Yitro 

The Ten Commandments contain a central place in Jewish theology because they represent a moment where the entire Jewish nation received a revelation from God.

The ideas presented in these commandments are central to our belief system.  That’s why we should struggle to understand it.  It says God will visit the sins of parents onto their children for three and four generations, but for those who do good deeds, God will bring them love for thousands of generations.

Now our rabbis were troubled by this text.  How is it moral to suggest that a child or grandchild should be punished for the sins of a parent?  Our rabbis limit this text and suggest that it means that only if the child continues in the evil ways of the parent will the child be punished.

Yet, we have another concept that we must always strive to understand the literal meaning of the text.  Furthermore this concept of children being punished for the sins of a parent is a concept that reappears in many places throughout Tanakh, and requires an explanation of its literal meaning.
Perhaps this statement is also an expression of God’s mercy, i.e. sometimes the wrongful actions of parents have necessary consequences for their children.  And no matter what the child does the child cannot reverse the reality of the parent’s actions.  For example, if a parent gambles away all of his property, then the child through no fault of his own will suffer those consequences.  The great mercy of God is that the consequences will only be felt for 3 to 4 generations.  After that the parent’s actions, will no longer be harmful.  On the other hand if a parent or a family does something good, then the child will be reaping the benefits of that behavior for thousands of generations.
