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Exodus 20:4-5 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. 5"You shall not worship them or 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 the fourth generations of those who hate Me,

If we take this commandment entirely separate from the first Commandment then we will misinterpret it as only forbidding the worship of idols representing false gods and just a restatement of the First Commandment.  However when we take it in relation to the first Commandment we see that it also means that we are not to worship God in a false manner.  Images dishonor God for nothing material can possibly represent the infinite attributes of God. God has given us all of the revelations we need of His attributes:
Rom 1:20-21 For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse. For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God, or give thanks; but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened.
Focusing on one single attribute does damage to the entirety of God. People often misinterpret the golden calf made by Aaron in Exodus 32. It is clear from the passage that Aaron was not making a false god for them to worship, but a symbol of the strength of God as something that they could see and focus upon. He revealed it by saying that it represented God and with the message to have a feast to the Lord:
Exodus 32:4 And he took this from their hand, and fashioned it with a graving tool, and made it into a molten calf; and they said, "This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt." Now when Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made a proclamation and said, "Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord."
However even a symbol of a great bull does not adequately represent even that one attribute of God: His great strength. However, I believe that we can become too legalistic in obeying this command. Personally I see nothing wrong with having a cross at the front of the place where we go to worship God since the empty cross surely points us away from it and toward God who sent Jesus to live, die, and be glorified for our redemption.  

A major point of the plagues against Egypt was to show how God is superior to any of their gods. Turning the water to blood showed His power over the Nile gods Osiris, Hapimon and Tauret. The frogs showed God’s superiority to the goddess Hekt. The judgments upon the land showed the power of God over the earth god Geb. Blotting out the sun showed God’s superiority over the sun god Ra.  Certainly then any use of images to represent a false god is futile. When Paul was in Athens he came to Mars Hill (Acts 17:22-34) and saw many objects of worship and even one to an unknown god. Paul declared to them that God made the world and all things in it so He cannot live in anything made by hands or even be served by humans. He then said in Acts 17:29 that the Divine Nature could not be represented by an image of any kind. Therefore the people of Athens were futile in their making of images since God had already shown His superiority and that even an attempt to make an image representing Him was useless and foolish. This is certainly a NT reinforcement of the second commandment for Christians. 
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The idols representing false gods today are extensive. I wrote of many of them in my book, “A Search for Reality”, in which I told of many false churches that were in fact idols. Many idols can be mentioned by anyone such as: the love of money; the drive for prestige, honor in a profession, owning expensive houses or cars, reputation in the world; etc. It is remarkable today that in America we have the TV show “American Idol”!  Also our adulation of actors, singers, and other performers is a severe condemnation of the spiritual state of our country. We have the perfect person as a hero and that is Jesus Christ.  Be certain to teach your children and/or grandchildren to have Him and only Him as their hero. Anyone or anything that focuses our attention away from a worship of God in our daily life and worship is an idol. Also anything that tries to represent some individual attribute of God is an idol.  Isaiah told us of the future of those who make such images:
Isaiah 44:9 Those who fashion a graven image are all of them futile, and their precious things are of no profit; even their own witnesses fail to see or know, so that they will be put to shame.
Sometimes Exodus 20:4, 5 is improperly preached regarding the last portion of verse 5.  Some people state that God punishes the fathers, the children, and the third and even fourth generations who disobey this commandment. There is no word that can be translated “punish” in this verse. The word “visiting” means to “place upon” and this verse is discussing the consequences of this sin. The Bible is very clear that God does not “punish” people just because they are relatives of a sinner. Below is a proof verse for this point:
Ezekiel 18:20 “The person who sins will die. The son will not bear the punishment for the father's iniquity, nor will the father bear the punishment for the son's iniquity; the righteousness of the righteous will be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked will be upon himself.”
Just as God has no grandchildren, meaning that one is not a child of God just because his father or mother is a child of God, God also does not punish the son of a sinner just because he is a child of a sinner. Sometimes consequences may seem like punishment but there is a huge difference. There is no personal guilt on the person suffering consequences for the sinful behavior of a parent. There is also no required repentance for the relative of a sinner. It is very important for the person suffering consequences due to the sinful behavior of a parent to understand that there is no personal guilt on him for his parent’s sins. He must forgive his parents and seek peace and joy from God. A Christian enduring such consequences must know that God does not punish His children (Rom 8:1) but He does discipline them (Heb 12:5-11).  The consequences of idol worship are many and it is very important that we all understand the differences between them and punishment. Punishment is about justice and discipline is about teaching. Jesus has taken our punishment. 
