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You would think that the second commandment would not be that 

relevant to us today at least in our part of the world. “You shall not 

make for yourself a carved image….” “Not much of an issue there. On to 

the next commandment.”  But there is more to this commandment than 

appears at first glance. It is actually very relevant for us. And it is going 

to take probably 5 sermons to skim the surface of what is going on in 

this command. And that is not because I am so smart. I have good 

books. There is a wealth of reflection available that unpacks the 

significance of this command that at first glance looks simple and easy 

to keep. Just don’t bow down to a carved image and you’ve keep the 

command. Not quite.  

Last time we looked at the relationship between the second command 

and the fact that human beings are made in the image of God. We saw 

that we are designed to reflect God and that if we bow down to other 

gods we reflect them instead. We looked at a number of verses that 

teach that we end up reflecting what we worship. Especially important 

is Psalm 115:8 which says that “Those who make [idols] become like 

them; so do all who trust in them.”  We are created to reflect God. If we 

worship idols, we end up reflecting them and so, we end up being the 

opposite of what we were created to be. Instead of God-reflectors, we 

become anti-God-reflectors.  



The theme we are going to explore this evening is rooted in the fact that 

the second commandment prohibits images of the true God as well as 

images of false gods. The most obvious application of the second 

commandment is that we are not make carved images of false gods. 

That is what happened all the time in the ancient world and still today in 

many parts of the world and the second commandment is forbidding it. 

But when we look at how other passages broaden our understanding of 

the second commandment, it becomes clear that the prohibition 

includes making images of the true God. 

We see this in two of the most prominent instances of image-worship 

by the people of Israel recorded in the OT. We see it in the sin of the 

golden calf and we see it in the images of calves that Jeroboam set up at 

Dan and Bethel after the 10 tribes had separated from Judah. In the 

story of the golden calf, after Aaron had made that image, he said, 

“Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD.”  And the people say, “These 

are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt.”  

While the reference to gods introduces a polytheistic element, it is clear 

that the golden calf was to represent Yahweh who had brought them 

out of Egypt. The same is the case with the calves that Jeroboam set up 

at Dan and Bethel later on in Israel’s history. In 1 Kings 12:28 Jeroboam 

says to the people, “Behold your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out 

of the land of Egypt.” 

Now the plural “gods” may mean that they were thinking of more than 

one god as having delivered them from Egypt, but it is clear enough that 

the God who had brought them out of Egypt was being represented by 

an image of a calf whatever else may have been going on.  

The key passage, however, which deals with the fact that the second 

commandment prohibits images of Yahweh is Deuteronomy 4:9-20. This 

passage gives us an important clue about why God does not want his 

people to make images that represent him. The setting that is being 

referred to is the revelation of the glory of God on the top of Mount 

Sinai in connection with the giving of the law. Verse 11 of Deuteronomy 

4 gives a brief description of what that was like. “And you came near 

and stood at the foot of the mountain, while the mountain burned with 

fire to the heart of heaven, wrapped in darkness, cloud, and gloom.”  



So, God came down on Mount Sinai to give the Ten Commandments to 

the people of Israel who were gathered at the foot of the mountain. 

There was lots for the people to see, but what they did not see was God 

himself or any figure that was intended to represent God. They saw an 

awesome display of fire and smoke that conveyed something of the 

awesome glory of God, but there was no representation of God himself. 

Verse 12 of Deuteronomy 4 is the key verse. “Then the Lord spoke to 

you out of the midst of the fire. You heard the sound of words, but you 

saw no form; there was only a voice.” And then verses 15-16 connect 

this fact with the second commandment. "15“Therefore watch 

yourselves very carefully. Since you saw no form on the day that the 

Lord spoke to you at Horeb out of the midst of the fire, 16beware lest 

you act corruptly by making a carved image for yourselves, in the form 

of any figure…."  

 This is very important for our understanding of the second 

commandment and for our understanding of how God wants to be 

known and worshipped. The people saw things that conveyed to them 

something of the overwhelming glory of God, but they did not see a 

figure. Rather they heard God speaking to them with words. “Then the 

LORD spoke to you out of the midst of the fire. You heard the sound of 

words, but you saw no form; there was only a voice.” This is very 

interesting and significant. 

God forbids us to make images of him as aids for worshiping him or for 

any other reason. When God meets with his people at the great 

assembly that was the paradigm for all future meetings between God 

and his people, they see no form, but they hear the sound of words. 

God does not show himself to them. He speaks to them. And what does 

he say? We have that in the giving of the Ten Commandments in Exodos 

20. “And God spoke all these words, saying, I am the LORD your God, 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 

You shall have no other gods before me.” God speaks to them about 

what he had done for them. He speaks to them about his actions in 

history. And he speaks to them of his commands – his will for their lives. 

What we see here is that God’s relationship with his people is a 

relationship which is facilitated by words rather than by objects. God 



reveals himself by his actions in history on behalf of his people and later 

on by actions in history by which he judged his people and by his words 

by which he interpreted those actions and revealed more about himself 

and his will and his plans for his people. The people around Israel used 

images – physical objects as means to relate to their gods. God tells his 

people that they are not to worship him in that way. They were to relate 

to their God not by seeing but by hearing and later by reading – by 

God’s words to them by which he revealed himself and his will and his 

plans to them. The reason that God forbids us to make images of him is 

that he does not want our attention on objects that we think represent 

him. He wants our attention on his word because it is by his word that 

he has chosen to reveal himself and his plans and his will to us.  

Patrick Miller sums up this point in his book on the Ten 

Commandments. “The prohibition of idol making, therefore, clearly 

rests on an understanding that the Lord does not appear in any 

concrete visible form. So, no human being may seek to represent the 

Lord in such a way. Human-made images of the Lord in any form 

imaginable are forever excluded. The Lord chooses the manner of divine 

revelation and appearance.” (49-50) 

So, this passage in Deuteronomy 4 gives us the rational for the second 

commandment’s prohibition of images representing Yahweh. And we 

see this worked out in the rest of Scripture where the word of God is 

the means by which God relates to his people. We see this principle at 

work as the story of aftermath of the sin of the golden calf unfolds in 

the book of Exodus. In Exodus 33 we read of Moses asking to see the 

glory of God. And in answer to that request God says, “[Y]ou cannot see 

my face, for man shall not see me and live.” So, God puts Moses in a 

cleft of the rock and he allows Moses to see his back. But there is 

something else that God did in that encounter. He spoke to Moses and 

“proclaimed the name of the LORD.” Exodus 34:6, “The LORD passed 

before him and proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and 

gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and 

faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and 

transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty….’” 



So even here where God is showing Moses something of his glory, the 

emphasis is not on what he sees, but on what he hears God say to him. 

Moses cannot see God’s face. God shows Moses his back. But what 

really conveys to Moses the glory of the Lord is not what Moses sees, 

but what he hears God say. And Exodus 34:8 says, “And Moses quickly 

bowed his head toward the earth and worshipped.”  Moses’ worship is a 

response to God’s words, words by which God was revealing himself. 

But what God says next in this story is also important for our theme of 

how God reveals himself. In Exodus 34:10, God says “Before all your 

people I will do marvels, such as have not been created in all the earth 

or in any nation. And all the people among whom you are shall see the 

work of the LORD, for it is an awesome thing that I will do with you.”  

Here God speaks of what he will do in history. He is going to do marvels. 

He is going to do an awesome thing. He is going to bring his people 

through the wilderness. He is going to drive out the heathen nations 

from the land of Canaan and give that land to his people. God is going to 

reveal his glory to the people through his actions in history. He is going 

to do all of that without the people seeing God himself or any 

representation of God. God is revealed in his actions even while he 

himself is invisible.  

In the Psalms, we see how the worship of Israel included remembering 

the great things that the LORD had done for them in their history. Listen 

to these verses from Psalm 78. Verses 11-14, "11I will remember the 

deeds of the Lord; yes, I will remember your wonders of old. 12I will 

ponder all your work, and meditate on your mighty deeds. 13Your way, 

O God, is holy. What god is great like our God? 14You are the God who 

works wonders; you have made known your might among the peoples."  

These are the ways that God insists on being worshipped. Worship in 

the Bible is a response to the word of God and one of the things that the 

word of God does is preserve the memory of the great things that God 

has done in history. But it also simply describes God and tells of his will 

and of his plans for the salvation of his people. The point of the 

prohibition of images in the worship of God is that God does not want 

us to focus on some object when we are worshipping him, but he wants 



us to focus on his word and on remembering his deeds in history that 

come to us via his word.  

Now it will be helpful to consider why this is. And thankfully we are not 

left to guess for God has spelled it out for us in his word. Isaiah 46:5-11 

is a very powerful answer to the question of why God does not want his 

people to make any images of himself. Verse 5 says, “To whom will you 

liken me and make me equal, and compare me, that we may be alike?” 

What a spine-tinglingly awesome question this is! “To whom will you 

liken me and make me equal, and compare me, that we may be alike?” 

Then God he describes idols in verses 6-7, "6Those who lavish gold from 

the purse, and weigh out silver in the scales, hire a goldsmith, and he 

makes it into a god; then they fall down and worship! 7They lift it to 

their shoulders, they carry it, they set it in its place, and it stands there; 

it cannot move from its place. If one cries to it, it does not answer or 

save him from his trouble."  

God is saying – “Look at an idol. It is fashioned by a human being! It is 

made of gold and silver. It needs to be carried from one place to 

another. It cannot help anyone. In idol is a lifeless object. How can that 

be like me?”  This is God’s point here. A dead idol can never be an 

honorable representation of the living God. There is nothing on earth 

that can be compared to God! And to try to do so is a great dishonor to 

God. 

And look at what God says next in Isaiah 46. Verses 8-10, "8“Remember 

this and stand firm, recall it to mind, you transgressors, 9remember the 

former things of old; for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and 

there is none like me, 10declaring the end from the beginning and from 

ancient times things not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I 

will accomplish all my purpose,’"  

God is saying here. “Instead of making idols, remember what I have 

done and remember what I have revealed about my plans. So – 

remember the great things that I have done in history and remember 

the words that I have given about my plans and my purposes. These 

things convey so much more of my incomparable greatness.” God’s 

actions in history and God’s words about himself and his plans - they 

reveal so much more of what God is really like. Comparing some created 



object with God can only diminish the glory of God rather than revealing 

it. The living God who actually acts in history, in salvation and in 

judgment, and who speaks to his people is nothing like a dead idol and 

any use of a dead image to represent God greatly dishonors God. “I am 

God, and there is none like me.”  

Just listen to some of what God says about himself in Isaiah 40:12-17, 

"12Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand and marked 

off the heavens with a span, enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure 

and weighed the mountains in scales and the hills in a balance? 13Who 

has measured the Spirit of the Lord, or what man shows him his 

counsel? 14Whom did he consult, and who made him understand? Who 

taught him the path of justice, and taught him knowledge, and showed 

him the way of understanding? 15Behold, the nations are like a drop 

from a bucket, and are accounted as the dust on the scales; behold, he 

takes up the coastlands like fine dust. 16Lebanon would not suffice for 

fuel, nor are its beasts enough for a burnt offering. 17All the nations are 

as nothing before him, they are accounted by him as less than nothing 

and emptiness." How can you convey any of this by a carved image? 

God wants us to hear words like this and respond to them with adoring 

worship. Or he wants us to remember the great things that he has done 

in history and adore him for his mercy and his grace and his justice and 

his holiness. God does not want us to think of him in terms of any 

object, but in terms of the unseen God who speaks and who acts.  And 

so, for us the focus must be on the word of God. 

Now we move to the New Testament and Jesus Christ. The relationship 

between Jesus Christ and the second commandment is very significant 

because in Jesus Christ, God has provided an image whom we are not 

only allowed to worship, but whom we are required to worship. In 

Colossians 1:15 Paul refers to Jesus as “the image of the invisible God.” 

And in verse 19 of the same chapter, he tells us that “in him all the 

fullness of God was pleased to dwell….”   

Israel was forbidden to make images to represent God because those 

images could never do justice to the glory of God. But Jesus Christ is 

able to reflect the glory of God because “all the fullness of God was 

pleased to dwell” in him. Jesus reflects God because he is God. Jesus is 



both God and man and so he is the perfect image of God. He is a 

revelation of the glory of God. 

This is also related to the fact that Jesus is the Word of God. This is what 

John tells us in John 1. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 

was with God, and the Word was God.”  Then verse 14 says, “And the 

Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, 

glory as of the only Son of the Father, full of grace and truth.”  Now we 

have been seeing that in the Old Testament God revealed himself to his 

people through his word. When we come to the New Testament we find 

that that word is identified with Jesus. What this means is that the Son 

of God, the second person of the Trinity is the one who reveals God. 

That was true even in the Old Testament before Jesus began a human 

being. It was through the second person of the Trinity that God revealed 

himself even in the Old Testament. That is why John writes in 1:18, “No 

one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has 

made him known.”  That is why he is called the Word. He has made 

known the God who has never been seen. 

But his incarnation was a huge step forward in making God known 

because now he makes God known as the Word who became flesh. 

Now God reveals himself in the form of a human being who is God in 

the flesh. Now God has provided an image of himself who perfectly 

reveals himself. Hebrews 1 says of Jesus, “He is the radiance of the glory 

of God and the exact imprint of his nature….”  God has given an image 

of himself for us to worship and his name is Jesus. So, we read in the 

story in which Jesus walked on the water and calmed the sea, Matthew 

14:33 “And those in the boat worshipped him, saying, ‘Truly you are the 

Son of God.’” 

But how does this affect our worship of God? Well we now can think of 

Jesus when we worship God. We can think of God in the flesh when we 

worship God. We can think about Jesus as read of him in the gospels. 

We can picture him healing the sick. We can picture his compassion. We 

can think of him walking on water. But we can also picture him being 

abused by the authorities and being arrested and dying on the cross and 

rising from the dead and ascending into heaven and sitting at the right 



hand of the Father. The New Testament requires that we think of Jesus 

as God in the flesh.  

John makes a big deal of this in 1 John 1, the first few verses. He begins 

his first epistle by saying, “That which was from the beginning, which we 

have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon 

and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life….”  Jesus 

in the flesh is a huge step forward in God revealing himself to us.  

But there is another side to this. The New Testament is completely 

uninterested in Jesus’ appearance. It tells us that he was human as well 

as divine. It tells us stories about him and what he did. But it does not 

describe him. It gives us no information about his appearance. And on 

top of that it makes much of the fact that other than his 

contemporaries, no one else has actually seen him. Think of what Jesus 

says to Thomas. John 20:29, “Blessed are those who have not seen and 

yet have believed.” And 1 Peter 1:8, “Though you have not seen him, 

you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and 

rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory….” 

What does this mean for us? It means that we can picture Jesus as a 

human being, but we have no idea what he looked like and so we can 

have no distinct image of him in our minds. What we have are the New 

Testament accounts of his actions and his words and the authorized and 

inspired words of the apostles about him. So even though it is significant 

that God revealed himself in Jesus as a human being, the focus remains 

on the word of God. We are not in the same place as the Old Testament 

saints because Jesus was and is God in the flesh and we can picture him 

as a human being. And the New Testament stories about him tell us a 

lot about God. 

But the New Testament gives us nothing about his actual appearance 

and what it does give us is a written account of his words and his actions 

and the apostolic teaching about the significance of his actions. This 

means that the word of God continues to be the source of our 

knowledge of God and it must be at the center of our worship.  

The God-man, Jesus, reveals much to us of the glory of God. One of the 

key things Jesus shows us is the lengths that God was willing to go to 



deliver us from our sins. For Jesus became a man so that he could suffer 

and die in our place. In Jesus Christ and his suffering and death, God 

revealed with greater clarity than ever before the greatness of his love. 

John 3:16, “God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son….” 1 John 

4:9 “In this the love of God was made manifest to us, that God sent his 

only Son into the world, so that we might live through him.” 

So, the second commandment means that we worship God as he has 

revealed himself in his word. God forbids us from using any image that 

we make to represent him. In Jesus, he has given a perfect image, but 

even so, we know him through the word. This is a great blessing, 

because the word of God is such a rich revelation of God and because 

the word of God is the living word of the living God. Peter, in 1 Peter 

1:23, refers to the word as “the living and abiding word of God.”  That 

means that God is speaking to us through his word. It is a living personal 

word of a living personal God. And that means that through that word 

we can have fellowship with God himself. 

So, when we worship we focus on God’s revelation of himself in his 

word. God speaks to us and we respond to that speech. We respond in 

worship to a personal God who is speaking to us. That is a relationship 

with a living personal God. And any human made object intended to 

enhance our worship actually only gets in the way. What could be 

better than worshipping through listening to God speaking and 

responding to him with our words of adoration and praise and petition.  

The second commandment turns us away from using objects that 

represent God and instead directs us to worship God as a response to 

“the living and abiding word of God.” 


