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DEEP:
extending far from the surface

From the Apologetics Ministry of Calvary Aurora

Exodus 20:5b  “Can the sins of one generation be
passed down to another?”

Exodus 20:5 says, “For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of 
the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate 
Me.”

There is a belief today in many churches that every sin, addiction, issue, or problem 
one has can be blamed on a “generational curse” that was passed down from a previ-
ous generation. This is not what the Bible teaches.

There are several verses that make it clear that each individual pays for their own sins. 
(See Deuteronomy 24:16; Job 19:4; Jeremiah 31:30; and Ezekiel 18:20)

There are two ways of reading Exodus 20:5.  First, it could be that the children were 
just as guilty of rebellion and iniquity as the father was. This is represented in the 
saying “Apple trees produce apples, peach trees produce peaches and rebellious 
parents produce rebellious children.” In other words, even if it’s implied that the chil-
dren were held responsible for the moral guilt, it’s because they too were participat-
ing with the father by committing these sins right along side him.

And second, the meaning of the word iniquity [Hebrew: avon] means “perversity, evil, 
fault, mischief, sin” so Exodus 20:5 would then be speaking of the consequences of 
the father’s sin much like alcoholism can cause poverty in a family e�ectively passing 
the consequences of the father’s sin to the children for generations to come.

The Deuteronomy 24:16; Ezekiel 18:20, etc. passages speak of the guilt of a parent’s 
sin that are never held against the children, “The son shall not bear the guilt of the 
father, nor the father bear the guilt of the son. The righteousness of the righteous 
shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon himself” 
(Ezekiel 18:20).

The bottom line is that each of us is held accountable for our own sins and not for the 
sins of our family members from previous generations. Likewise, the righteousness of 
our family members will not pass down from previous generations.


