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Class 11d:  The goal of this class is to understand the second and third commandments of the Decalogue. 
 
Second Commandment: "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. You shall not bow down to 
them or 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 the fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love 
me and keep my commandments." (Exodus 20:4-6, ESV)  
 
• The First commandment teaches who we are to worship.  The second commandment teaches the 

how we are to worship.  It specifically deals with the negative command, which forbids idolatry or 
false worship.  When a negative command is given, the positive command is assumed, so the 
second commandment also implies the duty of observing the true worship of God. 
 

• The negative command forbids making and worshipping images or idols.  Idol is a general word for 
an image of some created thing that is made by man.  It could be carved out of wood or chiseled 
out of stone.  In Ex 20:23 & 34:17, God also forbids any images made from metal.  In Ex 32:7-10, 
the Lord applies the second commandment to making of the golden calf. 
 

• What is the problem with idols?  We might suggest that images or pictures of the Father, the Son, 
or the Holy Spirit are harmless, but a little insight into the heart of man might help reveal the issue. 
First, consider the idols of Egypt.  We learn in Ex 32:4 that the image of a bull represents the 
power of a god.  God is a spirit.  The Lord is not a bull, so the golden calves distorted the true 
image of God in the mind of Israel.  Images confuse the creator and the creature by placing the 
divine God on the same level as the created world.  The image of God is manifested two ways.  
Man was created in the image of God and bears some part of God’s image.  Col 1:15 teaches that 
Jesus Christ is the image of the invisible God (Col 1:15).  We do not know what Jesus looks like in 
His glorified state, so we have no practical way representing Him in an image or picture even if it 
was lawful to do so.  It is also impossible to make an image of God, who is a spirit, or angels. 
 

• Second, idols eventually become more than representations of gods in the hearts of men.  “In some 
way the essence of the deity was considered to be [localized] and concentrated in the idol, and so 
the god became accessible, indeed potentially controllable by the worshipper.”1  We can learn from 
1 Samuel 4:5-11 that we are not only apt to misuse idols in this way.  We will use items, like the 
Ark of the Covenant, that are somehow related to God as good luck charms.  In 1 Samuel 4:5-11, 
Israel thought that they could harness God and cause His power to win their battle. 
 

• The positive side of the command yields what we call the Regulative Principle of Worship or RPW.  
The RPW is stated that God commands us to worship Him how He commands.  We are not to do 
more or less than what He commands.  Reformed Churches, especially the RPCNA, seeks to keep 
the positive side of the second commandment.  An illustration of this in Exodus is found in Ex 39-
40.  Moses makes a point of stating that the Priestly garments were made and the tabernacle was 
erected as the Lord had commanded Moses. 
 

• The second commandment has a reason annexed to it.  The first part of the reason is returns to the 
preface of the Decalogue.  For I, the Lord your God reminds us of our relation to the Lord.  Since 

                                                
1 John L. MacKay, Exodus: A Mentor Commentary, 344. 
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He has redeemed us and created us, we are obligated to obey Him.  This phrase also calls us to 
remember the implication of our love for the Lord.  If you love me, you will keep my 
commandments (John 14:15).  The rest of the reason is that our Lord is a jealous God.  His 
jealousy is different than our envy.  Pure jealousy is focused upon what God has a right to, 
specifically the relationship that He has to the Church.  A curse and a blessing flows from this 
 

o The curse for breaking the commandment is visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 
children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me.  Notice that 
worshipping an image of anything created expresses hatred for our Lord.  This curse is not 
an unjust or unworthy punishment.  It can be explained by observing the effect that one 
generation has upon the next.  The current generation sets the moral atmosphere for the next 
generation.  If one generation embraces false worship, that generation will not teach their 
children true worship.  Then, the succeeding generation will fail to practice true worship 
and receive the same curse that the previous generation received. 
 

o The blessing of this commandment motivates us to loyalty to the Lord.  It is that our Lord 
shows steadfast love to thousands of those who love [Him] and keep [His] commandments.  
The Lord’s love in this blessing is His special steadfast love is that covenant love that is 
seen throughout the Psalms.  The people express their inner affection outwardly by keeping 
the Lord’s Commandments.  The Lord’s love for us should be enough motivation. 


