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IDOLS 

Exodus 20:4-5 

By Raymond White 

 

 The second commandment is troublesome if we take it literally and apply it to any age 

other than its own. And yet God seemed to be serious about it, enough to repeat it. God gave the 

ten commandments once coming out of Egypt ―  

 

Exodus 20:4 Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any 

thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under 

the earth. :5 Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: for I the Lord thy 

God am a jealous God… 

 

Then repeated them just before entering their promised land. 

 

Deuteronomy 5:8 Thou shalt not make thee any graven image, or any likeness of any 

thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the waters 

beneath the earth. :9 Thou shalt not bow down thyself unto them, nor serve them: for I 

the LORD thy God am a jealous God ….  

 

 Just how literally are we to take this prohibition against graven images today? Are we to 

be the iconoclasts that this commandment demands that we be? Consider that even then, if this 

were meant to be absolutely literal, than Moses could not have made the cherubim over the ark 

or the brazen serpent. So clearly, something more is meant. 

 

[1] GOD’S JEALOSY 

 

 Idolatry, of course, is a sin. God created all things and he therefore deserves the credit. 

When people give that credit to a rock, to an animal, to a piece of wood, to a person, to a 

government, or to anything other than God, that is idolatry and it makes God mad ― actually, 

jealous is the word he uses. And he reaffirms that to later prophets. 

 

Isaiah 42:8 My glory will I not give to another. 

 

Proverbs 25:27 …for men to search their own glory is not glory. 

 

Ezekiel 30:25 Thus saith the Lord God, Now will…I be jealous for my holy name. 

 

Zephaniah 3:8 All the earth shall be devoured with the fire of my jealousy. 

 

1 Chronicles 16:29 Give unto the Lord the glory due unto his name. 

 

 God deserves glory and he insists that we give it to him, and not to someone or something 

else.  
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But now, there is another form of idolatry, a subtler form. That is when we worship the 

true God but in the wrong way, making him something different that what he actually is.  

 

[2] THE GOLDEN CALF 

 

 Here’s a question for you. When Aaron made the golden calf and Israel worshipped it, 

who were they worshipping? Baal? Ashtoreth?  Molech? Any other of the false gods of Canaan? 

Answer: None of the above. 

 

Exodus 32:5 Aaron…said, Tomorrow is a feast to the LORD. 

 They were worshipping Jehovah. The word LORD is our English substitute for the 

Hebrew word which is the unpronounceable name of God which we have anglicized to the 

English word Jehovah which we don’t write anyway (except in one verse) but write as LORD. 

 Did you understand all that? Well, I’m not going to repeat it. 

 Anyway, the point is, Aaron built the golden calf to celebrate a feast to Jehovah, Israel’s 

true God. In other words, the golden calf was their image of God. Let’s confirm that. 

 

Psalms 106:19 They made a calf in Horeb, and worshipped the molten image. :20 Thus 

they changed their glory into the similitude of an ox that eatheth grass. 

 

 “Their glory” is the true God Jehovah. So they didn’t change from the true God to a false 

god, they changed the way they worshipped him. They had changed Jehovah, the true God, into a 

golden calf. They were worshipping Jehovah, their God. They couldn’t go to heaven to get at 

him or up the sacred mountain were Moses had gone and apparently disappeared (he was gone 

40 days, maybe God killed him, they didn’t know), and so they decided to bring God down here 

and fashion him into an idol.  

 Well, that was exactly the wrong thing to do. That must have been the worst blasphemy 

of all, to worship the true God in a false way. It was a double sin because not only were they 

creating a false god in place of God, but now they were also stripping away from the true God 

his own nature. A very dangerous thing to do as it turned out. Many died as a result. 

 

[3] WHAT IS NOT IDOLATRY 

 

 Now we should consider was is not idolatry. This second commandment taken literally 

would seem to prohibit even statuary for art’s sake. In other words, we should all be iconoclasts 

and forbid all images, religious or otherwise. So the icons in Catholic churches, and the Moroni 

statues on Mormon temples, and Michelangelo and Da Vinci and all their magnificent work and 

all the beautiful art in all the museums around the world, all that should be smashed to pieces and 

burned. Actually, iconoclasts have at times done just that, defaced priceless artifacts in “the 

name of God.” 

 This of course is ridiculous. The second commandment had no such thing in mind other 

than perhaps at the time, all images were thought to have life in some sense and therefore images 

could not be made at all because all images were thought of as idols.  

 That’s not so absurd. In some cultures today, some people still believe that if you take 

their picture, your camera somehow captures a piece of their soul, which might be amusing 
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except in 1964, my wife (then 16 years old, she wasn’t my wife then) unwisely took a picture of 

an Arab in Balbeck, Lebanon who chased her with his knife fully intending to kill her to redeem 

the picture. It wasn’t amusing then. (Yes, she still has the picture. It’s a family heirloom.) 

 So, there is today and was in ancient times a superstition about images. But the truth is, 

images have no such power (no surprise), and the second commandment does not require us to 

destroy all the statues in the world, and I will prove it ― right now. 

 

1 Kings 6:23 And within the oracle [Solomon] made two cherubims of olive tree which 

were ten cubits high. :24 And five cubits was the one wing of the cherub, and five cubits 

the other wing of the chrub… 

 

1 Kings 7:25 It [the molten sea] stood upon twelve oxen… :29 And on the borders that 

were between the ledges were lions, oxen, and cherubims… 

 

1 Kings 10:19 …and two lions stood beside the stays. :20 And twelve lions stood there on 

the one side and on the other upon the six step: there was not the like made in any 

kingdom. 

 

2 Chronicles 3:7 He [Solomon] overlaid also the house, the beams, the posts, and the 

walls thereof, and the doors thereof, with gold, and graved cherubims on the walls. :10 

And in the most holy house he made two cherubims of image work, and overlaid them 

with gold. 

 

2 Chronicles 4:3 And under it [molten sea] was the similitude of oxen which did compass 

it round about… :4 It stood upon twelve oxen, three looking toward the north, and three 

looking toward the west, and three looking toward the south, and three looking toward 

the east…:15 One sea, and twelve oxen under it. 

 

2 Chronicles 9:18 There were six steps to the throne…and two lions…:19 And twelve 

lions stood there on the one side and on the other upon the six steps. There was not the 

like made in any kingdom. 

 

2 Kings 18:4 He [Hezekiah] removed the high places, and brake the images, and cut 

down the groves, and brake in pieces the brazen serpent that Moses had made: for unto 

those days the children of Israel did burn incense to it: and he called it Nehushtan. 

 

Psalms 99:1 The LORD reigneth; let the people tremble: he sitteth between the 

cherubims…  

 

1 Corinthians 8:4 As concerning therefore the eating of those things that are offered in 

sacrifice unto idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world. :8 Meat commendeth us 

not to God: for neither, if we eat, are we the better; neither, if we eat not, are we the 

worse. 
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 If statues are by their very nature idols, then how is it that the temple of Solomon was 

filled with them? And Solomon’s palace too. And God was not the least bit offended by any of it, 

he was even content to sit between the two cherubims above the Ark of the Covenant.  

 And then there was the brazen serpent that Moses had made. Finally, Hezekiah destroyed 

it. Why? Because it was an idol? No, it wasn’t an idol. God even ordered it to be made. Hezekiah 

destroyed it because the people began to burn incense to it, and that made it an idol. 

 So there was a clear difference between a statue and an idol, and the God who wrote the 

second command knows that. 

 Don’t throw out your statues. They’re fine. Unless you’re worshipping them, then they’re 

not fine. 

 The point is, I believe, that we ought not to ascribe to non-living things properties of 

living things. Should art in all its forms including photography be considered a violation of this 

commandment? I should hope not.  

 

[4] WHAT IS IDOLATRY 

 

 So art and statuary are not idolatry, unless we bow down and worship. But then, what is 

idolatrous? Anything? Or nothing? 

 One thing that could be considered idolatry is pornography. The reason being many 

people treat images as though they are living things, transferring their passions from a real 

woman to a picture of ink or pixels. And that is a “sin” in the purest sense of the word “sin” 

which means to miss the mark. To love an image more than a real woman certainly misses the 

mark. 

 In once sense art could be considered idolatrous. Which is lovelier? A bird, or a picture of 

a bird? Perhaps this commandment can be distilled down to this: Enjoy the real thing.  

But then once we are re-focused back onto real things, we have to go back to the first 

commandment and make sure that they, the birds, the trees, the whales, etc., do not become our 

gods. So that the first commandment is don’t make gods of created things, and the second 

commandment is don’t make gods of images of created things. Only God is God. 

 Now what about movies and television and computers? Some people get so lost in 

fantasy that they lose track of reality and have little sense of what’s actually happening. They 

actually believe what movies say. And such people vote and that’s really scary. 

Our entire cultural values have been shaped and reshaped by images that are entirely 

fanciful. We have given power, far too much power, to the entertainment media to shape our 

values and ultimately our souls. Do I like movies? Of course I do. But I keep media, all media, at 

arms length, trying to control it rather than letting it control me. And decades ago I banned 

television from my home for that very reason. It’s just too powerful, an idol that I cannot control. 

I’m a TV-holic. This is as much a problem for us as it was for the ancients.  

Here are some verses that make the point. 

 

Psalms 96:5 For all the gods of the nations are idols but the LORD made the heavens. 

 

 In the Septuagint, the word idols is translated to the Greek daimonia, meaning demons. 

That implies, I suppose, that idols are more than merely nothing and therefore impotent and 
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harmless. There does seem at times to bee a malevolent will attached to them that means us 

harm. 

 

Psalms 97:7 Confounded be all they that serve graven images, that boast themselves of 

idols: worship him, all ye gods. 

 

 Idols shouldn’t be worshiped, they should instead worship God. But of course they can’t 

because they are just rocks or wood. 

 But a bigger point is that there may be an adversary behind the rock. If the devil can get 

you to worship a rock, he can keep you away from the true God. And if that is true of a rock, 

how much more true is it of T.V. where there really are many malevolent voices on the other end 

who might very well wish us harm? 

 

Psalms 135:15 The idols of the heathen are silver and gold, the work of men’s hands. :16 

They have mouths, but they speak not; eyes have they, but they see not. :17 They have 

ears, but they hear not; neither is there any breath in their mouths. :18 They that make 

them are like unto them: so is every one that trusteth in them. 

 

 Idols can’t talk, can’t see, can’t hear, and the people who make dumb idols are just as 

dumb as their dumb idols. 

  

Isaiah 41:29 Behold, they are all vanity; their works are nothing: their molten images 

are wind and confusion. 

 

Isaiah 42:17 They shall be turned back, they shall be greatly ashamed, that trust in 

graven images, that say to the molten images, Ye are our gods. 

 

Isaiah 44:14 He heweth him down cedars, and taketh the cypress and the oak, which he 

strengtheneth for himself among the trees of the forest: he planteth an ash, and the rain 

doth nourish it. :15 Then shall it be made for a man to burn: for he will take thereof, and 

warm himself; yea, he kindleth it, and baketh bread; yea, he maketh a god, and 

worshippeth it, he maketh it a graven image, and falleth down thereto. :16 He burneth 

part thereof in the fire; with part thereof he eateth flesh; he roasteth roast, and is 

satisfied: yea, he warmeth himself, and saith, Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire. :17 

And the residue thereof he maketh a god, even his graven image: he falleth down unto it, 

and prayeth unto it, and saithe, deliver me; for thou art my god. 

 

 After all the good things that wood is good for, heating and cooking, man turns it into an 

idol which is useless and stupid. And man worships it, the very thing that should be serving man. 

 Also note that carving a wooden idol is a “graven” image. 

 

Isaiah 45:20 Assemble yourselves and come; draw near together, ye that are escaped of 

the nations: they have no knowledge that set up the wood of their graven image, and pray 

unto a god that cannot save. 
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Jeremiah 10:3 …one cutteth a tree out of the forest…:4 They deck it with silver and with 

gold; they fasten it with nails and with hammers, that it move not. :5 Be not afraid of 

them; for they cannot do evil, neither also it is in them to do good.  

 

 Some people use this verse to condemn Christmas trees. This is not a Christmas tree; no 

one would expect a Christmas tree to walk. This is an idol cut from a tree which cannot walk or 

do anything, so do not fear them. 

  

Ezekiel 20:7 Then said I unto them, Cast ye away every man the abominations of his 

eyes, and defile not yourselves with the idols of Egypt: I am the LORD your God. 

 

[5] IS IT THE IMAGES PER SE THAT GOD HATES? 

 

 In other words, does the 2
nd

 commandment require us to be iconoclasts and hate art? Are 

statutes evil? Paintings? Photography? Movies? How about all computer images? The words 

“any likeness of any thing” (Exodus 20:4) are pretty inclusive. If we take the 2
nd

 commandment 

literally, the answer is yes, God doesn’t want any images of anything. But must we take the 2
nd

 

commandment literally? 

 

Deuteronomy 16:22 Neither shalt thou set thee up any image; which the LORD thy God 

hateth.  

 

 This verse seems to concede that God doesn’t hate all images, just the images that he 

hates. Images that he doesn’t hate are, of course, the cherubim that he commanded to be built, 

and the brazen serpent. So maybe the second commandment is not a strict, iconoclastic, 

prohibition against art, just art used as objects of worship. After all, 4000 years ago, what other 

art was there? So it was easy to see all art as idolatrous. Maybe they thought that anything that 

looked alive was alive.  

 

Exodus 25:18 And thou shalt make two cherubims of gold, of beaten work shalt thou 

make them, in the two ends of the mercy seat. 

 

Numbers 21:8 And the LORD said unto Moses, Make thee a fiery serpent, and set it upon 

a pole…:9 And Moses made a serpent of brass, and put it upon a pole…  

 

1 Kings 6:23 And within the oracle [Solomon] made two cherubims of olive tree which 

were ten cubits high. :24 And five cubits was the one wing of the cherub, and five cubits 

the other wing of the chrub… 

1 Kings 7:25 It [the molten sea] stood upon twelve oxen… :29 And on the borders that 

were between the ledges were lions, oxen, and cherubims… 

 

 Obviously, God is not offended by the very images that he commanded to be constructed. 

Therefore, the words “thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image” cannot be taken literally. 

Mormons have images on their temples. Catholics have images (icons) all over their churches 

They are not idols, any more than Solomon’s twelve oxen, et cetera.  



 

7 

 

 

1 Kings 10:19 …and two lions stood beside the stays. :20 And twelve lions stood there on 

the one side and on the other upon the six step: there was not the like made in any 

kingdom. 

 

2 Chronicles 3:6 And he [Solomon] garnished the house with precious stones for beauty: 

and gold was gold of Parvaim. :7 He overlaid also the house, the beams, the posts, and 

the walls thereof, and the doors thereof, with gold, and graved cherubims on the walls. 

:10 And in the most holy house he made two cherubims of image work, and overlaid them 

with gold.  

 

 But why did he make all these things? What is their purpose? Solomon made them for 

beauty. Not for worshipping. That’s the point.  

 

2 Chronicles 4:3 And under it [molten sea] was the similitude of oxen which did compass 

it round about… :4 It stood upon twelve oxen, three looking toward the north, and three 

looking toward the west, and three looking toward the south, and three looking toward 

the east…:15 One sea, and twelve oxen under it. 

 

2 Chronicles 9:18 There were six steps to the throne…and two lions…:19 And twelve 

lions stood there on the one side and on the other upon the six steps. There was not the 

like made in any kingdom.  

 

 This is not the temple but Solomon’s throne in his palace. So the statuary was not 

restricted to just the temple. Solomon was not an iconoclast. 

 

2 Kings 18:4 He [Hezekiah] removed the high places, and brake the images, and cut 

down the groves, and brake in pieces the brazen serpent that Moses had made: for unto 

those days the children of Israel did burn incense to it: and he called it Nehushtan. 

 

 This really focuses on the question: Was the brazen serpent an idol that offended God or 

not? How could it be since God ordered its construction? But then why did Hezekiah demolish 

it? Because people were now worshipping it! That’s the point. An idol, an image is nothing. But 

to worship it, that’s what offends God. 

 

Psalms 99:1 The LORD reigneth; let the people tremble: he sitteth between the 

cherubims…  

 

 This, of course, is the two cherubims in the temple. If statuary is idolatrous, then why is 

God sitting between two statues?  

 

Psalms 115:4 Their idols are silver and gold, the work of men’s hands. :5 They have 

mouths, but they speak not… 
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Isaiah 31:7 For in that day every man shall cast away his idols of silver, and his idols of 

gold, which your own hands have made unto you for a sin.  

 

 I find this verse interesting because of “made unto you for a sin,” which implies that there 

are idols that are not for a sin.   

 

Habakkuk 2:18 What profiteth the graven image that the maker thereof hath graven it; 

the molten image, and a teacher of lies, that the maker of his work trusteth therein, to 

make dumb idols? :19 Woe unto him that saith to the wood, Awake; to the dumb stone, 

Arise, it shall teach! Behold, it is laid over with gold and silver, and there is no breath at 

all in the midst of it. 

 

 Why is idolatry wrong, aside from being stupid and pointless? Because it is a pretext to 

teach lies, and those lies are dangerous. 

 

Zechariah 10:2 For the idols have spoken vanity, and the diviners have seen a lie, and 

have told false dreams; they comfort in vain… 

 

 

 


