 
 
Covenants were initiated by God with his people on several occasions throughout the 
Bible. The first covenant was with Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. Their 
covenant was one of marriage.   

A covenant is a usually formal, solemn, and binding agreement that can be made 
with another person, a group of people, and/or with God. In our case today, we will 
be making a covenant with God.  Please take a moment to review the covenant while 
praying and asking God to reveal to you anything in it that needs to be changed in 
order for you to make this commitment with Him.  

If there are changes you must make in order to agree to this covenant, then do 
so either by marking on this page, or by writing out the new version below or on the 
back of this page.  

If there are no changes to be made, please fill out the covenant and keep it in a 
safe location, preferably somewhere prominent, where you will be reminded of it on 
a daily basis.  
 
Covenant: 
 

I,      , in agreement with God’s 
Word, agree to pray as God prompts me, repent as God leads me, and 
engage in an intentional continued relationship with God while I am in 
this study. I know that I will get more out of this study by reading 
the assigned chapter each week. Therefore, I will commit one hour a 
week to reading the chapter and responding to the spiritual formation 
assignment at the end. If at that time God should reveal to me an idol 
in my life, I commit to surrendering that idol daily until I am assured 
that God has removed it from my heart and life.   
 
 
Signature:            Date:    
 

 
  
 


