
“THE SECOND COMMANDMENT:  HOW TO WORSHIP”

I. Introduction

A. The first four of the Ten Commandments deal with our duty 
toward God, while the last six deal with our duty toward others.

B. This is why Jesus said that the entire moral law was summed up in 
the two great commandments:  love God with all your being, and 
love your neighbor as yourself

C. Because the first four commandments deal with our relationship to 
God, they have a clear application to our worship.

D. Last week we studied the first commandment, which told us who 
we are to worship.

E. Today we will consider the second commandment, which tells us 
how we are to worship.

F. The second commandment shows us that God takes worship very 
seriously and that he expects us to take it seriously too.

G. Even if we are not tempted to bow down to statues, this 
commandment still has a great deal to say to us about how to 
worship the Lord.

II. No Images of God

A. The second commandment forbids us from making images of God. 

1. This is not a prohibition against representational art in 
general, as if it were a sin to make a statue or painting of a 
person or an animal.

2. This commandment clearly applies to worship.
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3. God forbids his people from making visible representations 
of him.

4. We know that this is not a blanket condemnation of all 
representational art because the Israelites were instructed to 
make images of cherubim, fruit, and other natural objects for 
the sanctuary.

5. Those things were not themselves objects of worship.

6. They were never intended to serve as visual representations 
of God.

B. The reason why God spoke so strongly against the use of images in 
worship is because this was the typical way that ancient people 
practiced their faith.

1. In both Egypt and Canaan, the gods were associated with 
different aspects of the creation and they were worshipped 
through images that represented them.

2. One of the reasons why this made so much sense to people 
was that it gave the worshipper a sense of certainty.

3. The image was understood to partake of the essence of the 
god.

4. If you served the image of a god, then that god would be 
obliged to help you out.

5. This allowed worshippers to think that they could gain 
control of the gods and manipulate them to serve their own 
interests.

6. In light of this, we should not be surprised that the Israelites 
were so quick to fall into this error.

C. This also helps us to see why God strictly forbade his people from 
using images in their worship.
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1. He is not a God who can be manipulated.

2. There is nothing that we can do to put him in our debt.

3. We are not sovereign over him.

4. He is sovereign over us.

5. Moreover, there is no image that can adequately represent 
him.

6. God has no body.

7. He cannot be seen.

8. As he says to his people in Deuteronomy 4, “Since you saw 
no form on the day that the LORD spoke to you at Horeb out 
of the midst of the fire, beware lest you act corruptly by 
making a carved image for yourselves, in the form of any 
figure” (Deut. 4:15–16)

9. When images are used to worship the invisible God, it only 
leads to misunderstanding.

D. Perhaps you are wondering how the second commandment applies 
when it comes to images of Jesus.

1. Is it wrong for us to depict Jesus as a human being?

2. Some Christians contend that the fact that Jesus is fully 
human means that it is permissible to depict him in works of 
art, which would extend to things like picture Bibles for 
children.

3. Regardless of what you think about that argument, we 
should all be able to agree that it is wrong for us to use 
pictures or images of Jesus in our public and private 
worship.
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4. No one knows what Jesus looked like.

5. Any depiction of him is always going to be a matter of 
conjecture.

6. It will tell us more about the artist than it does about Jesus.

7. It will inevitably communicate things about Jesus that are 
not accurate.

8. Those who try to draw near to Jesus through a visual 
representation of Jesus are not worshipping the real Jesus.

9. They are worshipping a Jesus of human imagining. 

10. This is exactly what the second commandment forbids us 
from doing.

III. The Reasons Annexed to the Second Commandment

A. After stating the second commandment, the Lord annexes two 
reasons to it.

1. The first thing that he says is that he is a jealous God.

2. We usually think of jealousy as a negative trait, but even on 
a human level there are contexts in which it is entirely 
appropriate.

3. A husband who truly loves his wife will not be willing to 
share her with another man.

4. The same principle applies when it comes to God’s 
relationship with us as his covenant people.

5. He is worthy of our undivided devotion and loyalty.

6. He will not share us with gods of our own imagining.
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B. God’s jealousy even extends to situations in which his people call 
their imagined gods by the name of the one true God.

1. After all, that was what Aaron did when he made the golden 
calf.

2. He was not telling the people to turn away from the Lord 
and worship some other god.

3. He told them that the image he made was the God who 
brought them out of Egypt.

4. He led them in holding a feast to Yahweh. (see Ex. 32:4-5)

5. It didn’t matter that they thought they were worshipping 
Yahweh.

6. They provoked the Lord to jealousy when they worshipped 
him in a manner that he had not appointed in his Word.

7. The golden calf episode was so offensive to God that it 
nearly resulted in Israel’s annihilation.

C. We have a tendency to think that the only thing that matters in 
worship is our sincerity, but this is not true.

1. Sincerity is important, but it is not the only thing.

2. We also have to worship the Lord in the manner that he 
prescribes.

3. To do otherwise is to set ourselves up as wiser than God.

4. It was that way of thinking that caused the Lord to reject 
Saul as Israel’s king.

5. In 1 Samuel 15, God commanded Saul to wipe out the 
Amalekites, including all of their possessions.



6

6. But Saul thought that it would be better to spare some of the 
sheep so that they could be offered in sacrifice to God.

7. This is what the Lord had to say in response to this:  “Has 
the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, 
as in obeying the voice of the LORD?  Behold, to obey is 
better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of rams.  For 
rebellion is as the sin of divination, and presumption is as 
iniquity and idolatry.  Because you have rejected the word of 
the LORD, he has also rejected you from being king.” (1 
Sam. 15:22-23)

8. This makes it clear that even when our worship is sincere, if 
it is in violation of what God has commanded in his Word, it 
is an offense to God.

D. This brings us to the second reason that the Lord gives for this 
commandment.

1. He says that he visits the iniquity of the fathers on the 
children to the third and fourth generation of those who hate 
him, and that he shows steadfast love to thousands of those 
who love him and keep his commandments.

2. This does not mean that God punishes an innocent 
generation for the sins of a previous generation.

3. If that were the case, then this passage would be in conflict 
with Deuteronomy 24, where God says, “Fathers shall not be 
put to death because of their children, nor shall children be 
put to death because of their fathers. Each one shall be put to 
death for his own sin.” (Deut. 24:16)

4. Children cannot be held accountable for their parents’ sin.

5. The point being expressed in our text is that the sins that are 
committed by one generation are often passed on to the next 
generation. 
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6. If one generation hates God or is apathetic toward God, it is 
usually the case that their children will also hate God or be 
apathetic toward God.

7. This passage is saying that God punishes successive 
generations when they commit the sins that they learned 
from their parents.

8. They cannot escape punishment by saying that their parents 
taught them to hate God.

E. We should also note that this is not a rigid law but a general 
principle.

1. This becomes evident when we look at Old Testament 
history.

2. Hezekiah and Josiah were two of the kings of Judah who did 
what was right in the eyes of the LORD, but both of them 
had wicked fathers and wicked sons.

3. In general, the sins of one generation have a corrupting 
effect upon successive generations, and the faithfulness of 
one generation can leave a legacy of faith to those that 
follow.

4. But the bottom line is that each generation has to answer for 
itself.

5. A cycle of generational sin and rebellion will be broken if a 
person repents.

6. A cycle of generational faithfulness will be broken if a person 
turns away from the Lord.

7. There is a warning in this for both parents and children.

8. Parents, you should strive to set a godly example for your 
children, and you should repent of the ways in which you 
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fail to do so.

9. And children, you need to make sure that you embrace the 
faith yourself. 

IV. The Second Commandment in the Christian Life

A. When we think of the second commandment in relation to Jesus, 
there are several ways in which we can see how he perfectly 
fulfilled this portion of God’s law.

1. Jesus worshipped the Lord in the way that the law 
prescribed.

2. He attended the great pilgrim feasts.

3. He celebrated the Passover.

4. He cherished God’s Word and hid it in his heart.

5. He set aside time for prayer, and he did so even when 
people were making constant demands on him.

6. At the young age of twelve, Jesus delighted in being in his 
Father’s house to worship him and to learn his truth.

7. And later on, when Jesus saw people corrupting God’s 
worship, he purified the temple because of his zeal for the 
Lord’s house.

B. Jesus also fulfills this commandment in the sense that he himself is 
the perfect image of the invisible God. 

1. No statue can represent God, but Jesus is the exact imprint of 
God’s nature.

2. No one has ever seen God, but Jesus has made him known.
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3. Jesus even told his disciples, “Whoever has seen me has seen 
the Father.” (Jn. 14:9) 

4. The reason why it is so wrong for us to worship God 
through images is because Jesus is the perfect image of God.

C. In issuing this commandment, God is requiring that we only think 
of him as he has revealed himself in his Word.

1. This is the reason why Reformed sanctuaries have 
historically been quite plain.

2. Even in their architectural design, the focus is upon the 
pulpit, the place where God’s Word is read and expounded.

3. In the Reformed tradition, the second commandment is 
applied through what we refer to as the Regulative Principle 
of Worship.

4. The Regulative Principle simply says that the Bible needs to 
regulate our worship. 

5. We are not free to worship God in the manner of our own 
choosing.

6. We should not do things in worship that God has not 
commanded us to do.

7. Stated positively, we need to maintain the worship that God 
has appointed in his Word.

D. You may not know the name Hughes Oliphant Old, even though he 
is your neighbor, living just across the border in the state of 
Vermont.

1. He is retired now, but for many years he served as a minister 
and as a seminary professor, specializing in the area of 
liturgy.
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2. Someone has called him “the most important authority on 
worship since the time of the Reformation.” [Johnson, 
Leading in Worship]

3. Listen to what this man has to say about the importance of 
the second commandment for our worship today:  “If today 
American Protestant worship services have confused 
worship with art, or even worse, if we have confused it with 
entertainment, it is because we have failed to fathom the 
meaning of the second commandment… the Bible does not 
provide us with any ready made liturgies or services of 
worship.  Nevertheless the church should develop services 
of worship in accordance with whatever specific directions 
and examples are to be found in Scripture.  When Scripture 
does not give specific directions, then in such matters we 
should be guided by scriptural principles.” [Worship That Is 
Reformed According to Scripture, 3, 4]

4. The thrust of the second commandment is that the Bible 
needs to be the controlling factor in determining what we do 
in our worship.

E. One Scripture passage that provides us with a concise summary of 
what our worship should look like is Acts 2:42.

1. In this verse, Luke tells us that first century believers 
“devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the 
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”

2. Their worship was characterized first and foremost by its 
devotion to the teaching of the apostles, the teaching that 
sums up and explains all of biblical revelation.

3. This tells us that our worship should be thoroughly biblical.

4. Ligon Duncan puts it well when he says that the motto for 
our worship should be, “Read the Bible, Preach the Bible, 
Pray the Bible, Sing the Bible, See the Bible.” (by “see” he is 
referring to the sacraments, in which what is proclaimed in 
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the Word is presented to us in visible form)

F. Acts 2:42 also tells us that the church was devoted to the 
“fellowship.”  

1. This is the Greek word ‘koinonia’, a word that refers to 
having a common share in something with others.  

2. It is the word that Paul uses in reference to our participation 
in the Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthians 10, where he writes:  
“The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in 
the blood of Christ?  The bread that we break, is it not a 
participation in the body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16)

3. This word “fellowship,” or “participation,” tells us that we 
experience the new life that Christ gives us not just as 
individuals but as a worshipping body.

G. Lastly, Acts 2:42 refers to “the breaking of (the) bread” and “the 
prayers.” 

1. These are clearly references to the Lord’s Supper and 
corporate prayer.  

2. This is indicated by the use of the definite article “the.”  

3. Luke is not talking about sharing ordinary meals together; 
he is talking about sharing THE meal together.  

4. He is not referring to times of private prayer; he is referring 
to THE prayers.  

5. This makes it clear that these believers were not neglecting 
to meet together.  

6. Theirs was not a privatized faith, but a faith that was 
practiced in community.  
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7. And when they met, their focus was not upon entertainment 
or cultural relevance or anything else like that.

8. Their focus was upon God and his appointed means of 
grace.

V. Conclusion

A. As a Christian, it is your duty to maintain the worship that the Lord 
has commanded in his Word.

B. But don’t forget:  this is also your greatest source of blessing.

C. As Hughes Old explains, “If God has commanded us not to 
worship him by creating images of our own art and imagination it 
is because he wants us to be his image.  Worship is the workshop 
where we are transformed into his image.  When we are thus 
transformed into his image, we then reflect his glory.  It is then 
through the ministry of praise and prayer, the ministry of word and 
sacrament that we are transformed to offer that spiritual worship 
which the Apostle Paul tells us is acceptable to God (Rom. 
12:1-2).” [8]


