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A God Too Glorious To Make  The Ten Commandments 
Exodus 20:1-17 (preached on Jan. 27, 2008) 

Story Summary: !"#$%&'(#)*+#&$('#$,(+"#'# - $(+$+" #$.//+$/. $0/12+$3*2(*4$+'#56)*2,$*2$.#('$(&$+" #$5/12+(*2$71(8#&$
( 2- $+" 12- #' &9$: / - $" ( &$; / 5 #$- / <29$0 / &#&4$&#' =*2, $( &$+"#$5#-* (+/'$6#+<##2$:/-$ (2-$"*&$>#/>)#4$"(&$6##2$
;())#-$1>$+/$+"#$+/>$/.$+"#$5/12+(*2$+/$5##+$<*+" $:/ -9$?.+#'$+"#$@/'-$'#5*2-&$%&'(#)$/.$+"#*'$&+/'A$B$+" #*'$
-#)*=#'(2;#$.'/5$ C, A>+$(2-$+"#$.(=/'$ "#$"(&$&" /<2$+"#5$B$"#$,*=#&$+" #5$+"#$+#'5&$/. $"*&$; / =#2(2+4$+"#$)(<9$$
$
READ Exodus 20:1-17 (focusing on vv. 4-6) 
 
REVIEW Key Points 
 
 ! The Ten Commandments are major categories of God’s moral law; the key to avoiding a surface reading of these is to 

see how deep and wide they are in their application (following Jesus’ approach to the Ten Commandments).  
 ! While this commandment includes the prohibition of worshipping false gods and carved idols, the primary emphasis is 

on the worship of images of the true and living God.  
 ! This does not forbid religious art, nor does it teach that art needs to be used for religious purposes in order to please 

God. Rather, the use of such images of God in/for </ ' &" *>$is the central matter. Even images of Jesus should be 
handles with care and held loosely, because we are prone to remake Jesus in our / <2 image!  

 ! This commandment arises from the Bible’s understanding that God is a spirit, invisible and without bodily form (Deut. 
4:11-12; Acts 17:24-29). God is too glorious to be captured on film, too strong to be embodied in a sculpture.  

 ! We often attempt to design God, creating man-made constructions of God in our hearts and minds. We thus “make 
images” of God, violating the second commandment.  

 ! In selecting out parts of God we’ll have and rejecting other parts of him, we cannot progress in our relationship with 
God. But the very parts of God that we resist may in fact be our way into a deeper and more real relationship with God.  

 ! This commandment protects us from losing God altogether. A mental image can’t stand up to reality; God therefore 
puts us through “idol-smashing circumstances”— to loose us from falsehoods we’ve been holding into for years.  

 ! There is a sober warning of judgment (v. 5b), pointing to the cumulative effects of sin (generational sin). God does not 
punish innocent children for their fathers’ sins (Ezek. 18:20); but children who are influenced by their parents’ sins are 
responsible for how it plays out in their own lives. But the punishment pales in comparison to the promise (v. 6).  

 ! God has made us as his image-bearers. But Jesus is the one, true perfect image of God (Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3). In Jesus 
we get the God we’d be least prone to design but that we most need.  

 ! We are conformed to the image of the God that we serve; that is, we will reflect in our own lives the flawed image we 
have of God. But when we worship Jesus, we’re changed into the moral beauty of Jesus.  

 
REFLECT  
  
1. D( ' $.' / 5 $6#*2, $( $" ( 2- .1)$/ .$2( ' ' / <4$&1' .( ; #E)#=#)$' 1)#&$.' / 5 $<" *; " $<#$( ' #$#( &*)A$#F/ 2#' ( +#- $G*9#94$H%$" ( =#2I+$

6/<#-$ -/<2 $+/$(2A$<//-#2$ &+(+1#&$(2-$"(=#2I+$51'-#' #- $(2A/2#$)(+#)AJK4$+"#$!#2$L/55(2-5#2+&$ ('#$+#2$
5 ( M/ ' $; ( +#, / ' *#&$/ .$: / - I&$)( <$<" *; " $( ' #$6/ +" $<*- #$( 2- $- ##>$*2$+" #*' $( >>)*; ( +*/ 2&9$(You may wish to consider 
Jesus’ teaches on the depth and breadth of the Ten Commandments in Matt. 5:21-30 and Mark 10:17-22.)$
Does this understanding of the breadth and depth of the law change your attitude towards the Ten 
Commandments? Your sense of its relevance to your life? If so, how? How does this compare with our 
culture’s approach to the Ten Commandments?  

 
 
 
 
 
2. In your own words, what is at the heart of the third commandment? Upon what part of God’s nature is this 

command based (see Deut. 4:11-12; John 4:23-24; Acts 17:24-29; 1 Tim. 1:17)? For further discussion: Does 
this commandment forbid religious art? Explain.  

 
 
 
 
 
3. !"*28$(6/1+$+"#$-*..#'#2+$<(A&$<#$(++#5>+$+/$5(8#$/1 ' $/< 2$H*5 (, #J$/. $: /- $*2$/1'$5*2-&4$-# &*,2*2,$N*5$

( ; ; / ' - *2, $+/ $/ 1' $/ <2$*5 ( , *2( +*/ 2&$(2-$>'#.#'#2;#&$G?;+&$OPQRSK9$What are some ways you find yourself 
demanding of God, “Be who I want you to be!” or “These are one or two things I’ll have about you, but not the 
other things…”? Consider the following diagnostic questions that probe how we might be serving a man-made 
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construction of God in our minds and hearts: %&$A/ 1' $=*#<$/ .$: / - $&+( +*; T$! " ( +$*&4$<" #2$A/ 1$+" *28$/ .$: / - 4$- / $A/ 1$
()<(A&$,/$ +/$+"#$&(5#$/2#$/'$+</$;" ('(;+#'*&+*;&$/.$:/-$ G/'$(=/*-$+"#$&(5# $/2#$/'$+</$; " ('(;+#'*&+*;&KT$U/#&$
A/1$>*;+1'#$/.$:/-$ ;/2=#2*#2+)A$M1&+*.A$+"#$<(A$A/1$<(2+$+/$)*=#$A/1'$)*.#T$U/$A/1'$>'(A#'&$;*';1)(+#$+"#$&(5#$
+"#5#&T$U/ $A/1$,'(=*+(+#$+/<('-&$;#'+(*2$>( ' +&$/ .$+" #$V*6)#$( 2- $( =/ *- $/ +" #' $>( ' +&T$ 

 
 
 
 
 
4. Consider your response(s) to the previous question. How do you think this image-making tendency disrupts 

having, or progressing in, a real relationship with a personal God? Consider how the very parts of God that you 
“edit” out of your mental picture of him (because they offend you, because they don’t justify your present 
lifestyle, etc) 5 ( A be your way in to a new experience of God, a new relationship with Him.  

 
 
 
 
 
5. %2$"*&$&#=#'#$5#';A4$:/-$ &/5# +*5#&$>1+&$1&$*2$-*..*;1)+$( 2- $>( *2.1)$H*- / )E&5 ( &" *2, $; *' ; 15 &+( 2; #&J$*2$/ ' - #' $

+"(+$<#$5*,"+$.' ##-$.'/5$ ($.)(<#-$/'$*2;/5>)#+#$>*;+1'#$/.$:/-9  Have you experienced this recently? Are there 
parts of God’s character or redemption you’re now able to see which were obscured to you before this trial? Or 
are you still processing the experience?  

 
 
 
 
 
6. Verse 5b refers to the cumulative effects of sin, especially across family relationships (often called, 

“generational sin”). How is this different from individualistic views of ourselves (“I’m not influenced by 
anyone”) as well as passive-victim views of ourselves (“I’m not responsible for my behavior because of what 
happened to me in the past”)? Are there some areas of your life where you can detect how you’ve adopted the 
sinful values or practices of your family (or community you grew up in)? 

 
 
 
 
 
7. How is v. 6 an example of God’s grace running far longer and stronger than the power of sin? How does this 

give you hope as you process the effects of family brokenness in your own life?  
 
 
 
 
 
8. What does the Bible mean that Jesus is the “image” (or “icon”) of God (see John 14:6-11; Col. 1:15; Heb. 

1:3)? How does embracing Jesus as the perfect reflection of God begin to set us free from running after other 
man-made constructions of God? Consider the statement: %2$W#&1&$<#$,#+$+" #$:/-$ <#I-$6#$)#(&+$>'/2#$+/$
- #&*, 2$61+$+" #$: / - $+" ( +$<#$5 / &+$2##- 9$What does this mean?  

 
 
 
 
 
9. X#$*2#=*+(6)A$6#;/5#$ )*8#$+"#$:/-$ <"/ 5 $<#$&#'=#4$<" #+"#'$/ ' $2/+$/1'$>*;+1'#$/.$"*5$*&$(;;1'(+#$ G&##$+"*&$

>'*2;*>)#$*2$Y&()5$OZ[QO[EO\K. Are there ways this has been true in your life (e.g., you believe God is miserly, 
you yourself become stingy with your possessions; you believe God is unforgiving, you become slow to forgive 
others)? ]2$+"#$/+"#'$"(2-4$<"#2$<#$</'&"*>$W#&1&$(2-$.*F$/1 '$"#('+&$/2$"*54$<#$('#$&)/<)A$;"(2,#-$ *2+/$+"#$
5/'()$ 6#(1+A$/. $W#&1&4$+'(2&./'5#-$ *2+/$"*&$)*8#2#&&$G&##$^/59$\ QRS_$R$L/'9$ZQO\K. What are some ways 
you’ve seen God make you more like Jesus? Try to be specific (and bold!). Spend some time giving thanks to 
God for how he’s changing you.   
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BACKGROUND NOTES 
$
Narrative Outline:  

Moses Born to Deliver (1:1–2:10) 
Moses Called to Deliver (2:11–4:31)  
Moses Successful in Deliverance (5:1–15:21) 
0/ &#&$0#-*(+#&$:/-I&$ L/=#2(2+$<*+"$N*&$Y#/>)#$GOSQO`RaQO\K$$
$ 0 / &#&$)#( - &$+" #$%&' ( #)*+#&$+/ $0 / 12+$3*2(*4$<" #'#$: / -$;/55(2-&$ +" #5$+/$>'#>(' #$+" #5&#)=#&$+/ $5# #+$<*+"$N*5$GOSQOER[K9$
$ : / - $+#))&$0 / &#&$+" #$&+*>1)( +*/ 2&$/ .$+" #$; / =#2( 2+4$+" #$5 / ' ( )$)( <$&15 5 ( ' *b#- $*2$+" #$! #2$L/ 55(2-5#2+&$ GRcQOEOPK$$
$   
Key Words & Phrases:  

Idol (v. 4). The term “idol” may refer to any physical representation of the one true God; after all, v. 2 already prohibited the 
worship of other deities (who to worship), and the second commandment may therefore focus on the proper 5 ( 22#' $of 
worshipping God (how to worship). Or, “idol” may simply refer to something hewn from wood or stone, a representation of any 
“anything” in heaven or earth (v. 4). The idolatry that is prohibited includes the worship of pagan deities, but would also include 
the misplaced worship of “anything” besides God — “idols” of our " #( ' +& (cf. Ezek. 14:4-7).  
Jealous (v. 5). When used of God, this term describes his passion for the exclusive devotion of his people, his longing for 
relationship with them (for example, a wife’s jealousy over her husband, vice versa, etc.). He is jealous for his people, though 
never of them (see also Deut. 6:15; Josh. 24:19; Exod. 34:14).  
What are “The Ten Commandments”? More commonly referred to as “The Ten Commandments” (not explicitly referred to as 
such until later: Exod. 34:28; Deut. 4:13; 10:4), this passage contains elements that are also found in ancient Near-Eastern 
covenants (i.e., treaties) made between a powerful king (suzerain) and a less powerful king or nation that serve him (vassal). 
These elements include the following. First is the >' #( 5 6)#, which introduced the parties between whom the covenant was 
made (“I am the Lord your God”). Next is the " *&+/ ' *; ( )$>' / )/ , 1#, which recalled the good things the powerful king had done for 
his servant nation—in this case, Yahweh for the nation of Israel (“…who brought you out of the land of Egypt.” Next come the 
&+*>1)( +*/ 2&$of the covenant, those things the vassal are expected to do/fulfill in order to obtain the benefits of the covenant 
and avoid its penalties; the commandments themselves serve as the covenant stipulations. Often times, ancient covenants 
would also detail the 6)#&&*2, &$( 2- $; 1' &#& that would come upon those who obey the terms of the covenant, or disobey them.  
The Ten Commandments are expressions of the eternal moral law of God that transcend all cultures and times. Traditionally, 
theologians have taught that the first ./ 1' $commandments describe how people are to relate to God: They are to serve him 
alone with idols, reverence his name and keep his Sabbath holy. The remaining commandments describe how God’s people are 
to relate to one another: They are to respect parents, life, the marriage relationship, property and another’s good name, living in 
contentment. Jesus taught that the whole of God’s law could be summarized in the command to love God and love your 
neighbor (Matt. 22:36-40; see also John 14:15, 23-24; Rom. 13:9-10; Gal. 5:14; James 2:8-11; 1 John 5:3). These ten 
commandments can be understood as “summary” commandments — broad categories, rather than narrow statutes (see how 
Jesus applies these commandments in Matt. 5:21-48). In this respect, every form of loving God and neighbor can be expressed 
in terms of one of these ten statutes. 
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