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Loving His Commandments 
Part Six 

The Second Commandment-C 
Exodus 20:4-6; Acts 17:29 

 
 

You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of 
anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is 
in the water under the earth;  5 you shall not bow down to them nor serve 
them. For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity 
of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generations of those 
who hate Me, 6 but showing mercy to thousands, to those who love Me 
and keep My commandments (Exodus 20:4-6). 
 
Being then the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Divine 
Nature is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and 
thought of man (Acts 17:29). 
 
Review 
 

In quick review, we discussed how the adage “It’s now how you 
worship but who you worship” is not a sound way of approach God.  The 
second commandment speaks of “images” pesel or “likenesses” tmunah of 
God. 

 
You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of 
anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is 
in the water under the earth (Exodus 20:4).   

 
This is not a general prohibition against art but a prohibition against 

making images of a deity (anything god, whether true or false).  The great 
systematic theologian, Charles Hodge, regarding the second 
commandment, stated,  

 
Idolatry consists not only in the worship of false gods, but 
also in the worship of the true God by images.1   

                                                           
1 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, Vol III, (Eerdmans, reprint 1989), p. 291. 
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Many people, including myself at one time, read the first two 

commandments like this:  “You shall have no other gods before me…if 
you choose to disregard this, at least don’t worship the false god with 
man-made idols.”  I don’t think it should be read that way.  It should be 
read, “You shall no others gods before me and you shall not worship me 
utilizing man-made images.”  The sense of the commandment is thou 
shalt not make any likeness of any thing for use in worship, public or 
private.   
 
Images Are Not Truthful  
 

Does it really matter that much?  In answer to that I must convey that 
we recognize that images of God are simply not truthful.  Though God is 
revealed everywhere we turn (Romans 1; Psalm 19), making an image of 
God puts limits on our perception of God.  Images pervert God’s glory and 
therefore dishonor Him.  This affects us in ways we maybe don’t realize.  
John Calvin stated,  

 
A true image of God is not to be found in all the world; and 
hence...His glory is defiled.2  
 
The inadequacies of images pervert our thoughts about God which 

will inevitably lead to perverse behavior, hence the second portion of the 
commandment contained in verse five. 

 
…you shall not bow down to them nor serve them (Exodus 20:5a). 

 
The God to whom we bow down will be the God whom we serve.  

The bull-calf of Aaron led the Israelites to think of God as a Being who 
could be worshipped acceptably by frenzied debauchery (Exodus 32:5)3.  

We could never make enough images to give us an accurate 
representation of Christ.  But even if we could, we could never accurately 
portray the look on His face or whatever gestures may have accompanied 
His works at the time of the event.   

                                                           
2 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Intervarsity Press, 1973), p. 40. 
3 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Intervarsity Press, 1973), p. 41. 
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Images also promote a disposition in the worshipper.  We visualize 
the image.  When we fall to our knees to pray we will, no doubt, visualize 
the one we are praying to informed by the image used to represent Him.  
To the extent that that image falls short or perverts of the truth about God, 
we will fail to worship God in truth.  This results in God’s jealousy because 
at this point we begin worshipping a caricature of God rather than the true 
God. 
 
Jealousy   

 
This brought us to the notion of God being “jealous” qana and the 

difference between jealousy and envy.  Envy is the feeling one has when 
they desire that which belongs to someone else.  Jealousy is the experience 
of recognizing that that which belongs to you is somehow being taken by 
another. Envy is impossible for God, for God owns the earth and all it 
contains.   

Jealousy is used in conjunction with this commandment because of 
the fallacious representation that images portray of God.  God’s jealousy is 
His zeal to maintain His glory and protect His children.  If we recognize 
that it is most glorious to God, and in our own best interests, to worship 
the true God, we should recognize His jealousy as a good thing.  For when 
our view of God is distorted by an image, we are straying from the true 
God and from what is most glorious to Him and best for us.   
 If I see my children captivated by a man who is not their father, but is 
seeking to have a father’s place in their lives, I am to be jealous.  For 
whoever that man is, he does not love my children the way I do. 

 
The God-Haters   
 

The commandment refers to those who neglect His word in this 
respect, not as image-worshipers, but as haters of God.  Those who 
disregard His commandments as a whole are considered to be those who 
hate Him.  The context of the statement, ‘God-hater’ is within the 
framework of image-users who prefer the image of God over the true God.  
They made the image, naturally they prefer it.  

Image users inevitably get their theology from the God they imagine 
rather than the revealed will of God in the Scriptures so a conflict ensues.  
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You can’t serve two masters Jesus taught.  And the language Jesus uses in 
this instruction pits the two vying for that role in strong opposition. 

 
No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one 
and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and 
despise the other (Matthew 6:24). 
 

 A passage like this is not merely talking about preferences.  It’s really 
talking about the absolute controlling influence in our lives.  It is that 
aspect of our personhood which governs all other decisions.  It is our very 
heart and soul.  It is the recognition that something or someone is looking 
at you and saying, “This is mine”.  And when someone or something else 
utters the same phrase, the fight is to the death.  As Paul taught: 
 

…knowing this, that our old man was crucified with Him, 
that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should 
no longer be slaves of sin (Romans 6:6). 

 
 Our preference to the god of our own construction reveals our hatred 
for the true and living God.  This brings us up to date. 
 
Sanctions and Blessings 
 

The sanctions, or punishments, that comes with this commandment 
are severe.  The Lord states, “For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, 
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth 
generations of those who hate Me,” These sanctions are frightening.   

This commandment is no small thing and shouldn’t be taken lightly.  
It affects us and will affect our children.  It shouldn’t be startling to us that 
we are the most powerful influence in our children’s lives.  The improper 
view of God we have will be passed on to our descendants for three and 
four generations.  I see qualities in myself, both good and bad, that I saw in 
my mother or father.  A skewed understanding of God may be the worst 
thing we can leave our children.   

We are also told of the positive side of keeping the commandment.  
“…but showing mercy to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My 

commandments.”  The adherence to this commandment promotes the 
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glory of God and the spiritual well being of man. We see the mercy of God 
in how long obedience yields blessings (thousands of generations) versus 
how quickly the evil can be purged (three and four generations).   
 
Conclusion 
 
 By now we may be drawing the conclusion that it is virtually 
impossible for the creature to have a truly accurate view of God.  Not only 
is God far beyond our comprehension in terms of His eternal, infinite 
nature, even that which we can apprehend, the things we do understand, 
inevitably fall short of perfection.  This is not to say we have no grasp or 
understanding whatsoever.  It should also be a lifelong quest to 
understand Him more fully.  As Paul prayed, 
 

…that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, 
may give to you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the 
knowledge of Him (Ephesians 1:17). 

 
But we should never draw the conclusion that our understanding is 

pure enough to warrant God’s approval.  To put it in simple terms, we live 
in a constant state of disobedience to this commandment. 

But praise be to God that our peace with Him is not a ladder we 
climb or a leap we make.  The ascending of man only takes place by the 
descending of Christ.  We don’t reach Him but He has reached us.  And He 
turns our face toward Him and we bask in His glorious light (Psalm 118:27; 
1 Peter 2:9). 

No, we have not kept this commandment.  Our knowledge of God is 
skewed in innumerable ways.  But not so with Christ.  He fully knows the 
Father.  He always kept this and all commandments.  And His great 
obedience belongs to those who have called upon His Name.  We see this 
in His wonderful prayer for us: 
 

O righteous Father! The world has not known You, but I have 
known You; and these have known that You sent Me. 26 And 
I have declared to them Your name, and will declare it, that 
the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and I in 
them (John 17:25, 26). 
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Questions for Study and Meditation 

 
 

1. Discuss the adage, “It’s now how you worship, but who you worship”. 
 
2. What do the first four commandments principally teach? 
 
3. What are some of the sins forbidden in the Second Commandment? 
 
4. How do images of God promote falsehood? 
 
5. How is it possible for jealousy to be a good thing? 
 
6. Discuss how a violation of the Second Commandment is a form of 

hating God? 
 
7. What are the blessings and sanctions attached to the Second 

Commandment? 
 
8. How does this commandment reveal to us our need for Christ? 
 
 

 
 

 
 


