
”The Worship Which Honors God” 
(Exodus 20: 4-6 1 

Introduction: The first four commandments of the Ten, which God gave to His 
church on Mt. Sinai, describe what our relationship should be to the God who 
formed and fashioned us in His image. The first one, which we have already 
seen, tells us that it is the true God alone who is to be worshiped, for 
all the other gods of the heathen are false gods. When we enter into 
covenant with God, we take Him to be our God alone, and we promise never to 
commit spiritual adultery with any other. This means that we are to worship 
Him alone. The second commandment now deals with the way in which we ought 
to worship God. 

Just as God is jealous over the fact that He alone is to be worshiped, 
He is also jealous that His worship be kept pure. You may never have even 
thought about this before. Does God receive any act of worship that we care 
to give Him? Has He left it up to us as to how He should be worshiped? 
Does anything go in the public worship service of God? If what we do we do 
with a sincere heart, isn’t that enough to please Him? Let’s think about an 
example of this expressed in terms of the marriage relationship: the age 
old problem of trying to communicate to your spouse the fact that you love 
her. Now you men have your way of doing things, and you ladies have yours. 
Let’s say that you as a husband want to show your wife that you love her by 
helping her around the house, maybe with the dishes. And you do this night 
after night for a month. At the end of that time your wife comes to you and 
says, ”Honey, do you love me?” And with surprise you say, ”Yes, of course I 
love you.” And your wife says to you, ”Why don’t you ever tell me, or show 
me?” And you say, ”I have been showing you by helping with the dishes.” 
And she says, ”0, is that your way of showing me that you love me? I just 
thought you felt guilty because I was doing most of the work around here. 
If you really want to show me you love me, bring me some flowers, or some 
candy, or take me out to dinner one night away from the children, or send me 
a card. Doing the dishes doesn’t tell me you love me.” You see, you 
thought you were communicating love to her. You did something that you 
believed was an act of love, but your wife didn’t understand it in that way 
because you were not speaking her language. It would be much better for you 
to ask her how you can show her that you love her in order to avoid this 
kind of misunderstanding. The same is true in our relationship with God. 
God tells us how we are to express our love to Him. But oftentimes, being 
ignorant of these ways, we want to substitute our own expressions of love 
because we just assume that if we call it love, that He will too. But that 
is not the case. God tells us specifically how He wants us to show Him that 
we love Him, and how we are to express that love in worship to Him. If we 
try and worship Him in any other way, far from pleasing Him, it will anger 
Him. 

Well, over the next few Lord’s Day evenings, we will want to look at 
exactly how it is that God wants to be worshiped. But tonight we will only 
have time to look at the language of the commandment itself. On the surface 
it is very simply stated, but its implications are far reaching. What I 
want you to see this evening is that, 

The second commandment forbids the worshiping of God through images. 
We will see that the second commandment does not forbid art of any 

kind, but it does forbid any worship of God through art. 
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I. The Second Commandment Does Not Have Reference to Art in General. 
A. On the Surface, It Can Almost Be Understood so as to Forbid Any Kind 

of Art. 
1 .  The commandment reads, ”YOU SHALL NOT MAKE FOR YOURSELF AN IDOL, 

OR ANY LIKENESS OF WHAT IS I N  HEAVEN ABOVE OR ON THE EARTH 
BENEATH OR I N  THE WATER UNDER THE EARTH.” 
-~ 

a. Any likeness of anything which is in the heavens, or on the 
earth, or in the seas would exclude all possible subjects 
for making pictures. 

child’s drawing, as well as every photograph and video tape 
that you own would be unlawful and would constitute sin in 
the sight of God. You would have to destroy every one of 
them if you were to be faithful to the commandment. 

b. If read this way, every painting, every sculpture, every 

2. A s  a matter of fact, some have even gone so far as to believe 
and teach this. 
a. Charles Hodge wrote, ”One of the most distinguished ministers 

of our Church objected to the American Sunday School Union, 
that they published books with pictures. When asked, What he 
thought of maps? he answered that so far as maps were designed 
simply to show the relative position of places on the face of 
the earth, they were allowed; but if they had any shading on 
them to represent mountains, they were forbidden by the second 
commandment” (Systematic 3: 291, n. I). 

seriously read the Word of God, and come to the conclusion 
that that is what is meant by the Second Commandment, then you 
would have to live this way as well, or else you could not be 
a Christian. 

anything, we are bound by conscience to it. It is that 
principle taught by the apostle Paul in Romans 13:22-23 with 
respect to food, ”THE FAITH WHICH YOU HAVE, HAVE AS YOUR OWN 
CONVICTION BEFORE GOD. HAPPY IS HE WHO DOES NOT CONDEMN 
HIMSELF IN WHAT HE APPROVES. BUT HE WHO DOUBTS IS CONDEMNED 
IF HE EATS, BECAUSE HIS EATING IS NOT FROM FAITH; AND WHATEVER 
IS NOT FROM FAITH IS SIN.” And if we willingly and purposely 
break anything that we believe to be God’s truth, and do so 
without caring that it is, we also stand condemned because we 
are doing something which we believe to be sin. If you keep 
all of God’s commandments, but there is one that you refuse to 
submit to, you cannot be a Christian. d. Therefore, if you 
ever become convinced that the Lord commands something, you 
are bound by conscience to do it. Or if you become convinced 
that the Lord forbids something, you are bound by conscience 
not to do it, until you are convinced from the Scripture that 
it is otherwise. 

b. Now you may think that this is ridiculous, but if you 

c. Whenever we become convinced that the Word of God says 

B. But It Is Clear from Scripture that Art Is not Forbidden by the 
Second Commandment, for Even God Commanded the Use of Images to 
Decorate His Tabernacle and Temple. 
1 .  The worship setting of the Old Testament was quite elaborate. 

a. Hodge writes, ”Moses, at the command of God himself, made many 
such images and representations. The curtains of the 
tabernacle and especially the veil separating between the Holy 



3 

and Most Holy places, were adorned with embroidered figures 
representing cherubim; cherubim overshadowed the Ark of the 
Covenant with their wings; the Golden Candlestick was in the 
form of a tree ’with branches, knops [sic], and flowers;’ the 
hem of the high priest’s robe was adorned with alternate bells 
and pomegranates. When Solomon built the temple, ’he carved 
all the walls of the house round about with carved figures of 
cherubim, and palm-trees, and open flowers, within and 
without.’ ( 1  Kings vi. 29.) The ’molten sea; stood upon 
twelve oxen. Of this house thus adorned God said, ’I have 
hallowed this house, which thou hast built, to put my name 
there forever; and mine eyes and mine heart shall be there 
perpetually” (Systematic 3: 290-291). 

b. God would not command them to do what He has forbidden them to 
do. This would be a contradiction in God, and would result in 
a meaninglessness. It would be like telling your child, ”Go 
and clean your room, but make sure that it doesn’ t get any 
cleaner. ” 

2. We should see rather that this commandment is given in the 
context of idolatry. ”YOU SHALL NOT WORSHIP THEM OR SERVE 
THEM.” It does not forbid art work in and of itself. 

11. But What the Second Commandment Does Specifically Forbid Is Any Worship 

A. This Not Only Includes the Worship of a False Deity, but also the 
Through Images. 

Worship of the True God Through Images. 
1.  Obviously, it forbids the worship of false gods. 

a. We have already seen this in the first commandment. 
b. God is a jealous God and will not share His glory with 

c. But this is also what the commandment explicitly forbids, 

WHAT IS IN HEAVEN ABOVE OR ON THE EARTH BENEATH OR IN THE 
WATER UNDER THE EARTH. YOU SHALL NOT WORSHIP THEM OR SERVE 
THEM. ” 

another. 

”YOU SHALL NOT MAKE FOR YOURSELF AN IDOL, OR ANY LIKENESS OF 

2. But you must also realize that it also forbids you to worship 
the true God through images. 
a. We have two good examples of this in Scripture. 
b. Perhaps you didn’t realize this, but when the children of 

Israel made the golden calf in the wilderness, when Moses 
went up on the mountain to receive the Law of God, they 
called that idol Elohim, and made a feast to Yahweh. 

c. In Exodus 32: 1-5, we read, ”NOW WHEN THE PEOPLE SAW THAT MOSES 
DELAYED TO COME DOWN FROM THE MOUNTAIN, THE PEOPLE ASSEMBLED 
ABOUT AARON, AND SAID TO HIM, ’COME, MAKE US A GOD [ELOHIM] 
WHO WILL GO BEFORE US; AS FOR THIS MOSES, THE MAN WHO BROUGHT 
US UP FROM THE LAND OF EGYPT, WE no NOT KNOW WHAT HAS BECOME 
OF HIM.’ AND AARON SAID TO THEM, ’TEAR OFF THE GOLD RINGS 
WHICH ARE IN THE EARS OF YOUR WIVES, YOUR SONS, AND YOUR 

OFF THE GOLD RINGS WHICH WERE IN THEIR EARS, AND BROUGHT THEM 

WITH A GRAVING TOOL, AND MADE IT INTO A MOLTEN CALF; AND THEY 

DAUGHTERS, AND BRING THEM TO ME.’ THEN ALL THE PEOPLE TORE 

TO AARON. AND HE TOOK THIS FROM THEIR HAND, AND FASHIONED IT 

SAID, ’THIS IS YOUR GOD [ELOHIM], 0 ISRAEL, WHO BROUGHT YOU UP 
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d. 

e. 

f. 

g. 

h. 

i. 

FROM THE LAND OF EGYPT.’ NOW WHEN AARON SAW THIS, HE BUILT AN 
ALTAR BEFORE IT; AND AARON MADE A PROCLAMATION AND SAID, 
’TOMORROW SHALL BE A FEAST TO THE LORD.” 
The people called the idol by the two names of God, ”Elohim” 
and ”Yahweh.” If they were intending on making false gods, it 
is strange that they would use the names of God. What they 
were doing was worshiping the true God through a 
representation, just as the other nations would do with their 
gods. 
But it is clear that the Lord did not approve of it. THEN THE 
LORD SPOKE TO MOSES, ’GO DOWN AT ONCE, FOR YOUR PEOPLE, WHOM 
YOU BROUGHT UP FROM THE LAND OF EGYPT, HAVE CORRUPTED 
THEMSELVES. 
I COMMANDED THEM. THEY HAVE MADE FOR THEMSELVES A MOLTEN 
CALF, AND HAVE WORSHIPED IT, AND HAVE SACRIFICED TO IT, AND 
SAID, ”THIS IS YOUR GOD, O ISRAEL, WHO BROUGHT YOU UP FROM THE 

This also seems to be the case in the account of Jeroboam. 
As punishment for the sins of Solomon, the kingdom was torn 
from the hand of his son Rehoboam, and 10 tribes were given 
into the hand of Jeroboam. And after Jeroboam built Shechem 
and made it the capital of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, 
he began to worry about the people returning to Judah. In 1 
Kings 12: 26-28, we read, ”AND JEROBOAM SAID IN HIS HEART, 
’NOW THE KINGDOM WILL RETURN TO THE HOUSE OF DAVID. IF THIS 
PEOPLE GO UP TO OFFER SACRIFICES IN THE HOUSE OF THE LORD 
AT JERUSALEM, THEN THE HEART OF THIS PEOPLE WILL RETURN TO 
THEIR LORD, EVEN TO REHOBOAM KING OF JUDAH; AND THEY WILL 
KILL ME AND RETURN TO REHOBOAM KING OF JUDAH.’ SO THE KING 
CONSULTED, AND MADE TWO GOLDEN CALVES, AND HE SAID TO THEM, 
’IT IS TOO MUCH FOR YOU TO GO UP TO JERUSALEM; BEHOLD YOUR 

Again, it is clear that he is not intending to institute false 
worship, for he calls these calves God/Elohim, the one who 
brought them up from Egypt. But it is equally clear that this 
was very displeasing to the Lord, for it became a stumbling 
block to all Israel in the subsequent years of its kings. 
So this commandment forbids two things: the worshiping of 
any false deity through images and idols, and the worshiping 
of the true God through any visible representation 
whatsoever. To make an image of God and to worship it, even 
if you intend to worship the true God by it, is transferring 
the worship due to Him to a creature, worshiping wood or 
stone or metal, rather than the true God. Jesus told the 
Samaritan woman, ”BUT AN HOUR IS COMING, AND NOW IS, WHEN 

IN TRUTH; FOR SUCH PEOPLE THE FATHER SEEKS TO BE HIS 

THEY HAVE QUICKLY TURNED ASIDE FROM THE WAY WHICH 

LAND OF EGYPT!”’ (w. 7-8). 

mns, o ISRAEL, THAT BROUGHT YOU UP FROM THE LAND OF EGYPT.” 

THE TRUE WORSHIPERS SHALL WORSHIP THE FATHER IN SPIRIT mn 

WORSHIPERS. mn IS SPIRIT, ANn THOSE WHO WORSHIP HIM MUST 
WORSHIP IN SPIRIT ANn TRUTH” ( J O ~  4: 23-24). 
It should also be clear from this commandment, that even the 
outward acts of worship are forbidden towards these images, 
even if the one who does so does not intend to worship it. 
”YOU SHALL NOT WORSHIP THEM [or lit. ”bow down to them”],” 
forbids the outward acts of reverence toward any image. 

B. Be that as It May, There Have Still Been Those Branches of the 



5 

Historic Christian Church Who Have Deviated from This. 
1.  

2. 

3.  

4. 

5. 

6. 

The Roman Catholic Church has statues of Jesus, the angels, Mary, 
and the rest of the saints. They do not claim to worship them, 
but they do claim to serve them. They say that God alone deserves 
latreia, or worship proper. But the saints may receive douleia, 
or respect, and that Mary deserves huperdouleia, or great respect. 
They bow down to them, they pray to them, they burn incense and 
light candles to them. In short, their actions are very much like 
the heathen's to their false gods. They say that they do not 
worship them, but their actions are acts of worship. 
The Eastern Orthodox Church believes that graven images, or three 
dimensional images are forbidden by the second commandment, but 
not two dimensional images. And so they make special paintings, 
called icons. Icons for them are pictures of spiritual realities. 
They also do not believe that certain acts of worship are 
forbidden to these icons. And so they show them acts of 
reverence, believing that they are worshiping the realities behind 
them. 
The Lutheran Church believes that the second commandment forbids 
the worship of images, but they believe that this does not 
eliminate the use of images in the church to strengthen the faith 
of immature Christians by showing them in picture form the 
different stories of the Bible. For this reason, their church is 
filled with images. 
The belief of the Presbyterian Church, however, and the Reformed 
Churches in general, is that this commandment forbids any images 
to be used in the worship of God at all. They are not to be made 
for worship, nor to be in the place of worship, lest the people of 
God are tempted to worship that image or to show it any reverence 
whatsoever. To do so would be a clear breaking of the Second 
Commandment. 
But let us not forget that the commandment is even broader than 
the language itself. It tells us that God is very jealous of His 
worship, and that He will be worshiped in no other way than that 
which He commands. We may not do anything we want to in worship, 
and still expect to please our Father in heaven. Next week we 
will look at something of the breadth of this commandment and see 
how it is that God tells us to worship Him. 
But for now, I would like to close with the warning of curse and 
the promise of blessing which attends this commandment. 
a. Why should you be concerned about the issue of true worship? 

Why should it matter to you what God has commanded in 
worship? Look at the warning He adds, "FOR I, THE LORD YOUR 

ON THE CHILDREN, ON THE THIRD AND FOURTH GENERATIONS OF 
THOSE WHO HATE ME" (v. 5). 

b. God, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God, and He will 
not give His worship to another, whether it be a false 
deity, or whether it be an idol which you have set up to 
worship Him. 

c. Your doing so will have severe repercussions for not only 
yourself, but also your children. If you seek to worship 
Him in the way of your choosing, then that is tantamount to 
hating Him. He says He will visit you with retribution, and 
your children as well. The actions of you parents do affect 
greatly the future of your children. 

CoD, AM A JEALOUS an, VISITING THE INIQUITY OF THE FATHERS 
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d. But there is also recorded here the promise of blessing, if 
you will give Him worship in the way He has prescribed, "BUT 
SHOWING LOVINGKINDNESS TO THOUSANDS, TO THOSE WHO LOVE ME 
AND KEEP MY ~OMMANDMENTS~~ (v. 6). 

e. Do you want to show the Lord that you love Him? Then 
worship Him in the way that He has commanded you. He 
delights in the praises of His people offered up in the name 
of His Son. And you can also see that He delights more to 
bless than to curse, for those who hate Him and break His 
commandments are visited only to the third and fourth 
generations, but those who love Him and keep His 
commandments are blessed to the thousandth. 
People of God, you are always on good ground when you give 
heed to what God commands. In this commandment, as well as in 
all of them, walk in His ways, and you will be blessed. Amen. 

f. 


