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Text 
"You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or 

in the waters below. 
5
 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a 

jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those 

who hate me, 
6
 but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my 

commandments.” 

 

Introduction 
As a young child I remember having a little nicknack in my room.  I’m not sure 

where it came from, but it was a ceramic statuette of a Norman Rockwellish old man 

dentist or doctor (I can’t remember exactly).  I was just a boy – 7 or 8.  I don’t know 

where I got this notion from but I distinctly recall asking my mom if I could use it to help 

me pray to God.  I assured her that I would be praying to God, not it.  But it would help 

me remember God, help me visualize him.  And so I would set it up in the corner of my 

room and (I’m not joking) bow down before it and pray to God.  I called my mom this 

week to ask her if she remembered that statue.  She said it has since gotten broken 

somehow, but she thinks she still has the pieces somewhere.  And I thought, “That’s a 

fitting end to that statuette, I think.” 

Today we’re talking about idols, graven images, physical representations of deity.  

Today we’re talking about the second commandment.  Last week we started our summer 

series on the Ten Commandments by taking the prologue and first commandment.  The 

first commandment, we saw, is preeminent.  It’s about having no other gods other than 

the Lord, the one true God.  The second commandment is about not making idols.  

“What’s the difference?” you might ask, and many people have.  Well, they are definitely 

related, but here’s the differentiation: last week was about who/what you worship while 

this week is about how you worship.  “Whereas the first commandment forbids us to 

worship false gods, the second commandment forbids us to worship the true God 

falsely.”
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If you’re new to church or visiting us for the first or second time as we gather to 

worship this morning you’re probably noticing certain things.  These are the things that 

people notice when they’re new to a situation.  You’ve probably noticed that this is a 

relatively unadorned space – no stained glass window depicting Bible scenes, no painting 

on the ceiling showing God making Adam.  Chairs are arranged facing forward.  You’ve 
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observed that there’s a time of singing which is centered on words posted on the screen.  

There are books (Bibles) under each row.  After we sing and pray we always stand to 

hear a reading from the Bible.  Then the biggest chunk of our time is when we sit to listen 

to a 45 minute exposition of the text just read in a one-directional, sustained, oral 

argument.  The cerebral seems to be emphasized over the sensory.  These forms most 

likely immediately stick out to you – word focused, passive orientation as opposed to 

image-based and participatory. 

If you’ve been a part of this community of faith for awhile perhaps you’ve gotten 

used to these forms – this is just the way we do things – and you don’t think much about 

why.  You should.  As Marshall McLuhan, one of the pioneers of media ecology, 

famously quipped, “The medium is the message.”  And to borrow a phrase from 

Shakespeare there is a method to our madness.  It’s no accident that our worship is 

dominated by words, truth, Scripture, preaching…  There is intentionality and thought 

behind it.  And that thinking is in large part informed by the second commandment. 

So let’s look together at that commandment found in verses 4-6 of Exodus 20.  In 

short, what we’ll see is just this: God can only be worshiped in our receiving, not by 

our making.  We’ll look at these three verses and make some comments about the rule 

found here, the reason for the rule, the retribution for breaking the rule, and the reward 

attached to keeping the rule.  Then we’ll step back and try to apply it all. 

 

But first, let’s pray… 
 

The Rule 

So in these verses that comprise the second commandment we have the rule, the 

reason, the retribution, and the reward.  First the rule.  “You shall not make for yourself 

an idol.”  Other translations have ‘carved image’ or ‘graven image’.  It’s prohibiting the 

fashioning of a physical object “…in the form of anything in heaven above or on the 

earth beneath or in the waters below.”  So it’s an object that mimics something found in 

this created order – plant, animal, fish, sun, moon, star, shapes, patterns, scenes.  So what 

is this saying?  Does this pretty much ban the visual arts in Israel? 

Not at all!  God delights in creativity.  A little later in Exodus we’ll see that he 

gives his Spirit to certain people to enable them to make beautiful things (Ex. 31:3).  The 

word for ‘graven image’ is regularly associated in the OT with false worship.  The 

beginning of v. 5 elaborates: “You shall not bow down to them or worship them.”  God is 

not prohibiting art; he’s prohibiting a specific use of it in worship.  He’s saying, “Don’t 

take or make something, say it’s somehow me or evokes me, and then try to use it to 

worship me.” 

God’s saying this because this was a common practice in all the cultures of those 

days.  All religious worship involved some form of this.  Now the ancients were actually 

more sophisticated than we sometimes give them credit for.  They knew that the wood 

carving with gold overlay wasn’t actually the deity.  It represented the deity.  Baal wasn’t 

a bull, for example, but the bull represented his attribute of power.  By special care 

(feeding, dressing, reverencing the image) the deity could even be coaxed to come and 

make his or her presence known in a special way there.   The worshippers could construct 

images that made the invisible visible.  And that visible manifestation could be interacted 
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with and to some extent manipulated.  Yahweh says, “You can’t do that with me!  No 

representations of me.  No visual aides!  I must remain invisible to you.”  That’s the rule. 

 

The Reason 
 The reason given here is – “for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God” (v. 5b).  

It sounds a bit shocking to our ears, but let’s break it down.  Remember that the Lord (all 

caps in the NIV) is the translation of the personal name Yahweh, a word that denotes 

eternal self-sufficiency (literally, I AM WHO I AM) and yet connotes a personal being 

whose desire is to use his sovereignty to save (as especially revealed in the Exodus; cf. 

6:2-3). 

So all that is called to mind with the single word Lord.  And Yahweh says here 

that he is their God – “I, the Lord your God.”  Did you ever pause to think about what 

that would mean for God to say his is your God?  Not just the God, but your God.  He is 

again reminding them of the preamble and historical prologue to the ‘Law’.  He is saying, 

“I have rescued and redeemed you.  I have come to your aid and brought you to myself.  

I’m your God, your Savior, your Redeemer, your Justifier, your Deliverer.” 

Then he says that he is a “jealous God.”  We often view jealousy as a negative 

thing, and it usually is when observed in sinful people.  But actually “it is fundamentally 

something good.  Whereas envy,” says one commentator, “is a desire for what is not 

one’s own, jealousy focuses on what one has a right to, and is an intense preoccupation to 

take action to guard and keep inviolate a relationship.  It debases a relationship between 

two parties if what intrudes into and threatens its integrity is treated as of little 

consequence.  When God says to Israel that he is jealous of the relationship [he has with 

them], he means that he is committed to maintaining it and dealing with all that threatens 

its integrity.”
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The analogy often used is of a husband that does not get jealous to see his wife in 

the arms of another man.  Something would be wrong there!  Maybe a better analogy (but 

don’t press it too far) would be similar, but suppose a married person found his or her 

spouse viewing images of pornography and claiming, “I was using them to help me better 

love and experience you.”  Uh… no! 

Likewise, God is rightfully jealous of ‘graven images’.  Why?  Because they’re 

false images; they can’t possibly adequately or accurately capture his glory.  But even 

more because they’re man-made images; they demonstrate a distrust of the sufficiency of 

God’s initiative and revelation.  Pay attention to the wording – “You shall not make…”  

The Lord is their God.  He has single-handedly saved them, swooped in and carried them 

away to himself.  He is infinitely above, totally distinct from creation, yet he has come 

down and revealed himself in his own time and way to be concerned for his creation.  For 

humans to then create an idol to aid in worship of him would be to say that what he has 

done is not enough, he has not revealed enough, he has not come down enough, we need 

to meet somewhere in the middle.  More is needed and we can make up the difference.  

We want to have our hands involved somehow.  That is a serious offense to God. 

 

The Retribution 
 That’s why there is the stern warning of retribution attached – “punishing the 

children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me” 

(v. 5c).  This phrase causes some problems because it seems to directly contradict other 
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Scriptures that say explicitly that God does not punish fathers for their children’s sins or 

children for their fathers’ sins.  “The soul who sins is the one who will die.  The son will 

not share the guilt of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of the son” (Ezek. 

18:20; cf. Dt. 24:16).  This doesn’t seem just. 

 There are several ways reconciliation is attempted.  One is to say that this is 

simply talking about the principle of generational sin – idolatry begets idolatry, those 

who grow up learning this mode of worship will emulate it and it will perpetuate itself 

generationally – which is certainly the case.  Others point to the concept of corporate 

solidarity which underpins the doctrine of Original Sin – we don’t just emulate Adam’s 

example and so thereby incur our own guilt, we inherit guilt from him because he was 

our representative; and that is true too.  But I think the imprecision of the 3
rd

 or 4
th

 

generation (which one is it?  Third?  Or fourth?)… I think that fuzziness tips us off to the 

fact that this is an idiom, a figure of speech, it’s language grasping to convey essentially 

that God takes sin really seriously.  Idolatry is no light matter.  “He does not leave the 

guilty unpunished” (Ex. 34:7).  He is stern. 

 

The Reward 
 And yet he is tender.  He is a “compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, 

abounding in love and faithfulness” (cf. 34:6-7).  He tells of the retribution, extending it 

to three or four generations, but then he tells of the reward spanning a thousand!  Verse 6 

– “But showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my 

commandments.”  He delights to show love/favor.  The inexact temporal references here 

are getting at the twin traits that always appear to be in tension within God – he is just 

and strict and punishing; and he is merciful and kind and forgiving.  And in the final tally 

his mercy triumphs over his judgment!  This is something we just can’t understand fully 

until we get to the cross of Christ where God showed his justice to punish sin and his 

mercy to take that punishment on himself and confer Christ’s covenant faithfulness on 

others so that love and acceptance could rightfully be given. 

 

Application 
 Okay, so that’s dealing with text on its own.  It’s a bit longer and more involved 

than most of the commandments so I wanted to give it some attention.  But now let’s 

focus in on what God’s getting at here and move towards more application.  For the most 

part in our culture we don’t fashion material idols, although the impulse has always 

remained with us and can be seen in some church traditions like icons and crucifixes and 

Eucharistic adoration and the like.  And these types of practices are making a comeback 

as the world gets flatter and Western culture is more exposed to the amulets and crystals 

and similar paraphernalia of other religions.  But here in post-Enlightenment America we 

really don’t fashion 35 lb objects out of silver about three feet tall and kiss them and stuff 

like that.  It’s not like I’ve turned on the television and seen anyone holding and 

caressing, obsessively caring for an iconic symbol of some elusive deity that people look 

to for happiness, purpose, meaning, satisfaction, identity, deliverance from boredom…
3
  

For the most part the punch of this command hits us beyond just the surface. 

 Ezekiel 14 talks about how the Israelites had “set up idols in their hearts.”  The 

principle of image making didn’t just apply to physical objects even in the Bible, it was 

ultimately a matter of the heart.  John Calvin is often quoted for saying, “The human 
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mind is, so to speak, a perpetual forge of idols.”
4
  So how do we repeat the folly of idol-

making with our minds? 

A little later on in Ex. 32, still at Sinai, the Israelites explicitly break this 

commandment.  It’s the Golden Calf episode.  The scenario is that Moses has gone back 

up the mountain to receive more communication from God and the stone tablets with 

God’s commands inscribed by the finger of God.  He’s there for 40 days and the people 

at the bottom get impatient and tired of waiting for God’s Word to come down from on 

high and decide instead to worship the Lord with something they can see.  That’s when 

they have Aaron help them make a calf image out of gold and they used it to have a 

festival to the Lord!  They were still thinking they were worshipping Yahweh(!), but they 

were doing it their way.  This fellow Moses up on the mountain they didn’t have time for.  

They were uninterested in waiting for God to say something; they were eager to make 

something. 

This illustrates the essence of idolatry.  It’s our human dissatisfaction with what 

God has revealed in his Word and our irreverent, impatient desire for something more.  

It’s preposterous, but we think we can spice things up, add something into the mix. 

Another extremely revealing passage on this topic within the Pentateuch comes in 

Dt. 4.  Moses is exhorting the Israelites several years later saying: 

 

Remember the day you stood before the Lord your God at Horeb [another 

name for Sinai], when he said to me, “Assemble the people before me to 

hear my words so that they may learn to revere me as long as they live in 

the land and may teach them to their children.”  You came near and stood 

at the foot of the mountain while it blazed with fire to the very heavens, 

with black clouds and deep darkness.  Then the Lord spoke to you out of 

the fire.  You heard the sound of words but saw no form; there was only a 

voice.  He declared to you his covenant, the Ten Commandments, which 

he commanded you to follow and then wrote them on two stone tablets.  

And the Lord directed me at that time to teach you the decrees and laws 

you are to follow in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess.  

You saw no form of any kind the day the Lord spoke to you at Horeb out 

of the fire.  Therefore watch yourselves very carefully, so that you do not 

become corrupt and make for yourselves an idol… (Dt. 4:11-16) 

 

God is clearly saying here that he is a God who reveals himself from above, not a 

God who is approximated from below.  And in his self-disclosure he uses words, not 

pictures.  You saw no form; there was only a voice!  This is an amazing passage.  Here we 

get so much of how God works.  He speaks; his words are written down; that revelation is 

passed on.  It’s all a verbal enterprise.  You see, we want whiz bang and God gives us 

words.  We want something we can touch vs. something we have to trust; something we 

can see vs. something we simply hear.  The cliché goes – “Seeing is believing.”  It’s not 

true.  Seeing is not believing; hearing is.  “Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through 

the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17; ESV).  Christianity is auditory.  That’s why preaching 

has pride of place in Christian worship. 

I realize this is becoming progressively awkward in a culture where the image is 

fast replacing the word as the predominant means of mental transport, as Mitchell 
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Stephens argues in his book The Rise of the Image, the Fall of the Word.
5
  But in this way 

Christians simply must remain distinct from the culture around them.  Neil Postman in 

his now classic work, Amusing Ourselves to Death, wrote, “The God of the Jews was to 

exist in the Word and through the Word, an unprecedented conception requiring the 

highest order of abstract thinking.  Iconography thus became blasphemy so that a new 

kind of God could enter a culture.  People like ourselves who are in the process of 

converting their culture from word-centered to image-centered might profit by reflecting 

on this Mosaic injunction.”
6
  Indeed we might not just to preserve the nostalgic longings 

of bibliophiles, but to preserve the right worship of the one true God. 

God communicates in words.  The second commandment, flipped and put 

positively is really a passionate plea to give heed to God’s Word and not try to always put 

your two cents in and add to the conversation.  If you don’t allow God to tell you who he 

is, what he’s done, and how to think and live in response, you will engage in all forms of 

idolatry: 

 

• Experience idolatry – “I don’t want to think, I just want to feel God.” 

• Preference idolatry – “I prefer dialogue and discovery;” “I’m a visual 

learner;” “I worship better alone in nature than in a cinder-block rectangle 

listening to someone droning on about the Bible.”  But here’s the thing: 

creation does tell of the glory of God, but a tree won’t tell you what the Lord 

has done to save you. 

• There’s Speculation idolatry.  Have you ever said or heard someone say – “I 

like to think of God like   …”  Speculative theology inevitably gets 

God wrong.  “We ought not to think that the divine being is like [anything 

from the] imagination of man” (Acts 17:29; ESV).  His thoughts are not our 

thoughts; his ways are not our ways (Is. 55:8).  But, in his Word he has told us 

(not exhaustively, but accurately) what he is like.  We should listen and 

submit to him there, not get caught up with the speculations of our own 

making. 

 

Which leads to the last one.  There are I’m sure more that could be pointed out, 

but the most elemental idolatry of them all is Works idolatry – “I must contribute 

somehow.”  We want to do something.  Hearing what’s been done for us and simply 

receiving it in faith is hard, even a bit offensive.  We want to play a role.  And so we 

make idols like our good deeds, our piety, our devotion, our service and bring those into 

our worship of God.  It’s so subtle.  We may think we are worshipping Yahweh, but 

we’re going about it our way.  What makes us really feel close to God?  The 

pronouncement of his forgiveness in Christ?  Or the spiritual resume you’ve built up and 

amassed over the years or even throughout the day? 

Worshipping God by way of the idol of Works, incidentally, attempts to make 

God beholden to you in the same way that doing things like feeding the idols of old was 

intended to work – you scratch his back, he scratches yours (literally or figuratively).   

But God “will not be captured, contained, assigned or managed by anyone or anything, 

for any purpose.”
7
  “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him” (Rom. 

11:35)? 
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John Piper uses the analogy of a fountain to get at something of what I’m getting 

at here.  A fountain is not glorified by us hauling buckets of tainted water up the 

mountain and pouring them in.  It’s glorified, rather, by us lying down by the stream 

flowing out of the bottom of the mountain, putting our face in, drinking our fill, and 

getting up and saying, “Ah!”  That’s worship.
8
 

God can only be worshiped in our receiving, not by our making.  This is why 

idolatry is so significant.  True worship of the true God only takes place when we set 

down our chisels and tools and with empty hands and open ears receive the message of 

the gospel.  The receiving of the Word creates faith which is expressed in worship.  And 

this is true worship: receiving, relishing, reveling in God’s unmerited grace in Christ – 

the only true “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15), the Word made flesh (Jn. 1:14).  

He was not the product of any human fashioning but he came down not half way but all 

the way, of his own accord, not out of obligation but entirely of mercy, to rescue us and 

save us, by living and dying in our place, and joining us to himself so that we could be re-

made, conformed to his likeness (Rom. 8:29).  As you hear this are you stopped dead in 

your tracks with awe and amazement?  There is no other way to truly worship the one 

true God.  He can only be worshipped in our receiving, not by our making. 

 As we saw last week, there is only one God worthy of our worship; all other gods 

enslave and worshipping them only leads to all kinds of other problems.  Now how do 

you worship the Lord?  What do you do when you find your heart numb or cold to him or 

still lunging after other gods, other sources of security or identity or joy?  Go and do 

more things for him?  Try to make something happen?  No, the only way to find your 

heart worshipping God is to receive from him. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 Hear the Word of the Lord.  He has spoken.  And now he invites you to table 

fellowship with him.  Even the Lord’s Table, physical and participatory as it is, only 

makes sense as interpreted by the words of institution – “This is my body given for you…  

This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you” (Lk. 22:19-20).  

They’re not magical elements.  It is Christ’s command that we do this in remembrance of 

him.  And it is a symbol of receiving.  It’s not a potluck.  If someone invites you over for 

a dinner you will ask, “Can I make something?”  Oftentimes the host will say, “No,” but 

you’ll bring something anyway.  You don’t bring anything to this meal.  The Table is set 

for you.  You didn’t make it.  Everything has been provided for you.  If you have heard 

the gospel message and believe it you are invited to this Table to joyfully receive from 

Christ his work on your behalf on the cross and savor the intimacy it brings. 

 

Benediction 

Through the living and enduring word of God that was preached to you even though you 

have not seen Christ, may you love him; and even though you do not see him now, may 

you believe in him and be filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are 

receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.  (1Pe. 1:23, 25, 8, 9) 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 13, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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