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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, AMEN. 

 As we saw last week, the first commandment concerns the object of our 

worship, the one true God before whom none other can stand.  "Thou shalt have no 

other gods before me."  The first commandment tells us that we are to love God 

above all else.  We are to love him more than wife and family.  We are to love him 

more than our reputation or good name.  We are to love God more than life itself.  

Remember the word's of Luther's great hymn of the Reformation, composed at a time 

when his life was in mortal danger and the was faced with the very real choice of 

clinging to the God who had revealed himself in the Bible or losing his earthly life:  

"Let goods and kindred go; this mortal life also; the body they may kill, God's truth 

abideth still.  His kingdom is forever."   

 Well, if the first commandment deals with whom we are to worship, the second 

commandment deals with how we are to worship him.  It concerns the method of 

worship of the one true God.  It answers the question, "How are we to approach this 

God with reverence and fear, offering him his due in a way that is acceptable to him?  

Here is the commandment given in Exodus 20:4-6: 

 You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in 
heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.  You shall 
not worship them nor serve them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, 
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and fourth 

 2



generations of those who hate me, but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to 
those who love me and keep my commandments. 

Now we need to be clear here.  The second commandment does not say that we are 

forbidden to worship images of false gods.  That has already been taken care of.  

False gods were forbidden back in the first commandment.  This commandment 

concerns the use of images in the worship of the one true God.  It concerns how we 

come before our Lord and Master.  Our Catechism puts it simply and succinctly.   

 Q.  What does God require in the second commandment? 
 A.  That we should not represent him by images or worship  
him in any other manner than he has commanded in his Word. 

Here is Herman Veldkamp: 

 When it has already been sternly forbidden to make images of anything 
that is in heaven above, or in the earth beneath, or in the water under the earth, 
be it of angels, people, or animals, with the expressed intent of using these as 
objects for religious worship, "to bow down to them or serve them," then this 
is true in a much greater measure of the great God Himself.  This is so self-
evident that the Lord need say no more. 

 Now in the Second Council of Nicaea, which was held in the year 787, the 

church decided to allow the use of images in worship.  We see the result of that 

decision today most noticeably in the Eastern Orthodox and the Roman Churches.  

They use icons in worship--pictures of Jesus or Mary or other saints.  In an Eastern 

Orthodox service, for example, you might see a processional in which an image of 

Mary is held aloft as it is brought into the sanctuary.  The priest or the deacon will 
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kiss it and put it on the altar or some in other prominent spot.  Throughout the service 

people will kneel before it in prayer.  Now, if you ask them about it, they will make 

three points.  First, they admit they use images in worship as a devotional tool.  They 

don't deny it.  They affirm it as a blessed thing.  Second, they insist they do not 

worship the images.  That is not what is going on, though it may seem so to the 

untrained Protestant eye.  They are using the images, they will tell you, as a tool to 

get closer to God.  And third, they insist over and over again that they worship the 

God, the real God, who is beyond the image.  And they worship this God only, God, 

the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.   

 The problem, however, is that God has commanded people not to worship him 

in this way.  The fact that such worship is to the human heart and eye beautiful and 

rich and aesthetically pleasing, a feast for the senses, doesn't matter.  Whose worship 

is it anyway?  It does not please God, nor honour him for us to come into his 

presence in a way he has expressly forbidden.  The prophet Samuel gives us insight 

into this.  King Saul had been given orders by God to destroy Israel's old and fiercest 

enemy, the Amalekites.  Saul was to destroy them utterly.  But he didn't.  He spared  

Agag, the Amalekite King, and the best of the Amalekite herds and flocks.  When 

Samuel confronted Saul with what he had done, asking the question, "What... is this 

bleating of sheep in my ears?" Saul answered that the animals had been spared so 
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that they could be sacrificed to the Lord.  He dressed up his disobedience in piety.  

This is Samuel's reply and God's verdict:  

 Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in 
obeying the voice of the Lord?  To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is 
better than the fat of rams.  For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and 
arrogance like the evil of idolatry.  Because you have rejected the word of the 
Lord, he has rejected you as king. 

David makes the same point in his great Psalm of contrition, Psalm 51: 

You do not delight in sacrifice, Or I would bring it; 
you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.   
The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 

a broken and contrite heart, O God,  
you will not despise. 

 No images allowed in worship.  That's the rule.  But what is the reasoning 

behind such a commandment?  You can think of it this way: Only God is great 

enough an artist to make an image of himself that is accurate.  He has done that in his 

Word.  He has allowed himself to be represented in Holy Scripture, so we know him 

as the Holy One, the Exalted and Majestic One, the Loving One, the Patient One, the 

Almighty and Wrathful One.  And he has shown himself to us supremely in Jesus 

Christ.  These are the opening words of the Letter to the Hebrews: 

 In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many 
times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his 
Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the 
universe.  The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation 
of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. 
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Jesus is the "exact representation," or, as another translation has it, the "express 

image" of God's person.   

 If we turn to the Gospel of John, the 13th and 14th chapters, we find Jesus in 

Jerusalem in Holy Week.  He has washed the feet of his disciples.  He has predicted 

his betrayal.  He has told Peter that he would deny his Lord.  And then he spoke 

words of comfort and blessing, telling his disciples that he was going to "prepare a 

place for them" and that they "[knew] the way to the place [he was] going."  This 

confused the disciples, so Thomas and Philip asked him about it.  These words come 

from John 14:5 and following: 

 Thomas said to him, "Lord, we don't know where you are going, so how 
can we know the way?" 
 Jesus answered, "I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes 
to the Father except through me.  If you really knew me, you would know my 
Father as well.  From now on, you do know him and have seen him." 
 Philip said, "Lord, show us that Father and that will be enough for us." 
 Jesus answered, "Don't you know me, Philip, even after I have been 
among you such a long time?  Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father."   

If you have seen Jesus, you have seen the express image of the Father.   

 Beloved, it takes God himself to properly represent himself to us.  When 

people try to do it, they always fail.  Now, if you are thinking, "Well, I'm not a 

member of the Eastern Orthodox Church or the Roman Church, so I guess I can 

breathe easy--this commandment doesn't really apply to me," I must give you this 
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caution.  When we are told by this commandment that we are not to make any image 

of God, it doesn't simply have to do with the icons or statues or Stations of the Cross 

that we see in various church sanctuaries.  All images are not made of gold or silver, 

wood, stone or brass.  Ideas and notions about God can be images as well.  Let me 

give you some examples of what I mean. 

 Imagine a person is respectable and church going.  He never misses a Sunday 

service.  But during the week he calmly goes on sinning quite merrily.  He lies if it is 

to his business advantage.  He cuts corners.  He skilfully places blame at other 

people's doorstep.  You might ask, "But if he calls himself a Christian, how can he do 

that?"  It's simple.  You see, he has created an image of God in his mind, and the 

image he has constructed is blind, even though the Bible tells us that God sees even 

the heart.  Another person despairs when things become difficult.  He has constructed 

an image of God without arms, even though the Bible tells us that the arm of the 

Lord is not too short to save.  Some people create an image of God with no feet; or 

with no justice; or with no compassion; or with no wrath.  That last one is a 

particularly popular one these days.  People who have constructed this image say 

things like, "My God is love, so how could he possibly judge what I believe in my  

heart is right?  He accepts me for who I am."  That is simply deadly.  I read these 

words last week:  
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 By nature, we are all image worshipers.  We are always inclined to lie 
about God, and to deprive him of his glorious attributes.  No, indeed, we do 
not carve or chisel a representation of God in wood or stone, in gold or silver, 
as do the heathen.  But we do make images of him in our mind, in our false 
conceptions of him.... Whenever we form a conception of God that is not 
according to his own revelation in the Holy Scriptures, we lie about God and 
make an image of him.  When we conceive of God as a Being that is so filled 
with love that he condones sin, we deny his righteousness and make an image 
of him.  When we imagine a God that is so merciful that he cannot possibly 
cast the sinner into eternal desolation as punishment for his sin, we deprive 
him of the glory of his immutable justice, and form an image of him on our 
mind.  When, in our prayers, we attempt to approach God without seeking 
forgiveness in the blood of Christ Jesus our Lord, we are worshipping an 
image just as really as the Israelites at Horeb worshipped the golden calf.     

 We are not to create images of God.  Nor are we to worship God "in any other 

manner than he has commanded in his Word" (Heidelberg Catechism).  C. S. Lewis 

once said that there are basically two kinds of people in the world.  There are those 

who say, "Thy will be done," and those who say, "My will be done."  Worship must 

be according to God's will, or it is not worship at all.  Think about this for a minute.  

The word "worship" itself has an interesting history.  The word originally was 

"worthship" and it meant to ascribe worth.  Over the years the pronunciation 

changed, but the meaning remained.  If worship is "to ascribe worth," to name God, 

for example, as the Holy One, the Almighty and Infinite Father, the Friend of the 

Widow and Orphan, the Righteous One in Whom No Darkness Can Be Found, the 

Lord Who Provides, the King of Glory and so on, ought we not to do so in the way 

the Worthy One has commanded?  If God's command can be ignored in this most 

important matter, then it can be ignored in all things.  If we approach him in the way 
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we think best, rather than in the way he has commanded, we are really saying that 

our way is "more worthy."  We are really worshipping ourselves. 

 Now as you know, each commandment has both a negative and a positive 

aspect.  For example, on the one hand we are not to lie about our neighbour and on 

the other we are to do whatever we can to promote his good name.  There is both a 

negative and a positive aspect to the second command.  As we have seen, we are 

expressly forbidden to worship God in a way he has not authorized.  But along with 

this explicit command is the implied one: we are to worship God with all our hearts, 

minds and strength in the way he himself commands.   

 And how is that?  There is only one way.  We are to approach God through 

Jesus Christ, trusting in his atoning, substitutionary work on the cross.  If we are to 

come into the presence of God Almighty and live, we must come prepared.  Washed.  

Dressed.  Adorned in a way that is fitting for the court of the King of all kings.  Paul 

urges us in Romans to "clothe [ourselves] with the Lord Jesus Christ."  He says in 

Colossians that, "as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved," we are to "clothe 

[ourselves] with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience."  He says, 

"Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one 

another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.  And over all these virtues put on love, 

which binds them all together in perfect unity."   
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 Do you see what is going on here?  We are not to make an image of God.  With 

his grace and power and with the faith that only he can give, we ourselves are to be 

remade by God into the image and likeness of the Son.  Adam and Eve were made in 

the image of God.  That image was lost to them and to us when they fell into sin.  It 

is restored in us as the Holy Spirit works faith in us first to save and then to  

sanctify, to fit us for the heavenly courts of the Lord.  Now that's exciting.  Imagine 

what it means.  God is not a result of your handiwork; you are a result of his.  And if 

you are his, he is at work fashioning you right now.  You may be a little rough around 

the edges.  You may need some cleaning and polishing.  But if you are his your 

foundation is sound and your builder is the best and your completion is assured.   

 I Chronicles 16:29 says this: "Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name.  

Bring an offering and come before him.  Worship the Lord in the splendour of his 

holiness."  Bring an offering.  Let it be the offering of an obedient and grateful heart.  

Offer him yourself and ask him to mould you in whatever way he desires.  In that 

way you will truly worship him to whom all worship is owed.  In Christ's name.  

AMEN.
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