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Please turn with me to Deuteronomy chapter 5.  Today we are continuing our series 

looking at the attributes of God – the things God has revealed to us about Himself.  First 

we covered the question of why it is important to think rightly about God – which was we 

said was because it saves us from the idolatry of creating in our imagination a god in our 

own image. 

 

We then looked at the mystery of the Trinity and the incredible invitation that we have 

received to join in with the dance of shyness that exists between Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit as they continually pass on glory and honour to each other – we are invited into 

that community! 

 

Then we looked at the holiness of God – which doesn’t mean that God is super spiritual, 

but rather it describes the absolute separation that exists between Him and everything else 

in the universe.  Because He alone us uncreated, eternal and omnipotent, while we bare 

His image He is nothing like us.   

 

And then we looked at His faithfulness which is not just something He does, but 

something He is – God is faithful to Himself.  And it is out of God’s commitment to 

faithfulness to Himself that we have great confidence in His covenant of faithfulness to 

us. 

 

Finally we looked at God’s goodness – the attribute He uses as a window into all His 

other attributes.  Because God is good everything about Him is good and everything He 

wants for us is good.  But the good God wants for us is not our temporary happiness, it is 

our ultimate good.  God wants us to be full of abundant, intoxicating joy and have eternal 

life – in a word the good God wants for us is a relationship with Himself. 

 

And that brings us up to two attributes that we might rather leave behind – God’s 

jealousy and His wrath.  As you can imagine these aren’t very popular attributes but as 

we turn our minds here remember that everything about God is good and therefore even 

His jealousy must be a good thing for us. 

 

Come with me back to the desert between Egypt and the Promised Land – back to Mount 

Sinai where today Moses is reminding the people of the 10 Commandments God gave 

them.  And today we are only going to read the introduction and the first two 

commandments. 

 

[Read Deut 5:1-10] 
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In the spring of 2009, Oprah Winfrey gathered 20 million people from around the world 

including many Christians to join her in a spiritual journey away from a God they didn’t 

like, away from the doctrines of the Bible and towards a god they preferred – a god they 

created in their own image.   

 

I’ve got a two minute video clip I want to play for you today from Oprah’s TV show that 

is going to lead us into our discussion.  You need to see this because what Oprah says 

here sounds so good, but if we agree, as most people in our culture do, the result is that 

we create god in our image in our minds – and this is idolatry. 

  

[play video] 

 

Misconceptions of Jealousy 

 

Oprah raises an important question: Can God really be jealous and good at the same 

time?  Isn’t jealousy a bad thing, something that contradicts everything else we know 

about God like He is love?   

 

What is jealousy?  Dictionary.com gives us this definition: 

 

jealjealjealjeal····ousousousous1111    
   [jel-uhs]  

adjective 

1. 

feeling resentment against someone because of that 
person's success:  He was jealous of his rich brother. 

2. 
troubled by suspicions or fears of rivalry or unfaithfulness: 
A jealous boyfriend. 

 

And jealousy is Related to all sorts of other negative words like: 
possessive, controlling, demanding and domineering2 
 

Given this definition it isn’t hard to understand why jealousy isn’t seen as a good thing.  

Jealous people want something they don’t have, they are immature and insecure. 

 

So giving Oprah some credit I think that definition is some of what she is pushing back 

against, but Oprah has made a common but large mistake here.   

 

Certainly she is right that God is not immature, and He isn’t suspicious and afraid or 

envious of us.  But when the Bible speaks of God being jealous – as it does in our text 

today – it means something more than that.   

 

                                                           
1
 www.dictionary.com  

2
 http://www.merriam-webster.com/ 
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Anyone who speaks a second language knows that words don’t always translate 

perfectly, and this is one of those cases.  The Hebrew word qānā has two basic meanings.  

One is pretty much the same as our word “jealous” in English.  We see this for example 

in the story of Joseph in Genesis 37.  It reads: 

 
His brothers were jealous of him… (Gen 37:11) 

 

This jealousy was provoked by Joseph’s dreams and the special coat his father made him 

and it bread hatred in his brothers, so much so that they sold him as a slave.  And indeed 

God calls us away from a jealousy that says “you have something I want and I hate you 

for it”.  But that’s not the only kind of jealousy in the Bible. 

 

Secondly jealousy refers to a righteous anger that boils up when sin threatens a 

covenant relationship. It is a very specific thing.  It boils up when sin threatens a 

covenant relationship. 

 

Listen to a couple of texts where we get this.  In Zechariah 8:2 we read: 

 
This is what the LORD Almighty says: “I am very jealous for Zion; I am 

burning with jealousy for her.” 
 

Now is God envious of something that Israel has that He can’t get?  No.  He is jealous for 

her not of her.  Here Israel has gone away after other gods, and the covenant relationship 

between her and God was under attack, and so God arose jealously to defend it. 

  

Exodus 34:14 takes this one step farther, in it God says: 

 
Do not worship any other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a 
jealous God. 

 

Two weeks ago we looked at how names in Israelite tradition were tied to character, so 

here God tells us His character is jealous – He is One who rises with righteous anger to 

defend covenant relationships – He is El-Qana, God Jealous.
3
 

 

I’m so glad that God is El-Qana, who arises when my sin threatens that relationship.  If 

He were more like me, or perhaps more like Oprah, when we turned our back on Him He 

might let us go – I’m done with you!  But not El-Qana, He rises jealously to protect that 

which He has sworn to protect in covenant.   

 

And this is a beautiful thing.  We should seek to be jealous like El-Quana, the Jealous 

God.   

 

 

                                                           
3
 El-Qānā exegesis adapted from Del Tackett’s “The Truth Project DVD series” from Focus on the Family 

lesson 4. 
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Who can I pick on today?  Marvin, beside you sits your wonderful wife, Irene – the 

woman you have a covenant with.  You should be like your Father.  When sin threatens 

to get between you and your wife El-Qana should rise up within you to defend that 

relationship; regardless of whether that sin that threatens your covenant is yours or if it is 

Irene’s or if it is someone else’s.  Don’t just let her go, righteous anger should boil up 

within you and turn you into the extreme defender of that covenant.  

 

And this is where Oprah’s mistake lies; she is reading some of herself and her culture into 

her understanding of God.  You see, along with most of our society right now Oprah 

believes that truth is relative – whatever you want to believe is fine for you and whatever 

I want to believe is fine for me – tolerance is the greatest virtue.   

 

But tolerance is the absolute opposite of jealousy.  God will not sit by and tolerantly 

allow sin to destroy His covenant relationship with His people.  That’s why He sent 

Jesus, He sent Him to get rid of the sin that separates us from God.  God is not tolerant of 

sin – He hates it and wages jealous war against it and we benefit from that war.  Amen?  

In Jesus He has overcome and we can once again enjoy the same intimate connection 

with God that Adam and Eve had before the fall. 

 

I’m so glad my God is El-Qana, God’s jealousy is a good thing.   

 

Alright, now I want to turn back to our text today and look at two questions.  I want to 

look first at “Why idolatry makes God jealous?”  And then “How can we avoid 

provoking God to jealousy?”  Because while God’s jealousy is a good thing we don’t 

want to get on the wrong side of it. 

 

So first, “Why does idolatry make God Jealous?” 

 

When you ask people who don’t know much about Christianity what they think it is all 

about, this text, the 10 Commandments, is how most people respond.  They see 

Christianity as a list of rules – Do’s and Don’ts – that if you obey them then you can earn 

God’s favor. 

 

And that’s certainly what they look like right?  Don’t worship other gods, don’t make 

idols, don’t use the Lord’s name in vain, honour your father and mother…. 

 

Rules – and that is what they are when they are presented like you see them here.  But 

there is something incredibly important missing from this list.  Do you see what’s 

missing? 

 

These rules are taken out of context, out of the context of covenant.  And outside of 

covenant these rules have nothing to do with Christianity at all. 

 

But look at verse 2 of our text: 

 

[Read Deut 5:2] 
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Moses doesn’t just hang up a list of rules on the wall for the Israelites and say “do this 

and it will be all good.”  No he starts by reminding them that they are in a covenant with 

God.  In Exodus 6 God says: 

 
I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God. Then you will 
know that I am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the 

yoke of the Egyptians. (Ex 6:7) 
 

God’s part in the covenant is to enter relationship with the people and be their God.  And 

as their God He becomes their redeemer from slavery in Egypt.  Look at verse 6 

 

[Read Deut 5:6] 

 

God’s jealousy doesn’t come out of nowhere; it comes out of the fact that His people – 

people He not only created but paid a price for by redeeming them from slavery – are 

giving themselves to idols.  This is what warrants His jealousy. 

 

Ok let’s keep going.  Look at verses 7 through 9. 

 

[Read Deut 5:7-9a] 

 

It is the worship of other anything besides God that makes YHWH jealous.  He says “you 

shall have no other gods” “don’t make idols out of anything”, “don’t worship them or 

serve them.”  Worship is something that God reserves totally for Himself. 

 

And God says if you give my worship to anyone or anything else it is going to provoke 

me to jealousy because, verse 9 says “For I the LORD your God am a jealous God” this 

is my character.  There is only room for one God in the universe, and I will not give my 

glory to another.   

 

Now in case we think this is irrational imagine a scenario.  Imagine I head over to 

London Drugs and pick a best selling novel off the shelf.  And then I rip the cover off, 

put a new cover on it and put my name at the bottom – I claim to be the author.  And then 

I head out and start selling this book and making money.  What’s going to happen to 

me?... 

 

Well, you guys are probably going to have to start looking for a new pastor because I’m 

going to get sued and maybe end up in jail.  I’ve stolen what is rightfully someone else’s 

and claimed it was my own.  This will provoke jealousy in the true author. 

 

And this is the same thing that happens when people worship idols.  We take the world 

God created, we even take ourselves – His ultimate creation – and we claim that the glory 

for all of this belongs to someone else.  God will not tolerate this copy-write 

infringement.  He will defend the covenant that says we are His people and He is our 

God. 
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So what is idolatry?  Earlier in the series we defined idolatry as thinking wrongly about 

God.  A.W. Tozer says “The essence of idolatry is… [to entertain] thoughts about God 

that are unworthy of Him.  It begins in the mind.”
4
 

 

And this kind of idolatry happens when we picture God as someone who doesn’t really 

mind the sins that we like to commit.  You see each of us have areas where we are prone 

to sin.  I have them and you have them.   

 

And while it is easy to keep our standard up in regards to other people’s sins –we are 

down on those – we tend to become complacent when it comes to our own areas of sin.  

We cut ourselves slack and tell ourselves, God isn’t really repulsed by my gossip, He 

doesn’t care that I manipulate and control my spouse.  Losing my temper doesn’t really 

bother God.  And my inability to admit that I am wrong isn’t that big a deal – Jesus 

doesn’t mind. 

 

But when we do this, while we continue to call Him God or Jesus, what we have done is 

created a god in our own image – we have said “God I think you are a lot like me”.  And 

that is, as Tozer says, idolatry. 

… 

But there is another kind of idolatry that Christians commit.  And this happens when we 

turn good things in our lives into ultimate things.  This basically means loving something 

more than we love God.   

 

Let me give you some examples:  Children can be one of the biggest.  I know so many 

people who say they would do anything for their kids and feel that their worth depends on 

the outcome of their kids.  Children are good things, but if this is where you get your 

meaning for life, then your children have become idols.   

 

Or how about financial security.  Of course it is important to be wise with our finances 

and prepare for the future, but if your RRSPs are where you put your trust for your future 

then you have fallen into idolatry.   

 

Or take health.  Today in my generation there is a huge push towards getting and staying 

healthy.  This too is a good thing, but if being healthy and looking healthy is what it takes 

for you to be fulfilled then you are an idolater. 

 

And here is the thing with idols, they promise to deliver.  They promise to give you 

significance and security and safety and fulfillment, but then they end up taking it all 

away.   

 

In Tolken’s “The Lord of the Rings” the central plot is attached to the ring of power that 

Frodo must destroy.  The person who wears this ring becomes the most powerful force 

alive.  But the drawback to this ring, if you could call it that, is that it corrupts anyone 

who wears it – no matter how good their intentions are. 

 

                                                           
4
 Tozer, A.W. “The Knowledge of the Holy” (San Francisco, Harper Collins Pub), 1961. pg 5. 
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As the story goes along many good characters in the book desperately desire to use the 

ring to free slaves or protect their lands or bring justice to evil –all things that the ring 

promises it will help them accomplish.  But the side effect is that the ring would make 

them willing to do anything at all in order to achieve their goals.  In essence it would turn 

their good goals into something ultimate.  And eventually the ring barer that would use its 

power ends up being used by its power.  They become addicted to it and can’t bare the 

thought of ever taking it off.   

 

An idol is anything, even any good thing, we can not live without. 

 

And this is why Jesus says “ “If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and 

mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters—yes, even their own life—such a 
person cannot be my disciple. (Luke 14:26) 
 

“Hate” in this text means love less or prioritize less than God, but Jesus uses this harsh 

word on purpose to drive home His point.  If anything good, even something as good as 

family becomes the ultimate thing for you – something you can not conceive of living 

without – then Jesus says, don’t deceive yourself: You can worship me and have family 

second, or you can worship family.  But if you get your meaning as a person here then 

don’t expect to have any part of me at all. 

 

And so, the reason both of these forms of idolatry – thinking wrongly about God and thus 

worshiping a god of our own imaginations, or having anything in our lives that we can 

not imagine living without – the reason both these forms of idolatry provoke God to 

jealousy is that idolatry stops God’s covenant children from getting their ultimate good. 

 

And God can not stand the thought of His covenant children, the children He created and 

then bought back at a price, getting something less than the best.  And so El-Qana arises 

and He fights to bring us back to that Ultimate Good we were created for – Himself. 

 

Finally I want to turn to our last question today:  How can we avoid provoking God to 

jealousy?   

 

There is a strange story in Genesis about Abraham.
5
  Abraham was the man God gave an 

amazing promise to.  God told Abraham that he would make him and his family into a 

nation that would bless the whole world.  But in order to do this God told him he had to 

leave everything that was meaningful and brought him security behind. 

 
The LORD had said to Abram,  

“Go from your country,  
your people and your father’s household  
to the land I will show you.” (Gen 12:1) 

 

                                                           
5
 Exegesis and story application adapted from Tim Keller’s “Counterfeit Gods” (New York: Dutton Press), 

2009. pg 4-21 
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And Abraham went.  He believed God and he packed up his wife and personal 

belongings and left.  Abraham risked a lot to obey, but he did it because He believed God 

when He said: 

 
“I will make you into a great nation, 

    and I will bless you; 

I will make your name great, 

    and you will be a blessing…  

and all peoples on earth 

    will be blessed through you.” (Gen 12:2-3) 

 

You see, while Abraham and his wife Sarah were wealthy they hadn’t been able to have 

any children and that meant that Abraham was planning to leave everything he owned to 

one of his servants.   

 

The thought of having his own son was so great that he was willing to risk everything to 

follow God.   

 

But here is where the story gets crazy.  While Abraham began following God right away 

it would be decades before he would have a son – 25 years in fact.  By this time he was 

100 years old and his wife was 90.  Almost all hope had gone when Isaac came onto the 

scene.  But when he arrived Abraham and Sarah were overjoyed. 

 

Abraham had received the blessing he had been promised….  But its here that the story 

gets complicated.  In Genesis 22 Abraham receives his second call from God.   

 
Then [God] said, “Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, 
and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one 
of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” (Gen 22:2) 

 

This is a very difficult text for many reasons, but just notice a couple of things as we look 

at it.  Notice that God doesn’t say “Take Isaac” up the mountain, instead He says “take 

your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love.” 

 

The emphasis here is astounding. 

 

Isaac had become the thing Abraham loved above everything else at this point.  Before 

this Abraham had always relied on God to give him meaning and fulfillment, but now 

Isaac was becoming his fulfillment.  Abraham had fallen into making God a means to an 

end.  Isaac had become his idol. 

 

And so God called Abraham to give up that which was most important to him.  And lest 

we think this is only a crazy Old Testament thing Jesus asked the same thing of the rich 

young ruler when He said: 

 
"One thing you lack: go and sell all you possess and give to the poor, and 

you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me." (Mark 10:21) 
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Unlike the rich young ruler who went away sad, Abraham got it in this moment and 

obeyed.  He headed up the mountain to do the unspeakable trusting that somehow God 

would provide.  And of course you know the story, just before Abraham carries through 

God interrupted him: 

 
“Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. “Do not do anything to him. Now 
I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your 

son, your only son.” (Gen 22:12) 
 

To fear God here means to be wholeheartedly committed to Him – to make Him the 

ultimate thing in your life.  And this is the answer to our question. 

 

How can we keep ourselves from provoking God to jealousy?  Like Abraham we must 

respond and give up our idols to put God back in the ultimate place in our lives. 

 

Ask yourself today, is there something in my life that has become an ultimate thing for 

me?  Is God the only thing in your life that you can not imagine living without, or has 

something else crept in there and claimed that ultimate place in your life? 

 

Friends, verse 9 in our text today says “I, the Lord your God am a jealous God.”  God is 

still in the business of demanding first place in our lives.  He demands that we lay down 

every idol, everything we trust in, everything we get meaning from, everything that gives 

us ultimate fulfillment, God demands that we lay down every idol in our lives.  Because 

there is only room for one God in the universe.  And God will defend His right to that 

position and the covenant relationship He has with His children. 

  

And God’s jealousy is a good thing.  It is a great thing, because in this act God wills our 

ultimate good.  He can’t stand the thought of His children giving themselves to a lesser 

good – to a good that will not ultimately satisfy and will in the end take everything from 

us.   

 

El-Qana arises to draw His children back to their ultimate good – Himself.   


