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How Jealousy Can Protect
Your Life and Marriage

A few days after his marriage, a gregarious young husband decided to demonstrate
his love for his wife by taking her out to an elegant restaurant. When they arrived, the
maitre d’ escorted them to a special table and seated them. Soon the waitress arrived. She
was an attractive girl. The husband looked at her with obvious delight. He noticed her
name on her uniform and used it to engage her in a few moments of spirited conversation.
Then he gave her their order for dinner.

As the waitress walked away, the happy husband turned his eyes back to his wife and
was startled by the change in her countenance. She looked hurt and grieved. He asked,
“Honey, what is wrong?” She replied, “I saw how your eyes lit up when you looked at the
waitress! That hurt me.” He was confused and asked, “Why should that hurt you? I was
only trying to be friendly—that is my nature. I am outgoing and enjoy people.”

His explanation did not impress her or convince her that she was the one for whom
he had forsaken all others. Fortunately, the husband quickly learned his lesson and there-
after treated other women in a polite but businesslike way, and he and his wife developed
a happy and successful marriage. 

When I learned about this event, I assumed that the wife had a problem with jealousy.
She feared being displaced by some other woman. I thought that jealousy was the problem
of the one who had it, and that they needed to resolve it. 

One day in the fall of 2002, that wife’s statement broke through the barrier of my
understanding, and I suddenly understood the spiritual significance of the words, “I saw
how your eyes lit up when you looked at the waitress!” That couple was in a covenant
relationship, and in such a union there can be no tolerance of a competing affection. In the
covenant ceremony, they both vowed that they would cherish each other and love each
other with all their hearts.

Suddenly, God “thundered” the words into my consciousness: “I the Lord am a jealous
God.” On that day, I began to understand the true nature of jealousy. I realized that God
keeps constant watch over the “eyes” of my heart. If He sees that I am delighting in some-
one else or something else, His spirit is grieved. If I continue with a competing delight, He
will stir up problems that I cannot solve. All I can do is cry out to Him for deliverance, which
will motivate me to restore our covenant relationship.

When I realized these concepts, I was deep in thought about the true nature of the God
Whom I had been trying to serve for most of my life. He has many names and titles; however,
He makes it abundantly clear that one of them is “Jealous.” In the Ten Commandments
He declares, “I the LORD thy God am a jealous God” (Exodus 20:5). Several chapters later He
states, “The LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God” (Exodus 34:14). Joshua declared,
“He is an holy God; he is a jealous God” (Joshua 24:19). 

I was aware of these verses; however, I assumed they described the Lord’s Old Testament
relationship with Israel and that in the New Testament He became a loving and merciful
God Who somehow overlooks our competing affections.

In response to this inaccurate distinction, God states, “I am the LORD, I change not!”
(Malachi 3:6). He was just as loving and merciful in the Old Testament as He is in the New
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Testament. And He is just as insistent on having our total affection in the New Testament
as He was on having His own nation’s total affection in the Old Testament.

Suddenly, I realized that God was aware of every delight, friendship, or affection that
was in competition with His character and will for my life. To entertain these affections was
to stir up His jealousy, grieve His Holy Spirit, and cause conflicts in my life and relationships.

1. Wrong Assumptions About Jealousy

• “Jealousy is a sin.”

• “A jealous person must repent.”

2. The Truth About Jealousy

• God states that He is a jealous God.
“For thou shalt worship no other god: for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous

God” (Exodus 34:14).

• God often gives a spirit of jealousy.
“I will provoke you to jealousy by them that are no people, and by a foolish nation I will

anger you” (Romans 10:19). (See Deuteronomy 32:21.)

• God’s love is a jealous love.
“I the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children
unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me, and shewing mercy unto thou-
sands of them that love me and keep my commandments” (Deuteronomy 5:9–10).

• God affirms a husband’s jealousy.
“When the spirit of jealousy cometh upon him, and he be jealous over his wife, and shall

set the woman before the LORD” (Numbers 5:30).

• A spouse’s jealousy is part of God’s design for marriage.

• Love does not tolerate any competing affections.

• Jealousy differs from envy.

• Paul had a Godly jealousy for his converts.

3. Definition of “Jealousy”
One Hebrew word for jealousy is qana, which is defined as “to envy, be jealous, be

zealous.” It is interesting to note that both jealousy and envy are translations of the same
word. These strong emotions are similar in appearance, yet there is a sharp contrast
in their motive.
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• Envy is desiring what another person has.

• Jealousy is a passion to protect what God has given us.

4. The Sin of Envy
Envy is closely related to covetousness, as they are both excited by the prosperity of

others. Scripture speaks strongly about the detrimental effects of envy.

• “A sound heart is the life of the flesh: but envy the rottenness of the bones” (Proverbs 14:30).

• “Wrath killeth the foolish man, and envy slayeth the silly one” (Job 5:2).

• “Wrath is cruel, and anger is outrageous; but who is able to stand before envy?”
(Proverbs 27:4).

• “Envy thou not the oppressor, and choose none of his ways” (Proverbs 3:31).

• Christ was killed because of the envy of others. (See Matthew 27:17–18.)

• Joseph was sold because of envy. “The patriarchs, moved with envy, sold Joseph into
Egypt” (Acts 7:9).

5. The Jealous Nature of God
• “I the LORD thy God am a jealous God” (Exodus 20:5).

• “For thou shalt worship no other god: for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous
God” (Exodus 34:14).

• “God is jealous, and the LORD revengeth; the LORD revengeth, and is furious” (Nahum 1:2).

• Neither God, a husband, nor a wife will tolerate a rival delight.

6. How Jealousy Protects

• A spirit of jealousy is based on a covenant relationship.
• Israel had a covenant with God though circumcision.
• Marriage partners have a covenant together because of their vows.
• Believers have a blood covenant with Christ through salvation.

• A blood covenant is a lifelong commitment.
“I will establish my covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, and with his seed

after him” (Genesis 17:19).

• The spirit senses alienation.
“The spirit of man is the candle of the LORD, searching all the inward parts of the belly”

(Proverbs 20:27).
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• Jealousy produces rage.
“Jealousy is the rage of a man” (Proverbs 6:34).

• Many gifts cannot pacify jealousy.

7. God’s Jealousy Pictured in the Law
God made provision in the Old Testament for dealing with a jealous spirit. If a hus-

band feels that his wife is delighting in another man, he is to confront her. If she denies
any wrongdoing, he is to take her to the priests, who are to follow certain guidelines to
confirm or reject the validity of the husband’s jealousy.

“If any man’s wife go aside, and commit a trespass against him, And a man lie with
her carnally, and it be hid from the eyes of her husband, and be kept close, and she be defiled,
and there be no witness against her, neither she be taken with the manner; And the spirit
of jealousy come upon him, and he be jealous of his wife, and she be defiled: or if the spirit
of jealousy come upon him, and he be jealous of his wife, and she be not defiled: Then
shall the man bring his wife unto the priest . . .” (Numbers 5:12–15).

• If the wife is innocent, she is blessed with freedom and fruitfulness.

• If the wife is guilty, she is cursed and her thigh will rot away.

8. Application to Believers
A spirit of jealousy is a powerful gift from God because it alerts us to blind spots in

our own lives.

• Competing affections bring unsolvable conflict with others.
“From whence come wars and fightings among you? come they not hence, even of your

lusts that war in your members?  Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot
obtain: ye fight and war, yet ye have not, because ye ask not. Ye ask, and receive not, because
ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts” (James 4:1–3).

• God has an immediate response of hurt when we delight in others more
than we delight in Him.
“Ye adulterers and adulteresses, know ye not that the friendship of the world is enmity

with God? whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God. Do ye think
that the scripture saith in vain, The spirit that dwelleth in us lusteth to envy?” (James 4:4–5).
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9. Emotional Responses to God’s Jealousy
God loves us so much that He will not tolerate any competing affections in our lives.

He will go to great lengths to secure our love and affection and will bring many reproofs into
our lives to bring us back to Himself if we stray. Our spirits should have the following
response when we recognize that the jealousy of the Lord is deterring us from other loves.
• “He loves me so much He will not tolerate an intruder.”
• “He knows every thought, thus I must take every one captive in obedience to Christ.” 
• “There is no one else.” “Whom have I in heaven but thee? and there is none upon earth

that I desire beside thee” (Psalm 73:25).
• “He will show me the glory of His love.” “Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have

entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love
him” (I Corinthians 2:9).

• “I will do good works unto Him.” “Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it
unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me” (Matthew 25:40).

God’s jealousy is:
• A motivation for intimate fellowship (meeting together, planning time alone, and con-

versing about life).
• A new understanding of His reproofs. “For whom the LORD loveth he correcteth; even

as a father the son in whom he delighteth” (Proverbs 3:12).

• No longer say, “He will understand when I sin and will forgive me,” but
“I dare not hurt him and stir up a spirit of jealousy.”

How to Become Free
From Inherited Weaknesses

Do the character weaknesses of parents affect their children?

• Health problems are passed on by parents.
When Mildred was thirty-five years old, she began feeling pains around her heart

and up and down her left arm. When she went to the doctor, he asked her about her family
medical history. She explained that her mother and grandmother both died of heart failure
before the age of forty-five.

• Physical features are given by parents.
When Ken met Floyd, he exclaimed, “You must be a member of the Johnson family.”

“Yes, I am,” replied Floyd. “How did you know?” “It’s quite obvious,” replied Ken. “You
look just like your father!”

• Character weaknesses are also transferred by parents.
Fred was a likable person. Those around him enjoyed his company except when he

became violently angry. The unpredictable outbursts happened mostly at home. His wife
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and children lived in constant dread that something would “set him off.” In counseling,
he explained that for no reason he would experience overpowering emotions of anger. He
went on to state that his father and grandfather had the very same problem.

It is quite obvious that the physical features of parents are passed on to their children
through the dominant and recessive factors in their genes. There is also ample scientific data
that the tendencies for various diseases are passed on from parents to children. But what
about the character flaws and weaknesses of parents? Do they directly affect the emotions
or actions of their sons and daughters? The answer to this question must be adequately
understood by anyone who is committed to getting lasting solutions to the complex per-
sonal, marriage, and family problems of our day.

Note: If we inherit character weaknesses or tendencies to do wrong from our forefa-
thers, we cannot blame them for our sins, because God gives us greater ability to overcome
these sins. “Where sin abounded, grace did much more abound” (Romans 5:20). 

How does Scripture affirm that the actions of parents 
directly affect the behavior of children?

The most obvious example of the ability of the iniquity of the fathers to affect future
generations is seen in the transgression of Adam. “Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into
the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned”
(Romans 5:12). Romans 7 contains a clear description of the laws of sin that continue to be
in conflict with the desires of the mind. “For that which I do I allow not: for what I would,
that do I not; but what I hate, that do I” (Romans 7:15).

On the other hand, Scripture provides a powerful example of how the good deeds
of the forefathers also affect future generations. In Hebrews 7, we are told that Levi paid
tithes to Melchisedec. Yet, Levi was not yet born when these tithes were paid. They were
actually paid by his great-grandfather Abraham at least 125 years earlier.

Paul explains that Levi paid these tithes because he was actually in the loins of Abraham
when Abraham paid them, and therefore, he was a physical part of the action. “Levi also, who
receiveth tithes, payed tithes in Abraham. For he was yet in the loins of his father, when
Melchisedec met him” (Hebrews 7:9–10).

This profound truth, then, is at the heart of the matter of acknowledging the iniquities
of the forefathers. We were, in reality, a part of them when they committed the iniquities,
and therefore, we have a responsibility to acknowledge that they were wrong. 

Generational Iniquities
1. First Generation: Curse father and mother

“There is a generation that curseth their father, and doth not bless their mother”
(Proverbs 30:11).

2. Second Generation: Self-righteous and filthy
“There is a generation that are pure in their own eyes, and yet is not washed from their

filthiness” (Proverbs 30:12).

3. Third Generation: Prideful and arrogant
“There is a generation, O how lofty are their eyes! and their eyelids are lifted up”

(Proverbs 30:13).
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4. Fourth Generation: Vicious and ruthless
“There is a generation, whose teeth are as swords, and their jaw teeth as knives, to

devour the poor from off the earth, and the needy from among men” (Proverbs 30:14).

Biblical Examples of Iniquities
• The Testimonies of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob

Abraham was the friend of God and the father of faith. He pleased God through his
obedience in the major decisions of his life. However, when he went down to Egypt, he
committed a particular iniquity that was passed on to future generations.

“And it came to pass, when he was come near to enter
into Egypt, that he said unto Sarai [Sarah] his wife, Behold
now, I know that thou art a fair woman to look upon:
Therefore it shall come to pass, when the Egyptians shall
see thee, that they shall say, This is his wife: and they will
kill me, but they will save thee alive. Say, I pray thee, thou
art my sister: that it may be well with me for thy sake; and
my soul shall live because of thee” (Genesis 12:11–13).

The iniquity of Abraham was deception. He asked
his wife to tell a half-truth because he was fearful for his
own life. His deception actually put Sarah in moral jeop-
ardy, and Pharaoh soundly rebuked him when he found
out about the deception. Rather than learning from his
iniquity, Abraham repeated the same deception years
later with Abimelech. (See Genesis 20.) Following these two
incidences, Isaac was born, and Scripture records that
Isaac repeated this same iniquity after he was grown.

“And the men of the place asked him of his wife; and
he said, She is my sister: for he feared to say, She is my
wife; lest, said he, the men of the place should kill me for
Rebekah; because she was fair to look upon” (Genesis 26:7).

Abraham told a half-lie (Sarah was his half-sister),
but his son told a full lie. When Abimelech discovered
Isaac’s deception, he rebuked him for not being honest

with him and for exposing his men to the possible sin of adultery. Isaac’s iniquity was
passed on to Jacob. Jacob’s iniquity was in the area of deception too. He posed as some-
one he was not.

“And he came unto his father, and said, My father: and he said, Here am I; who art
thou, my son? And Jacob said unto his father, I am Esau thy firstborn; I have done according
as thou badest me: arise, I pray thee, sit and eat of my venison, that thy soul may bless
me” (Genesis 27:18–19).

Jacob’s iniquity was passed on to his children, and their deception about the disap-
pearance of Joseph was a great grief to Jacob. They took Joseph’s coat and dipped it in
blood and brought it to their father and said, “This have we found: know now whether it
be thy son’s coat or no” (Genesis 37:32).
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Abraham went to Egypt because of a famine and gained riches through deception;
Isaac went to Gerar because of famine; and Jacob’s family went back to Egypt because of
a famine and served Pharaoh as slaves for hundreds of years. Pharaoh dealt deceptively
with them. When they cried out in their bondage, God heard their cry and delivered them.

• The Testimonies of Sarah and Hagar
Sarah is listed in the Book of I Peter as a model for

wives to follow in the matter of reverencing their husbands.
(See I Peter 3:6.) The passage, however, contains the stipula-
tion of doing well. It is a matter of New Testament record
that Sarah followed the flesh and not the spirit in the birth
of Ishmael. (See Galatians 4:22–31.) The problem began when
Sarah failed to wait for God’s promise of a son and instead
told Abraham to have a son by her handmaiden Hagar.
The laws of the time would allow her to claim that son as
her own. When Hagar saw that she was with child, she
despised Sarah in her heart.

“And he went in unto Hagar, and she conceived: and
when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was
despised in her eyes. And Sarai said unto Abram, My
wrong be upon thee: I have given my maid into thy
bosom; and when she saw that she had conceived, I was
despised in her eyes: the LORD judge between me and
thee” (Genesis 16:4–5).

The iniquity of Sarah was unbelief. Later, when she
was told by the Lord that she would have a child, she
laughed and then lied about her laughing. God publicized her iniquity by naming her son
Isaac, which means “to laugh.” Hagar’s iniquity was despising Sarah in her heart. This
iniquity was passed on to her son Ishmael, so that he openly mocked Sarah’s son Isaac.

“And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, which she had born unto Abraham,
mocking. Where-fore she said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for
the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son” (Genesis 21:9–10).

The iniquities surrounding the birth of Ishmael have continued to be passed on from
generation to generation, even to our present day. The conflict is used by Paul as an analogy
between the sons of promise and the sons of the flesh. (See Galatians 4:22–31.)

Biblical Basis of Transference
In the prominent place of the Ten Commandments, God posted a “notice” (warning)

for all to read and hear. 
“I the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the

children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me; And shewing mercy
unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments” (Exodus 20:5–6).

To make sure that this message is not overlooked, God repeats it three more times.
(See Exodus 34:7, Deuteronomy 5:9–10, and Numbers 14:18.) Moses, Jeremiah, Daniel, and others
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realized the seriousness of this warning. They understood that God wanted them to agree
with Him about the iniquities of their parents and purpose to not continue them. Therefore,
they took the initiative to acknowledge the iniquities of their fathers when they confessed
their sins. (See Numbers 14:17–20, Jeremiah 14:20, Daniel 9:16, and Nehemiah 9:2.)

Biblical term—_________________________________________________1

“Our fathers have sinned, and are not; and we have borne their iniquities”
(Lamentations 5:7).

Definition of “Iniquity”
In II Thessalonians 2:7, we learn that iniquity is a mystery: “For the mystery of

iniquity doth already work.” A mystery is something that is hidden from the full under-
standing of man. Yet, there are other passages of Scripture that help us begin to compre-
hend its meaning. 

The most frequently used Greek word for iniquity is anomia (as in antinomianism). It
means not being subject to God’s Law. Based on the teaching of Jesus and other passages,
iniquity is doing our own will, even if our own will appears to be “doing good.”

Jesus explains such a definition in His Sermon on the Mount. “Not every one that
saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the
will of my Father which is in heaven. Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have
we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name
done many wonderful works? And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart
from me, ye that work iniquity” (Matthew 7:21–23).

This definition is further confirmed in Isaiah 53:6: “All we like sheep have gone astray;
we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD hath laid on him the iniquity of
us all.” By walking in God’s ways, we “do no iniquity” (see Psalm 119:1–3). The psalmist’s
prayer was, “Let not any iniquity have dominion over me” (Psalm 119:133). 

Iniquity = ______________________________________________2

Although iniquity and sin can be seen as synonyms, Scripture makes a distinction
between the concept of iniquity and the act of sin. “Wash me throughly from mine iniq-
uity, and cleanse me from my sin” (Psalm 51:2). “Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin
did my mother conceive me” (Psalm 51:5). 

Iniquity is an attitude:
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________3

James describes a sequence of antinomianism leading to sin: “But every man is tempted,
when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed. Then when lust hath conceived, it
bringeth forth sin: and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death” (James 1:14–15).

If iniquity is the covert act of willfulness and sin is the overt act of transgression, then
the teaching of Jesus would be very insightful on the matter of iniquity. “Ye have heard that
it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit adultery: But I say unto you, That
whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already
in his heart” (Matthew 5:27–28). Based on this, David’s iniquity was lusting after Bathsheba
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when he saw her on the rooftop, and his sin was committing adultery and arranging for
the death of her husband.

Scripture specifically identifies the following as iniquities: bitterness (Acts 8:23), greed
(Acts 8:18–23), lust (Job 31:1–11, Psalm 51:2, Romans 6:19), and stubbornness (I Samuel 15:23). Notice
that these are inward attitudes of the heart.

In describing the mystery of iniquity, Paul explains that those who reject the truth
receive strong delusion from the Lord so that they will believe a lie. He also explains that
during this present age the full force of iniquity is being restrained by the Holy Spirit until
the coming day when there will be total insubordination to God and complete lawlessness
(antinomianism). (See II Thessalonians 2:7–12.)

Iniquity follows the laws of the harvest (Galatians 6:7–8).
“Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he

also reap. For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that
soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting” (Galatians 6:7–8).

• We reap ______________________________4 we sow.

• We reap ______________________________5 we sow.

• We reap ______________________________6 we sow.

• We reap ________________________________________7 season.

“He that soweth iniquity shall reap vanity: 
and the rod of his anger shall fail” (Proverbs 22:8).

A Misuse of This Teaching
“What mean ye, that ye use this proverb concerning the land of Israel, saying, The

fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge? As I live, saith the
Lord GOD, ye shall not have occasion any more to use this proverb in Israel. . . . The son
shall not bear the iniquity of the father . . .” (Ezekiel 18:2–3, 20).

Some have chosen to not believe that the character faults in parents have any direct
influence on the children. They point to the passages in Jeremiah and Ezekiel which explain
that the children should not suffer for the “sins” of their parents, nor the parents for the
“sins” of their children.

“In those days they shall say no more, The fathers have eaten a sour grape, and the
children’s teeth are set on edge. But every one shall die for his own iniquity: every man
that eateth the sour grape, his teeth shall be set on edge” (Jeremiah 31:29–30). 

An attempt to use this passage to nullify the message of the previously mentioned
passages is obviously incorrect since in the very next chapter God restates the original
notice.

“Thou shewest lovingkindness unto thousands, and recompensest the iniquity of the
fathers into the bosom of their children after them: the Great, the Mighty God, the LORD
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of hosts, is his name, great in counsel, and mighty in work: for thine eyes are open upon
all the ways of the sons of men: to give every one according to his ways, and according to
the fruit of his doings” (Jeremiah 32:18–19).

This passage reaffirms the basic message of all the text. Namely, that a person is
responsible for his own sins. A son cannot blame his father for his own sin, nor can a father
blame his son. God will deal with each person on the merits of his own actions. There is a
parallel passage in Ezekiel that throws additional light on this matter. 

“What mean ye, that ye use this proverb concerning the land of Israel, saying, The
fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge? As I live, saith the
Lord GOD, ye shall not have occasion any more to use this proverb in Israel” (Ezekiel 18:2–3).

John Calvin points out that the people in the days of Ezekiel and Jeremiah were mis-
using this proverb by blaming their forefathers for their sins. His paraphrase of the passage
is as follows: “I will strike from under you this boasting, since your iniquity shall be made
manifest, and the whole world shall acknowledge the justice of your punishment, and that
you have deserved it yourselves, and cannot throw it upon your fathers, as you have hitherto
endeavored to do.” 

The entire contexts of the “sour grapes” passages confirm that God is not lifting the
original notice of visiting iniquities upon future generations; instead, He is clarifying it.
Even though iniquities of the father may influence the children, each person will die for
his own sins. “He shall not die for the iniquity of his father” (Ezekiel 18:17). Verse 19 of the
same chapter asks the question, “Yet say ye, Why? doth not the son bear the iniquity of the
father?” So then God makes a distinction between bearing iniquity and visiting iniquity. 

“When the son hath done that which is lawful and right, and hath kept all my
statutes, and hath done them, he shall surely live. The soul that sinneth, it shall die. The
son shall not bear the iniquity of the father, neither shall the father bear the iniquity of the
son: the righteousness of the righteous shall be upon him, and the wickedness of the
wicked shall be upon him” (Ezekiel 18:19–20).

Distinguishing “Visit” and “Bear”
It is important to note the precise meanings of the two words that God uses in

explaining how He deals with the iniquities of the forefathers. The word visiting is the
Hebrew word paqad. It means to superintend, to watch over, to oversee. Just prior to the
verse in Jeremiah on sour grapes, God explains how He superintends the iniquities of the
fathers. 

“Like as I have watched over them, to pluck up, and to break down, and to throw
down, and to destroy, and to afflict; so will I watch over them, to build, and to plant, saith
the Lord” (Jeremiah 31:28).

Visit = ________________________________________________________8

God’s superintending, therefore, relates directly to the responses of the sons and
daughters to the iniquities of their forefathers. If they continue in the iniquities, they will
be judged. However, if they turn from and acknowledge the iniquities as wicked,  they
will live. This is precisely the explanation given after the verse on sour grapes in Ezekiel
18. “Behold, all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is mine:
the soul that sinneth, it shall die” (v. 4).
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The word bear in the Ezekiel 18 passage is the Hebrew word nasa, which literally
means “to lift.” It denotes the bearing of a burden. God distinctly says that children will
not bear the iniquities of their forefathers in the sense of being weighed down with a con-
tinual burden and having no ability to do what is right. This word explains the misuse of
their proverb.

Bear = ________________________________________________________9

The knowledge that a father’s sins will put his children at a disadvantage is calcu-
lated by God to restrain men in their evil course of action. God compensates His visiting with
rich mercy that goes beyond just four generations and lasts to a thousand generations. (See
Deuteronomy 7:9.)

Acknowledging Iniquities 
There is a natural tendency for children to imitate their parents. The very word son

connotes “in the likeness of a father.” When fathers do that which is wrong, it is quite
natural for children to justify the same action. 

• We tend to ____________________________________________10.

• We often justify sin by ________________________________11.
Yet, God is a holy God, and He requires obedience to His laws, even beyond family

loyalties. Under the Mosaic Law, any family member who secretly tried to entice the father
to worship a false god was to be turned over for stoning with no pity. (See Deuteronomy 13:6–10.)
How much more should the children acknowledge and reject the iniquity of a father when
he turns away from the Law of the Lord.

“If they shall confess their iniquity, and the iniquity of their fathers, with their trespass
which they trespassed against me, and that also they have walked contrary unto me; And
that I also have walked contrary unto them, and have brought them into the land of their
enemies; if then their uncircumcised hearts be humbled, and they then accept of the pun-
ishment of their iniquity: Then will I remember my covenant . . .” (Leviticus 26:40–42).

Even though God visits the iniquities of fathers to the third and fourth generation of
children, He shows mercy to all who repent. A sincere evidence of repentance is having a
hatred for sin, whether it be our own or that of our forefathers.

• We need to agree with God— __________________________12.

• We are ________________________________________________13.

• We need to develop ____________________________________14.

• We were “in them” ____________________________________15.

Biblical Examples of Acknowledging Iniquities
There are several clear examples in Scripture of individuals who acknowledged the

iniquities of their forefathers along with confessing their own sins. Their response is in
direct obedience to God’s instructions on this matter. 
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• ______________________16: “We acknowledge, O LORD, our wickedness, and the iniquity
of our fathers: for we have sinned against thee” (Jeremiah 14:20).

When Jeremiah realized that God’s hand of judgment was upon the land of Judah
and that their efforts to bring peace and prosperity were fruitless, he was brought to the
place of acknowledging the iniquities of the forefathers.

• ______________________17: “O Lord, . . . let thine anger and thy fury be turned away . . .
because for our sins, and for the iniquities of our fathers . . .” (Daniel 9:16).

When Daniel discerned by the Scriptures that it was time for Israel to be restored to
the land, he sought the Lord through prayer and supplication, with fasting, for God’s for-
giveness. He then prayed to the Lord.

• ______________________18: The people “stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities
of their fathers” (Nehemiah 9:2).

Nehemiah was committed to restoring the walls around Jerusalem and removing the
reproach of the surrounding nations. In the days of Nehemiah, Ezra the priest gathered
the people together and read to them out of the Law of the Lord. When they realized how
far they had strayed from His commandments, they repented with sackcloth and earth
upon them. Part of their restoration involved the acknowledgement of the forefathers’
iniquities.

• ______________________19: “Ye bear witness that ye allow the deeds of your fathers: for
they indeed killed them, and ye build their sepulchres” (Luke 11:48).

During His earthly ministry, Jesus pronounced many woes upon the Pharisees and
lawyers of the day because they religiously kept the details of the Law but let weightier
matters go.

Should Parents Tell Children Specific Details of Sins?
It is not appropriate or necessary for parents to tell explicit details of sins, nor is that

required for the acknowledging of iniquities. (See Ephesians 5:12.) Iniquities are the attitudes
of the heart that produce sins such as bitterness, greed, lust, stubbornness, etc. (See James
1:5, Hebrews 12:15, I Timothy 6:10.) Jesus explained that these proceed from the heart and defile
a person. (See Mark 7:20–23.)

If we inherit character weaknesses or tendencies to do wrong from our forefathers,
we cannot blame them for our sins, because God gives us greater ability to overcome these
sins. “Where sin abounded, grace did much more abound” (Romans 5:20).
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Responding to Inherited Weaknesses
Every person since Adam and Eve has inherited weaknesses. We cannot deny,

ignore, or belittle them, because they are actually designed for our ultimate benefit.
Instead, we must respond to them in the manner that God has prescribed.

1. They are daily reminders of our human weakness and God’s power.
Self-sufficient people do not think they need God. Such an outlook is a greater

tragedy than any inherited weakness, because to neglect God in this life is to suffer an
eternity of ultimate pain and anguish. When we recognize our weakness and acknowl-
edge it to God, we are in a position to receive His power through salvation and the work
of the Holy Spirit in us. Thus, Paul concluded, “When I am weak, then am I strong.”

2. They give us direction for developing personal disciplines.
If we know that our parents suffered from a specific disease and that we have a prone-

ness to develop the same disease, we can take precautions in our diets and activities in
order to avoid it. Personal disciplines build character. They are the foundation of being
trained by the Lord. Thus, He called His followers disciples or disciplined ones. Those
who desire outstanding achievement in sports, music, or academics must embrace disci-
plines that other people would not consider, for lack of having the motivation or direction. 

Inherited weaknesses can provide both the motivation and direction to develop
disciplines that will result in great exploits for God. This was Paul’s outlook: “Every man
that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a corrupt-
ible crown; but we an incorruptible. . . . But I keep under my body, and bring it into sub-
jection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a
castaway” (I Corinthians 9:25–27).

Personal Disciplines for Inherited Weaknesses
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Weaknesses of Forefathers

Lust, fornication, and adultery

A spirit of anger, wrath, or hatred

Lying and deception

Pride, greed, or selfishness

Personal Disciplines Required

Love God with all your heart; guard your
eyes from pornography; fill your mind with
Scripture, meditating on it day and night.

Learn to thank God for all things and rejoice
in the benefits He intended; see offenders as
being in need of God’s love, and be a chan-
nel of it.

Purpose to always tell the whole truth, and
correct any false information you have given.

Learn to praise others and to be generous.
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