
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT II. 
 
 
 
 

THOU SHALT NOT MAKE FOR YOURSELF GRAVEN IMAGES. 
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THOU SHALT NOT MAKE FOR YOURSELF GRAVEN IMAGES. 
 

 The entire concept of God in Jewish thought is based around the individual’s 
interpretation, belief, and faith.  As a matter of fact, there is not one place in the entire bible 
where even a human character is described – not Moses, not David, not Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob. 
The probable belief behind the lack of physical descriptions is that how a person looked was 
unimportant to life and living . . . what was and is important to Jewish belief is what a person 
does, who he or she is, and for what an individual stands. Therefore, by not giving God a form, 
by refusing to let a face or a body be constructed, Judaism is teaching us that the physical is not 
the important issue of life. That God does not have a face or a form is consistent with the 
philosophy that demands that we attempt to make of our life a meaningful, helpful, and caring 
existence. That is why, when the Great Rabbi Hillel is asked what the theme of Judaism is in one 
short phrase, his answer is simply, “Love thy neighbor as thyself . . . all the rest is commentary 
and you must now go and study the commentary”. 
 In essence, the meaning of God has nothing to do with who we worship, but how we live.  
The worship experience, studying the commentary is not an attempt at finding out what God 
looks like, or building idols trying to give shape and form to a deity; but rather it is learning how 
to be a better person, how to care for others, how to make a worthwhile contribution to those 
who matter to you, and making yourself the best that you can become. 
 We Jews have no pictures of saints or statues of what we think God or the sages or the 
prophets looked like.  As a matter of fact, these types and forms of “church art” are missing 
entirely from early Synagogue and Temple life. The content of the religious life of the Jew was 
almost entirely devoid of portraits but contained symbols.  The menorah, the Torah, the Aron 
Kodesh (Holy Ark), and the eternal light were the only real worship symbols that were used by 
the Jew in his place of prayer.  In traditional Judaism the only necessary item that made a Temple 
a Temple was not the Torah or the menorah or even a prayer book; what made a synagogue a 
Jewish house of prayer was the Eternal light . . . nothing more, nothing less. 

Perhaps, there was a fear that if a piece of art were to be placed in a Temple without any 
other reason than to be looked at and appreciated for its own sake -- just for the beauty of it -- 
then there would be some that would then start to worship the object itself.  That is why every 
item in the synagogue had to serve its own purpose and had a definite meaning behind its very 
presence.  Yet graven images might have more meaning than just possible idol making.  Jewish 
tradition makes it clear that any material thing should not come before our respect for life, or 
love of God.  Using money or work or possessions as an excuse for not caring about other human 
beings, to the Jewish mind, is just as “wrong” and in reality the same offense as making false 
idols.  As a matter of fact, even the very opposite is true, rejecting all life, and/or isolating yourself 
from life is forbidden as well, and for the exact same reason. That is why Jews have never had 
“Monasteries” or “Monastic orders” (a place in which people have set themselves apart from the 
rest of life . . . a group of people who are ascetic or self-denying).  Using self-denial as the mainstay 
of life is just as improper as using all material things as the meaning of existence, too. 
 Aside from these basics, the making of graven images, there are a few other forms of idol 
worship with which we as Jews should concern ourselves. 
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Rather than giving the exact forms, try to pick out which of the following examples you would 
consider “Idol Worship”: 
 

A. Fred is a very independent person.  He works hard at his business and seems to be there 
all the time.  He tells his family he is doing it so that he can send the children to camp 
and to college and to make ends meet.  He comes home tired and rarely speaks to 
anyone at dinner . . . because he has “business on his mind”.  Is Fred making idols?  Why 
or why not? 

 

 

 

 

B. Janet thinks that her friend is the most wonderful person in the whole world.  Janet’s 
mother once asked, “if Lisa would tell you to jump off a bridge, would you do it?”  Janet 
thought about that question, and if her mother had given her the chance she would have 
said “Yes”.  There was no question in her mind that her friend Lisa would never do or say 
anything that wasn’t for her own good.  Is this idolatry?  Why or why not?  

 
 
 
 
 

C. “Being right is more important than being popular.”  This is the saying that Jerry’s dad 
loved the most.  It didn’t matter who was hurt in the process, but you had to do it the 
right way.  To the father there was a right and a wrong way – no in-between way.  Jerry 
thinks that this philosophy is a form of idolatry . . . making yourself subservient to rules 
and regulations . . . making yourself subservient to rules and regulations . . . that the rule 
is more important than the people involved.  What do you think?  Give examples. 
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QUESTONS: 
 

1. What is meant by “Graven Images”? 
 
 
 

2. Why doesn’t the Bible like to describe anyone? 
 
 
 
 

3. Why doesn’t the synagogue have pictures in it? 
 
 
 
 

4. What is the only symbol that is necessary in a synagogue to make it a House of 
Worship? 
 
 
 
 

5. Why don’t Jews have Monks? 
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