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Lord's Day 35 

The Second Commandment: Worshipping without Images 

 
Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

  

Q.96. What doth God require in the second commandment? 
A. That we in no wise represent God in images, nor worship him in any other way than he 

has commanded in his word. 
Q.97. Are images then not at all to be made? 
A. God neither can, nor may be represented by any means; but as to creatures, though they 

may be represented, yet God forbids to make, or have any resemblances of them, either 
in order to worship them or to serve God by them. 

Q.98. But may not images be tolerated in the churches, as books to the laity? 
A. No: for we must not pretend to be wiser than God, who will have his people taught, not 

by dumb images, but by lively preaching of his word. 

 

Introduction 

There is, as you will readily see, a very close connection between the first and the second 
commandment of the Decalogue. In fact the relation is so close that many cannot see the distinction 
between the two; they look upon the two commandments as one. They say that there is no difference 
between idolatry and image worship, for it is evident that all image worship is idolatry. So they combine 
the first and second commandment, and make them one commandment.  

You must understand that in the original the commandments are not divided. We do not know just 
how many commandments there were on each of the two tables of stone; we just surmise. The result is 
that the first and second commandment are not divided in the original, and some combine them into 
one commandment. Then, in order to get ten, they divide the last commandment of the Decalogue in 
two.  

Now it is true that all image worship is idolatry. There need be no dispute about that. Even though 
this has been denied, it is evident that God cannot be represented by any creaturely form. To put it 
bluntly, you cannot make a photograph of God. The only photograph of God is in God’s own 
consciousness. Now if the creature undertakes to represent God by an image and worships that image, 
it is not the worship of God but an idol.  

But, although that is true, we may note that all idolatry is not image worship. Even though it is true 
that there can be no image worship without idolatry, so there is much idolatry that is not image 
worship. Transgression of the first commandment comes before transgression of the second; idolatry is 
first. And so also historically man in departing from God first sought out a god of his own imagination. 
And then, having sought out such a god, he made an image of a man or of an animal to represent that 
god. In the course of time, man forgot the distinction between his god and the image and came to look 
upon that image as the embodiment of that god, so that there is a difference between the first and 
second commandment of the Decalogue.  

There is also a difference in their underlying principles. The underlying principle of the first 
commandment is that God is one. There are no other gods and God is not many. The heathen always 
represented the godhead as consisting of many, and in their worship often invoked the deity of one god 
against the other, thereby creating a state of war and confusion among the gods.  
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Now Scripture says that the devils know better than this. The devils know that God is one. That is 
what James emphasizes. Because they know that God is one and not many is why they tremble. Because 
God is one, He has the right to come to His people with the demand that they shall serve Him alone. 
That is the truth that lies at the basis of the first commandment.  

The underlying principle of the second commandment, however, is that God is a Spirit and 
therefore cannot be represented by anything material. The first commandment answers the question 
ans to who God is, while the second answers the question, as to how He is, and how He must be 
worshipped and approached. That is the second commandment, and why we must look upon it as a 
separate precept. 

 

Theme: The Second Commandment: Worshipping without Images 

1. Its General Meaning 

2. Its Underlying Principle 

3. Its Distinctive Demand upon the People of God 

1. Its General Meaning 

It is evident that when the second commandment forbids the making of graven images or the 
likeness of any creature, the idea is not that we may not make pictures of any kind. The idea is not that 
we may have no paintings or statues. It does not mean that we may have no photographs of creatures. 
That is, it does not mean that an image or photograph of a creature for the purpose of representing that 
creature is forbidden. That is not the purpose of the second commandment. We may have photographs 
of that which can be photographed. That this is so is evident from the word of God. Take for example 
the temple with its images, its oxen, etc. That is not the purpose of the word of God.  

The meaning of this commandment is that we may not take anything of that which can be seen and 
touched and make a representation of it for the purpose of representing God. We may have a 
photograph of any visible creature. That is even true of Jesus. We might have a photograph of Jesus if 
we could get it. We haven’t any such; but in itself, apart from the danger that we might worship such a 
photograph, we might have a photograph of Jesus. The human nature of Jesus could be photographed. 
But if anything is copied, if we make an image of any visible creature for the purpose of representing any 
phase of the Godhead, we have what is forbidden in the second commandment.  

That is why the second commandment says, thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve 
them. The underlying idea is that you cannot find anything to represent God. When the second 
commandment defines that we make a representation for the purpose of representing God, it turns to 
all creation, to the visible universe. We may not make a likeness of anything that is in heaven above. 
When the second commandment forbids the making of a likeness of things in heaven above, it means 
that you may not make a representation of anything that you see in the heavens, as the heathen 
actually did, for the purpose of representing God. Nor may we make a representation of any creature, 
man or animal, or any visible creature on the earth beneath. And so neither may we worship creatures 
in the waters under the earth, which is, any creature in the ocean, or sea, or river. In other words, you 
may not make an image of anything in the world you see for the purpose of worshipping it.  

In the second place, this commandment gives the reason or ground why we may not make an 
image for that purpose when it says, For I, the Lord thy God, am a jealous God. God is a jealous God, but 
not in the sinful sense. Jealousy with us means that we desire to possess something that belongs to 
another, or that someone else receives that belongs to us. With God that is always the case. All the 
honor, and love, and praise, and adoration of God’s people belongs to Him; and He will not tolerate that 
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that love and honor and praise be given to another. 

God’s people stand in a relation of a wife to Him; they are His wife. They stand in covenant relation 
to Him, and He will not stand for it if they bring the love of their hearts to anyone else. God is a jealous 
God; and for that reason the commandment continues and says that God visits the iniquity of the 
fathers upon the children, unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate Him, and shows mercy 
unto thousands of them that love Him and keep His commandments. God is jealous of His glory; and He 
will not give His glory to another.  

God will not have His glory dragged down to the likeness of a creature, and will punish all that do so 
in the line of their generations. God pours out His wrath upon the generations of them that hate Him, 
and blesses the generations of them that love Him and keep His commandments.  

2. Its Underlying Principle 

Now what is the underlying principle? It is the principle announced by the Lord: God is a Spirit, and 
they that worship Him, must worship Him in spirit and in truth.  

An image is material, it is external. That is the underlying error of image worship. An image is 
external, and its external aspect limits it. It places it in an external relation to me. That image cannot get 
behind my external form. It cannot get behind what it can see of me. It cannot get into my thoughts. It 
cannot penetrate my desires. It cannot judge my motives. If I approach that image with a pious face, I 
feel safe.  

God, however, is a Spirit, which means that there is no tangible, visible form of God. He is not 
bound by any form. He is a Spirit. He is not material. Spirituality belongs to God’s being, and one of the 
chief characteristics of spirituality is freedom. God is a Spirit, and they that worship Him must do so in 
spirit and in truth. God is spiritual, and the spiritual is characterized by freedom.  

All that is material is characterized by the fact that is confined within limits. And when Scripture 
emphasizes that God is a Spirit, it means that He is not confined within any limits. He is perfectly free. 
He is not limited. The question therefore of serving God is not a question of outward form. If I approach 
God with a pious face, it does not mean a thing. Serving God is a question of a spiritual nature. It is a 
question of the heart, and of the mind, and of the will. God penetrates to the essence of all our bowing 
down, of all our worship, of all our sitting in Church. He knows my inner thoughts, my inner desires, my 
inner motives. To put it bluntly, you cannot fool God.  

In the second place, there is in the second commandment, the underlying thought that God is 
infinitely glorious. An image is limited, I can get around it. It is confined to the laws of space. I can put it 
where I want to. An image is limited. It is limited in power and might and wisdom. But God is infinite in 
glory. He is infinite in His power and might and wisdom and understanding. He is infinite in all His 
virtues. God is wholly other from us. He is altogether different. He is independent, that is, He is not 
dependent. God’s independence means that He is infinite in His existence. He is independent as far as 
the cause of His existence is concerned. He is infinite, that is, He is not finite. He is eternal. He is not 
limited by time. Time is a characteristic of the creature, but God is timeless. There is no time for Him. 
That is also true with regard to space. God is not only omnipresent, He is above all that is creature. 
There is no container that can contain Him. He is immutable, that is, He is not changeable. And so it is 
with all His virtues. He is infinite in His wisdom, in His knowledge, in His love, in all His virtues. God is 
unlimited in every way.  

That is God’s divine glory, and anything that infringes on this glory of God, provokes Him to 
jealousy. Because God is infinite in all His virtues, it follows that He is invisible and we cannot find Him 
out. God is invisible. No one has ever seen Him. The angels see the face of God, but they do not see Him. 
We shall see God’s face, but we will not see God.  
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In the second place, it follows from this infinite glory of the Most High, that we can never 
comprehend Him. We can know of Him if He reveals Himself. But knowledge is no comprehension. We 
can have no comprehension of God. We cannot describe His form, nor determine His limits, because 
there are none. We cannot know God unless He reveals Himself, and then our knowledge is not 
comprehension. But when we make an image, we make a god that we can comprehend. God is infinite, 
and He is eternal. That is why we cannot comprehend Him. But an image is finite, and it can be 
comprehended. When I make an image, I make a god that is as big as I am. The second underlying 
principle is that God is glorious. That is why the commandment says that God is a jealous God. And the 
third underlying principle is that God alone can say ‘how’ He is. If we are to know God, there must be 
revelation. There is only one photograph of God. That photograph is in God’s own mind. God alone 
knows and comprehends God. That photograph He has in the Son. The eternal generation of the Son is 
the photograph which God makes of Himself, from eternity to eternity.  

Now it pleased God to reveal Himself. Revelation implies two things. It implies, in the first place, 
that God shows Himself, outside of Himself. Revelation means that we have a mirror in which we see 
the reflection of God’s face. Hereafter we shall see His face, not Him. In that sense, there will always be 
revelation. But here, we see the reflection of His face in a mirror. All God’s works are the mirror, and 
centrally it is the work of the incarnation. We must not speak of two revelations. We can distinguish 
between a general and a special revelation, but they are not two revelations. The mirror is one, and we 
must, in the center of that mirror, see the reflection of God’s face. The center of all God’s works is the 
incarnation. And we must stand in the center, and looking at Jesus, see the reflection of the face of God. 
Revelation implies that God shows Himself, outside of Himself.  

In the second place, revelation implies that God created a creature that can receive that revelation. 
God does not merely show Himself. Then there would be no revelation. It would have been possible for 
God to show Himself in creation to Himself. But that was not God’s purpose. God’s purpose was that 
there should be a people that could know Him, and that could taste Him, and so God formed that 
people. He created a man that could read that revelation. But when that man became darkened through 
sin, God formed a people that could know Him and taste Him, and He manifested Himself in that people 
in the highest possible form in Jesus Christ. God alone can say ‘how’ He is.  

Image worship turns that around. That is the sin of image worship. The sin of image worship is, first 
of all, that we turn away from God’s revelation and then in our own imagination form a conception of 
God. And if we carry out this conception, we take a lump of silver, or gold, or we take a stick of wood 
and carve our conception in it. It is therefore a limited image. God is spiritual, the image is material, and 
we say that God looks like that image, and we limit God. That is idolatry. It is not so, as is often said, that 
image worship is first and that idolatry follows. Idolatry is first. Man says first that he will not serve God. 
But the moment he says it, he looks about for another god. And so he turns to the things about him, to 
sun, moon, and stars, because he sees in them a certain power. That is the first step of idolatry. Then he 
begins to make an image of that power that he sees in the sun, moon, and stars. That is the second step 
in idolatry. There were two things in heathen idolatry. In the first place, the heathen did conceive of the 
material sun as their god, but they saw a certain power in that sun, which they called god. And in the 
second place, they liked to have their gods near them. That is image worship.  

You say, then we have nothing to do with this second commandment? Don’t you believe it! You 
say, we don’t carve an image of wood or stone? Perhaps not. But do not forget that that is not 
necessary. Image worship consists in this, that we depart from the revelation of God, and assume the 
part that we have the right to say who God is. Now, we may have a wrong conception of God in our 
mind, and the result is that we are image worshippers.  

The first step in image worship is that we sever ourselves from the word of God. And we can do 
that in two ways. We can do it in the modernistic way, by simply denying it. And in the second place, we 



 210 

can sever ourselves from that word by ignoring it, so that we don’t search it. That is the first step in 
image worship. The first step in image worship is that we do not want the true exposition of the word in 
the Church. The first step is that we want a gospel that we can write on our thumbnail. The first step is 
that we do not want the word in our home, in our school, that we do not want to come to catechism. 
That is the beginning of image worship. Ignorance first, and then we look around for an image. That is 
the first step.  

And the second step is that we run against some evangelist. We do not make our own images. We 
are not original enough. But images are stuck all around you. There is, in the first place, the Arminian 
image. The Arminian tells you that God is so willing to save you, if you only will. That is not God, but an 
image. It is the image of the free will of man. And you say, I’ll worship that Arminian god. Or you meet 
some other image, the image of atheism, chiliasm, baptism, adventism, etc. The world is full of images. 
The only difference is you don’t carve them out of wood or stone. The modern world of today is no 
better than the darkest heathendom, the only difference being that the modern world does not carve its 
image in wood or stone. The finite cannot comprehend the infinite, and the moment we say that we will 
not listen to God, we will turn to the creature. That is the only thing we can think of. The Arminian god is 
a man.  

The modern god is a man, and sinful. The result is that we become like the god we make and like 
the conception that we have of him. They that make them are like them, the psalmist. It could not be 
different. If we make a god, the result is that we have a god that we do not fear. That is not only true of 
a god of wood or stone, it is also true of the Arminian god. The Arminian god is a god that we can satisfy 
at any time. For such a god, we have no fear. It is also true of the modern god. A god who is the father of 
all, and who winks at sin, we do not fear. And if the fear of God is gone, we walk in sin. Idolatry is the 
result of man departing from the revelation of God and assuming the part, that he has the right to say 
‘how’ God is. God alone can say ‘how’ He is. 

3. Its Distinctive Demand upon the People of God 

What is the practical demand of this commandment for God’s people in the world?  

In the first place, it must be evident that this second commandment demands of us, in the positive 
sense, that we must always listen, and never speak. With regard to the knowledge of God, we may 
never say anything. What we say of God is always a lie. That is, you and I cannot say anything about God 
out of our won mind, out of our own heart, out of our own imagination that is not a lie, because God is 
wholly other. We cannot close our eyes and our ears to God’s revelation and say anything about God. 
The only attitude that we can assume is that we say: who art thou O man, that thou answerest against 
God.  

The second commandment demands of us that we only listen, and never speak. That is the 
fundamental error of all Pelagianism. If you say to the Pelagian that he must only listen and must not 
speak, he will soon change his argument, and make a god of his own imagination, and say that you make 
of your God a tyrant. But that is not the question. Suppose that is the case. That is not the question. This 
second commandment demands of us that anyone that preaches and teaches shall want to know 
nothing but what God says in His word. Anything that he makes that is not based on the revelation of 
God, but on the fact that he spoke when he should have listened, must be put out.  

Therefore, we must look at the revelation of God in all its fullness. We must study it, search it, 
appropriate it, make it our own. Be careful what you do with it. It is not for nothing that God gave us the 
full Scriptures. Study that word and be filled with it. Then upon us, and upon our children, in generations 
to come, will be the blessing of the Lord. Let go that word, and the wrath of God will be upon us and our 
children. But cling to it and His mercy will be upon us and our children for years to come.  
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In the second place, there follows from this second commandment the demand that in all our 
worship we remember that God is glorious. And we must never treat Him in our mind, and in our heart, 
and in our worship, as if He was a finite creature. We often do. We often do so, if only in the silly notion 
that we can do something for God. We cannot do anything for God. God is glorious. He is all sufficient in 
Himself. You do not do God a favor by serving Him. He has no need of your service. He is the all-
sufficient One. He is glorious, and all our worship must be in the fear of His name. God is not our next-
door neighbor. He is glorious, and we must approach Him with reverence.  

In the third place, there follows from this underlying truth of the second commandment that all our 
worship must be spiritual. All our externalism is abominable in the sight of God. The second 
commandment demands of us that we have truth in the inner heart. We must worship Him in spirit and 
in truth. That is why the catechism says that God will have His people taught, not by dumb images, but 
by the lively preaching of His word. The Roman Catholic Church has practically banished the word of 
God, and has substituted dumb creatures. But the catechism says that God would have us taught, not by 
dumb creatures, but by the living word of God. You must not let it disappear. All our worship must be in 
spirit and in truth. There is certain externalism in our sitting in Church, in our singing, in our preaching. 
But the question is, what is in your mind? And the demand is, that there be in the heart, love of God, 
and of all that pertains to Him. 
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