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Exodus 20:4-5; 34:14   “The Jealousy of God” 

 

Intro. I am preaching a series of messages on the attributes of God. I have preached about His 

goodness, love, mercy, grace, faithfulness, truth and other attributes that convey positive images 

in our mind about the nature of God. However, today’s topic is much less likely to do so. That’s 

because jealousy is 0typically a destructive vice in human relationships. In fact, jealousy
1
 is 

listed as one of the works of the flesh in Gal. 5:20. The same word is translated “envy” to convey 

a sinful form of jealousy (Rom. 13:13; 1 Cor. 3:3; 2 Cor. 12:20; James 3:14, 16). Vicious 

jealousy is an expression of the attitude, “I want what you’ve got, and I despise you because I 

haven’t got what you have.” It is resentment that often springs from covetousness, which 

expresses itself in envy, malice, and meanness of action. That is why 1 Cor. 13:4 says, “Love … 

does not envy (zeloo).” Jealousy is one of the most cancerous and soul-destroying vices that 

there is. Prov. 27:4 says, “Wrath is cruel and anger a torrent, but who is able to stand before 

jealousy?” 

 Sometimes jealousy arises from a lack of trust. Adam returned home late one night, and 

Eve confronted him. “You’re seeing another woman, aren’t you?” she accused. “Don’t be silly,” 

he replied. “You’re the only woman on earth.” Later, while half-asleep, Adam felt a tickle on his 

chest. “What are you doing?” he asked Eve. “Counting your ribs.”
2
 

 However, there is a righteous form of jealousy, when a person is zealous to protect a 

covenant relationship from the sins of disloyalty and unfaithfulness. That is the kind of jealousy 

that God has. As we shall see, it is indeed a virtue. 

 So can God become jealous? Can we provoke Him to jealousy? How do we provoke Him 

to jealousy? What are the consequences of doing so? Or is it no big deal? These are the questions 

we will answer this morning from God’s Word. Now let’s see first of all: 

 

I. THE FACT THAT GOD IS JEALOUS 

 

 This is affirmed in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. When God brought 

Israel out of Egypt to Sinai, to give them His law and covenant, His jealousy was one of the first 

facts about Himself which He taught them. He said in Ex. 20:4-5, “You shall not make for 

yourself a carved image, … you shall not bow down to them nor serve them. For I, the LORD 

your God, am a jealous God….”
3
 He allows of no rival to our heart’s affection. He will not 

tolerate competition. He becomes righteously jealous when we pursue other gods instead of Him. 

Then Ex. 34:14 says, “for you shall worship no other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, 

is a jealous God….” Here God even says that “Jealous” is one of His names! That is very 

significant. His “name” is His nature and character. Then in Joshua 24:19 Joshua said to the 

people, “You cannot serve the LORD, for He is a holy God. He is a jealous God….’”  

 This reality about God is affirmed in the New Testament. In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul warns 

the Corinthians about idolatry, and he says in v.22, “do we provoke the Lord to jealousy? James 
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 This is essentially repeated in Deut. 5:9.  



4:5 says, “Or do you think that the Scripture says in vain, ‘The Spirit who dwells in us yearns 

jealously’?” What caused James to make that statement? In the previous verse he said, 

“Adulterers and adulteresses! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with 

God?”  

 There James refers to the best illustration of the nature of the jealousy of God. We are 

created in the image of God, and this principle of righteous jealousy has been instilled in us. 

Marriage illustrates our relationship with God. God created one woman for one man. He did not 

create Eve, Jane, Sallie, and Sue for Adam. He created marriage to be one woman for one man. 

Couples that I marry make a vow to forsake all others, and maintain a monotonous relationship. 

So when a husband and wife make a covenant vow to be faithful to one another, either has a right 

to be jealous if their exclusive relationship is ever threatened with infidelity. Indeed, if you 

become intimately involved with someone other than your spouse, they will burn with jealousy, 

and they have a right to be jealous. This form of jealousy is a positive virtue, for it shows a grasp 

of the true meaning of the husband-wife relationship, together with a proper zeal to keep it intact. 

The husband or wife who doesn’t become jealous in such a situation lacks love, morality, or 

both. 

 The Old Testament law recognized the propriety of such jealousy by prescribing the 

means whereby the husband could satisfy his jealous spirit with the test involving the priest. We 

read about it in Numbers 5:11-31. She would have to drink holy water and if she had been 

unfaithful, she would become sick to her stomach! Or the test would prove that she had been 

faithful, and the spirit of jealousy should go away. 

 Even so, Israel was “married” to the Lord by a covenant love relationship and He would 

not tolerate any rivals in their hearts. He demands from those whom He has loved and redeemed 

absolute loyalty. Likewise the church is called the bride of Christ (Eph. 5:24-28; 2 Cor. 11:2). 

Spiritually speaking, we have been married to Christ (Romans 7:4). He loved you so much that 

He died on the cross to save you, and make you His bride. Then, when you were baptized, you 

vowed to follow Him all the days of your life. God becomes jealous when anything is more 

important to us than God. 

 How does God feel concerning your affection for Him? Is He #1 in your life? Do you 

love anyone or anything more than Him? If so, you are provoking Him to jealousy. 

 So God is indeed a jealous God. So let’s consider next: 

 

II. WHAT PROVOKES GOD TO JEALOUSY? 

 

 When the Scripture speaks of the jealousy of God, the primary cause is: 

 

 A. Idolatry – This certainly heads the list because just about every reference to the 

jealousy of God is in the context of idolatry. I have already shared several examples. Another 

example is Deut. 6:14-15, which says, “You shall not go after other gods, the gods of the peoples 

who are all around you (for the LORD your God is a jealous God among you)….” 

 We see this in the New Testament as well. 1 Cor. 10:20-22, “…the things which the 

Gentiles sacrifice they sacrifice to demons and not to God,… you cannot partake of the Lord’s 

table and of the table of demons. Or do we provoke the Lord to jealousy?...” In the context he 

points out the fact that demons are the spiritual force behind idolatry. When people used to 

sacrifice to their gods, they were actually sacrificing to demons. The Christian who participated 

in such sacrifices would certainly provoke the Lord to jealousy.  



 Listen, don’t make God jealous by having any other god before Him, or by making any 

god take His place. Don’t participate in any form of false religion, including any form of the 

occult. Furthermore, Adrian Rogers said, “Anything you love more, fear more, or serve more 

than God is an idol.”
4
 I would add that if anything is more important to you than God, it or that 

person is your idol.  

 Another way we can provoke the Lord to jealousy is by: 

 

 B. Worldly Pursuits - If anything comes between you and the Lord Jesus Christ, it is a 

rival for your affection, and you are committing spiritual adultery. Let me give some examples. 2 

Tim. 3:4 says that in the last days many people will be “lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of 

God.” The key to interpreting that statement are the words “rather than.” By no means are all 

pleasures sinful. But too many pursue worldly pleasures rather than God. Do you prefer the 

amusements of the world over the joys and pleasures of the Lord and His people? In Eph. 5:5 

Paul called the covetous person “an idolater.” [Likewise in Col. 3:5]. Do you covet material 

possessions so much that money and possessions have become your gods? Now look at James 

4:4, “Adulterers and adulteresses! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with 

God?” James is talking about the organized “system” man has created for himself in which he 

attempts to live without God. Then he says in v.5, “Or do you think that the Scripture
5
 says in 

vain, ‘The Spirit who dwells in us yearns jealously’?” Here we see that if we love the world 

more than God, we have become spiritual adulterers, and the Spirit of God with us will burn with 

jealousy. He regards with intense concern the Christian’s harboring any rival spirit in his heart. 

God wants the undivided devotion of every human heart. Are you more devoted to your job, or 

your sports team, than you are to God? How many Christians would never miss watching their 

favorite sports team, but think little or nothing of missing weekly worship of the great God who 

saved them? 

 The apostle Paul gives an example of such a person who turned from the Lord and 

pursued the things of this world instead. In 2 Timothy 4:10 Paul said, “for Demas has forsaken 

me, having loved this present world….” 

 So I want you to search your heart. Is there anything in this world that you love more 

than God? What receives more interest and attention in your life than God? Is it money, sports, 

or social media? The greatest commandment is found in Deut. 6:5, “You shall love the LORD 

your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.”  

 Now to motivate you to be faithful to the Lord and avoid provoking Him to jealousy, I 

want us to consider next: 

 

III. THE SERIOUS CONSEQUENCES OF PROVOKING GOD TO JEALOUSY 

 

 After saying He is a jealous God, He warned in Ex. 20:5 that He would be “visiting the 

iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate Me.” 

The consequences of unfaithfulness to the Lord can affect not only you, but your descendants! 

Deut. 6:14-15 warns, “You shall not go after other gods… (for the LORD your God is a jealous 

God among you), lest the anger of the LORD your God be aroused against you and destroy you 

from the face of the earth.” Nahum 1:2 says, “God is jealous, and the LORD avenges… and is 
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furious….” Deut. 32:21 says, “They have provoked Me to jealousy by what is not God; They 

have moved Me to anger by their foolish idols.” Note the Hebrew parallelism here, when 

jealousy and anger are parallel thoughts, for jealous anger flows from righteous jealousy. Deut. 

4:24 says, “For the LORD your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God.” In Heb. 10:27 the 

Greek word zelos, which is normally translated “jealous,” is translated “fiery indignation,” for 

that is the ultimate result of unsatisfied holy jealousy.  

 Again, marriage provides an illustration of this reality. Prov. 6:34 says, “For jealousy is a 

husband’s fury; Therefore he will not spare in the day of vengeance.” The fury of a jealous wife 

is no less hot. Man, if you commit adultery against your wife, and she finds out, she will be so 

mad that she will yell at you, and even throw things at you. After the smoke of fury has cleared, 

she will be as cold as ice toward you, and who would blame her? She cannot and will not tolerate 

a rival for your affection. 

 That should give you a picture of how God feels when we are unfaithful to Him, and 

pursue other gods and things over Him, especially when there is no repentance. And just as 

marital adultery is not worth the price you pay, even so spiritual adultery is not worth it. You are 

no match for God when you provoke Him to jealousy and incur His wrath. That is why Paul said 

in 1 Corinthians 10:22, “do we provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than He?” Of 

course not! So be wise, and don’t provoke the Lord to jealousy by turning your affection from 

Him to false gods or worldly pursuits.  

 

IV. SINCE GOD IS JEALOUS FOR US, WE SHOULD BE ZEALOUS FOR HIM 

 

 In fact, the word “jealous” is related etymologically to “zealous,” which renders the same 

Hebrew and Greek words. We see this reality in God Himself. He is indeed zealous for us. 

Twice, when God promises to save a remnant of His people, He says, “The zeal of the LORD of 

hosts” will do it (2 Kings 19:31; Isa 37:32). When He promises to raise up the Messiah to sit on 

the throne of David and bring peace, He likewise says, “The zeal of the LORD of hosts” will do 

it (Isa. 9:6-7). Zachariah 1:14 says, “Thus says the LORD of hosts: ‘I am zealous for Jerusalem 

and for Zion with great zeal.’” Zachariah 8:2 says, “I am zealous for Zion with great zeal; with 

great fervor I am zealous for her [Jerusalem].”  

 As our right response to God’s love for us is love for Him, so our right response to His 

zeal for us is zeal for Him. His concern for us is great; ours for Him must be great too. What the 

prohibition of idolatry in the second commandment implies is that God’s people should be 

positively and passionately devoted to His person, His cause, and His honor. 

 The classic description of zeal for God was given by Bishop J. C. Ryle, “Zeal in religion 

is a burning desire to please God, to do His will, and to advance His glory in the world in every 

possible way…. A zealous man in religion only sees one thing, he cares for one thing, he lives 

for one thing, he is swallowed up in one thing; and that one thing is to please God. Whether he 

lives, or whether he dies—whether he has health, or whether he has sickness—whether he is rich, 

or whether he is poor, for all this the zealous man cares nothing at all. He burns for one thing; 

and that one thing is to please God, and to advance God’s glory….”
6
 

 Elijah was “very jealous for the LORD God of hosts” (1 Kings 19:10, 14), and God 

honored his zeal by sending a chariot of fire to take him up to heaven, and by choosing him as 

the representative of the prophets to stand with Moses on the mount of transfiguration and talk 

with the Lord Jesus. Acts 18:25 says that Apollos was “fervent in spirit.” Paul was a zealous 
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man, single-minded for his Lord. Facing prison and pain, he declared in Acts 20:24, “But none of 

these things move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with 

joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of 

God.” And the Lord Jesus Himself was a supreme example of zeal. After He cleansed the temple 

in Jerusalem, we read in John 2:17, “Then His disciples remembered that it was written, ‘Zeal for 

Your house has eaten Me up.’” 

 What about us? Does zeal for the worship of God and the cause of God consume us? Can 

we say with the Master, “My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me, and to finish His work” 

(John 4:34)? What sort of discipleship is ours? The New Testament teaches that we should be 

zealous for the Lord. In Rev. 3:15-16 Jesus rebukes the church of Laodicea for being neither hot 

nor cold, but lukewarm. Then He says in v.19, “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten. 

Therefore be zealous (zeloo) and repent.” How many of our churches today are sound, 

respectable—and lukewarm? Rom. 12:11 says that we are “not [to be] lagging in diligence, [but] 

fervent [zeo] in spirit, serving the Lord.” Titus 2:14 says that we are to be “zealous (zelotes) for 

good works.” Does that describes you?  

 

Conclusion: It seems that few Christians are zealous for the lord with single-minded devotion. 

Too many are lukewarm, and they have a tendency to pursue other things and people before God. 

Yet after James addressed this problem in chapter four of his epistle, he gives a word of hope to 

those who have failed. He says in v.6, “But He gives more grace….” If you trust him God will 

enable you by His grace to renew your devotion to him. Hebrews 4:16, “Let us therefore come 

boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 

Then he says in v.8, “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you 

sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded.” May God help us to repent of being 

double-minded in our affection for both God and the world. May we no longer provoke Him to 

jealousy.  
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