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Passage. Deut. 6.

Purpose, themes, topics. Understanding how we are to love God with our whole being – emotionally, intellectually,
etc., in a balanced way, and in a way that is a real, genuine, heartfelt love; devotion to God in the covenant context;
the heart of the Old Testament gospel. 

Notes. This is based on a study from Fall ‘02, but recast within the framework of covenant theology. An activity from
our study of Ex. 34 is repeated below, as it is very relevant to this study, too; you can discuss it in connection with
either study. 

Suggested worship:  Praise songs expressing & declaring our love, desire, and devotion to God, and our desire to
follow & obey Him.

 

Background notes and commentary. 

Today when we hear the gospel presented, especially in a format like the four spiritual laws, it is often introduced
with phrases like, “God wants to have a personal relationship with you” or “God has a plan for your life”. However,
this  is often just  briefly introduced without  much discussion  or  in-depth explanation  in  sermons or  evangelistic
presentations. But it is important to understand this component of the gospel, for it explains the purpose of being
saved – we are not just seeking eternal fire insurance or an eternal bliss (which are selfish motives), but rather, the
point is a meaningful relationship with God. That means we need to understand what ‘relationship with God’ means
in our  theology and our daily lives.  Interestingly,  it  is  the Old Testament that presents much of  the relationship
theology, which is part of the covenant theology that is central to the Old Testament. 

The gospel  was  revealed in the  Old Testament in terms of  the  covenant,  which people  would have readily
understood then. The covenant is essentially the gospel. Though the OT does not develop a rich theology of salvation
and justification by faith as in the NT, the OT presents in simple relational terms that people then could grasp. This is
not so different from presenting the gospel today in terms of a relationship with Jesus. 

To put this in context, think of what it's like to be in love with a boy/girlfriend or spouse – wanting to be with a
person all the time, wanting to please him/her, wanting to make him/her happy, wanting to know the person and
his/her mind, wanting to commit to him/her in a permanent relationship, being happy in the person's presence, etc. 

An important concept from v5 is the need for substance and balance in our lives. We should be emotional in our
relationship with God – an emotionless relationship is a cold, lifeless one – but not emotionalistic; emotion should not
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be the basis of our spiritual lives1. If our spiritual lives are based on emotion , we will have no substance, and we will
fall. We should be emotional, but not afraid to appreciate God and our faith intellectually. And we should love God
with  all  our  passion  and  strength.  But  if  we  base  our  spiritual  lives  on  intellectual  or  rationalism  (religious
intellectualism), we will also have no substance, and our faith will become cold and dead. 

Goals of the study. 

The goals of this study are (1) to understand the relationship theology presented in Deut. 6; (2) to understand how
this is an important part of the OT covenant and the NT gospel; and (3) the practical implications of this today – how
we love God with all our being. 

Covenant and gospel.

Among Jews, this passage is known, memorized faithfully, and referred to as the sh'ma (sh E ma, FHG0I ), the Hebrew
term for ‘hear, listen, obey, understand’ (v4). For us, this could be considered the “John 3:16” of the Old Testament,
for it summarizes the essence of the Old Testament covenant, and thus is the heart of the Old Testament form of the
gospel. This contains the typical elements of a covenant, and the most important aspects of the covenant that appears
throughout the Old Testament are summarized nicely here.  

Deut. 6 covenant elements NT gospel

• an identification of the covenant giver – God
identifies himself, especially in v4

• who God is – perfect and holy, who made us for his
purposes 

• in contrast, we stand before him condemned as sinners

• what the people were to do – the core
requirements of the covenant:

• love God fully – i.e., have a relationship with him 
• fear God 
• serve only him; no other idols or loyalties 

• God created us to have a relationship with him
• belief (total life-changing believe, not intellectual

belief) and surrender to God necessary for salvation
• to enter into a personal relationship with Christ 
• live for Christ alone 

• curses and blessings spelled out for obedience or
disobedience to the covenant

• blessings: eternal life, forgiveness, a meaningful
(though not always easy) life on earth 

• curses: God’s displeasure and wrath; eventually,
eternal punishment

• provisions for reminding and teaching others
about the covenant – namely, the commands to
teach it to one’s family 

• responsibility and commands to preach the gospel and
disciple others 

 

Personal relationship.

This passage teaches a genuine love of God and relationship with God. Other religions do not include this
personal relational element, or if they do talk about a relationship with God, it is not a real, genuine, personal love
relationship with God that we can actually experience on a daily, practical basis. Another difference is that for many
religions, one seeks the divine beings of the religions in order to get something. The pagans of Moses’ day in other

1 There are many examples of emotionalism in worship, including the adopting of fads and trends, which people pursue passionately until
it dries up and the next fad comes along. A sad but funny, and true, example of such emotionalism is one that I heard from the pastor of
my church in Nashville, where I once lived briefly. He told of an actual case he knew of, where a pastor decided to found a new church
based on a theology of “shouting”. He claimed to have a vision from God of a church based on worship that involved shouting – an
overly literal interpretation of “shout to the Lord” and such Psalms. So he started a church, and the congregation worshiped by shouting
– shouting at the walls and ceiling and pulpit, or whatever variety of shouting they could think of. That was the whole rationale for the
church. But fads and emotionalism like that cannot be sustained for very long. Needless to say, the that particular fad didn’t last long,
and after a while the church disbanded. 
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nations sought to appease Ba’al, Ashterah, and other deities in order to gain personal or economic benefits, such as
good  weather  for  one’s  crops,  an  abundant  harvest,  success,  wealth,  etc.  Our  God  is  not  a  God  who  can  be
manipulated; we approach him on his terms, and the relationship is on his terms and primarily for his purposes. 

Cultivating  a  real  personal  relationship  with  God  that  we  can  experience  is  important  for  us  in  being
emotionally and spiritually healthy.  For single  believes, especially those facing loneliness,  this is a crucial point.
Before I started dating the person whom I later married, I first had to overcome my loneliness and frustration with
being single. This came from learning to love God and experiencing his love in a very real, practical way on a daily
basis. God can be just as real to you as an actual romantic partner, and his love and presence can be in a real way that
can be satisfying, so that you won’t feel lonely, depressed, or frustrated. In fact, single Christians need to learn this
lesson in order to be mature and spiritually whole. Otherwise, we try to date and get married to fill the void inside us,
and later we’ll get frustrated because the other person cannot really fill that void. It’s a void that God created in us so
that he could fill – what C.S. Lewis called a “God-shaped vacuum”. While a partner can meet some of our needs, our
deepest emotional and spiritual needs can only be met personally by God himself. Younger believers who haven’t
learned this crucial life lesson should commit themselves primarily to developing their spiritual relationship with God,
rather than worrying about finding “Mr./Mrs. Right” or some such person to fulfill their needs. More specifically,
they need to seek – through prayer, worship, and meditation on Scripture – the daily filling of the Spirit in them, and
to experience God’s love and  presence in a  very  real  way. This  is  the  only way  to  overcome that deep-rooted
loneliness. 

There’s also a component of fear or respect in v2. In a sense, we don’t fear God in such a dreadful emotional
sense as the Israelites did. For example, when God spoke to Moses on Mt. Sinai (e.g., Ex. 34), the Israelites were
afraid. Some of that kind of fear has been taken away by Christ and what he has done, for by dying he removed the
barriers between us and God. But still today, we need to fear him, in the sense of having a deep awe, reverence, and
respect for him and his holiness. Otherwise, we become too lax in our spiritual lives. In fact, reverence is similar to
adoration, which are essential elements of a loving relationship with God. We wouldn’t really love and obey God if
we didn’t deeply revere him. 

Of course, this is not the sort of negative, counterproductive psychological fear that we normally think of; this is ‘fear’
in a different sense than the normal use of the word in modern times. In fact, Martin Luther translated it into German,
I believe, as Achtungsfurcht or ‘respect-fear’ to distinguish it from the normal word for ‘fear’ (Furcht) in common
parlance.

Questions.

Introduction. 

This  is  considered  a  key  Old  Testament  passage.  In  fact,  Jewish  people  memorize  the  passage  from
childhood, in the original Hebrew. Why is this passage so important?  

What is a covenant? Why is this such a key statement of God's covenant with us?  What elements of the
covenant do you see here? How are they similar to the New Testament gospel? 

In gospel presentations, we often hear phrases like, “God has a plan for your life” and “God wants to have a
personal relationship with you”. What does this really mean? In real terms, what does it mean and how do we
live it out? What does it mean when we say that God is a personal God (compared to the God or gods of other
religions).  What  parts  of  the  Bible  talk  about this  personal  relationship  with  God? Can you have a  close
personal relationship with the Almighty, in the same sense that you have a relationship with people who are
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close to you? 

Why do theologians consider this the “John 3:16” of the Old Testament? What does this remind you of
within the four spiritual laws or other modern presentations of the gospel? Is the Old Testament then really that
different from the New Testament? 

What does it mean to fear, respect, or revere God? [v2] How is that different from human fear? Why is it
important to fear God? Is this at odds with loving God? Or does it go along with loving him? How? 

In this context, Moses is preaching a set of final sermons before he dies and the Israelites are to enter the
promised land. Why is this an important message for this context? 

How does the intro (v1-3) relate to the body of the sermon? Why does it get people’s attention with the call
to listen or hear (v3)? How is what follows crucial to enjoying a successful life (v2-3)?  What reason is given in
v. 4 for the need and importance of loving God?  What does this mean – why is this a compelling reason? 

All of me. 
Discuss what it means to love God with: 

L all our hearts 
L all our minds 
L all our strength 
L all these taken together (that is, with all our being)

Is it good or bad to be intellectual or emotional as a Christian? Rationalistic or emotionalistic? Or should we
be emotionally neutral, like “super spiritual” Christians? Also, consider how loving God with all of our being
relates to offering ourselves as spiritual sacrifices (Rom. 12:1). 

What does it mean to be balanced? How is that taught in the passage? Can we love God just with our hearts,
or just with our minds? How does loving him with all our being lead to being spiritually balanced?

What is love? 

What does ‘love’ mean here?  

How does it compare to other “loves” we may speak of? Is it the same, e.g., as loving chocolate, soccer, a
boy/girlfriend, spouse, etc. Can it be just as real, emotional, and experiential as any other love – can we be “in
love” with God – or should it just be a "spiritual" love? 

Why would God be interested in receiving such love from us? How do we show it? How do we express our
love toward him?

The Hebrew word for love [hesed] can be rendered 'covenant love'. How does such a love differ from more
human or worldly kinds of love? What does that mean for how we are to love God? For how God loves us?
Why is commitment an important component to love? To our relationship with God? (As an illustration, think
of commitment versus romantic love in a marriage – which is more important over a long-term relationship, and
why?)

How would this passage sound to a person back then in the Ancient Near East? To a non-believer today?
Why might a non-believer think this sounds very idealistic or sentimental? Is it supposed to be understood or
followed idealistically or sentimentally? What would be the problem of trying to live out this passage in such a
way? Instead, how are we supposed to live it out? 
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How does this passage differ radically from the basic teachings of other religions? (pagan religions back
then or today) 

How's your love life? 

How and why do we love God? How can our love relationship with God be "real"? In what way is this love
a reality in your life? In what way is it not? What needs to change? 

What hinders us from loving God? What hinders us from experiencing His love? 

What are practical ways in which our love for God is manifested? 

Do you ever feel lonely? How can this be an answer to your loneliness? 

For this, consider what it’s like to be in love with someone, and how our relationship with God should be
like that – for example, wanting to spend quality time with God, commitment to our relationship, etc. 

Further issues. 
Some practical implications of this love in the rest of the chapter: 

Moral laws and obedience – note parallels to the 10 commandments: admonitions to worship God, not being
selfish, not following other gods or idols 

The need to share our faith with others (v7, 20, etc.) – in modern terms, evangelism, discipleship, fellowship
(sharing our faith with non-believers and fellow believers, teaching other believers) 

Consequences for keeping the covenant (blessings, as in v18-19) or not keeping it (v15) 

Righteousness comes from a proper relationship with God, in obeying his command to love Him and fulfill
the covenant (v26) 

Why are love and total devotion to God important to your covenant relationship with God? How do they fit
in with the NT teachings of the gospel?

Prayer. 

Share and pray specifically for what's missing in group members' love relationships with God; pray to be
able to love God and experience His love on a deeper, more meaningful level. Pray earnestly to experience
God’s love and presence in a new, more powerful way. 

Again, pray about your allegiances, priorities and loyalties in your life. Reflect on what they are, how they
affect your thought life and behavior; reflect on what misplaced priorities drive you to commit specific sins.
Pray for repentance and fuller obedience to your covenant relationship with God. 
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EBS applications.

For an evangelistic or beginner Bible study, you can also ask about or discuss: 
O What is important for a long and successful life? O Why God wants us to love Him O Why He wants to love us O Why it is important to have a relationship with God O How to have a relationship with God O How can we know God if we can't see, feel, or hear Him? O How do Christians deal with the problem of loneliness? How is God's love a real, meaningful answer? O How is it possible to know God in such a way? How can we experience Him? O Further details from the New Testament on a relationship with Christ: faith, forgiveness, salvation, etc. O Sharing your testimonies of how you became Christians, and things God has done in your life as a

Christian 

Activity.

Here’s an activity that might be useful at the end of this or any other Bible study in this series, if time permits.
Even if you can't do the full activity, this is at least a good issue to raise and discuss. Sometimes in Bible studies or
workshops on evangelism, the four spiritual laws are discussed, and then participants are split up into small groups or
pairs to role-play in order to practice witnessing. One pretends to be a non-believer and the other pretends to witness,
and they go thru a mock witnessing encounter to practice evangelism skills. 

Well, I think it would be interesting to do the same, but in Old Testament covenant terms, like so: Have people
pretend they are living in the Old Testament period, and thus have no knowledge of the New Testament. Thus, in this
role-play they cannot directly refer to distinctly New Testament concepts or salvational theology. In pairs or groups of
2-4 people, at least one person pretends to be a believer in Old Testament times, and the others pretend to be non-
believers  – either Israelite  or  non-Jewish,  i.e.,  pagan. The non-believing Israelite could easily play a skeptic,  an
agnostic, or a self-assured religious person who thinks that doing religious rituals is enough. And the pagan could
present a very interesting alternative viewpoint. The believer tries to witness to the non-believer(s) by explaining the
covenant to them. One way to approach this is to come up with an Old Testament equivalent of the four spiritual laws,
for example:

O who God is, what he is like (in contrast to skeptical or pagan views) 
O he wants to establish a relationship with everyone
O what a relationship with God means; what he expects of us 
O our sinfulness (as illustrated by the animal sacrifices) versus his faithfulness and mercy
O entering the covenant – committing to a personal relationship with God (Deut. 6, Gen. 15:6)
Of course, it needn’t be exactly four points, and some of these may become clearer after we do Deut. 6 and a

couple of studies of Abraham. In fact, just coming up with some Old Testament “spiritual laws” can be a worthwhile
exercise before role-playing. Depending on the maturity of people in your group, you may want to simply explain to
them some “spiritual laws” instead of having them formulate them on their own.

I think that trying personally to express these in some form like a set of spiritual laws and then role-playing like
this can help people think thru more deeply about the covenant, the OT, and how the gospel is taught in the OT. If
people can understand these points, that could be an eye-opener that can greatly enhance their understanding and
appreciation of the Old Testament. Also, this could enhance people’s witnessing skills in the present, as this could
help them explain the gospel in a fresh way, without some of the standard religious vocabulary that we’re used to, but
which is opaque to non-believers. 
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