Shema
BSFL: Deuteronomy 6:1-15
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Biblical and Rabbinic Times
Deuteronomy 6:4-9 comprises the
text known in Jewish tradition as
the Shema. The name comes from
the singular imperative verb that
begins verse 4. The Hebrew verb
shama carries the idea of “hearing” or “listening,” but with the
implicit intent that the hearer will
obey what he hears. An Israelite
who hears, but does not obey God’s
command, has not “heard” at all.
Hear, Israel, YHWH [or
“Yahweh”] our God, YHWH is
one. And you will love YHWH
your God with all your heart,
and with all your being, and with
all your might. And these words
which I have commanded you
today will be on your heart. And
you will repeat them to your children and talk about them, when
you rest in your house and when
you walk on the way and when
you lie down and when you rise
up. And you will bind them for

Right: A Jewish
boy holds a Torah
scroll as a rabbi
removes from
it a wide velvet
ribbon. Both the
rabbi and the boy
are wearing phylacteries. Females
looking over the
dividing fence at
the Western Wall
observe the ceremony.
Left: Jews often
attach a mezuzah
to the doorpost of
a home, business,
or synagogue. The
small case contains an inscribed
parchment with
the texts of Deut.
6:4-9; 11:13-21;
Ex. 13:1-10,11-16.
The verses are
always written by
hand, in black ink,
and on 22 lines.

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ KEN TOUCHTON (3/7/9)

I

SRAEL HAD CAMPED in
the plains of Moab and was
poised to enter the promised
land. After they had wandered for
40 years in the wilderness because
of their lack of faith, all that separated them from the patriarchal
promise was the Jordan River.
Now Moses would exhort Israel to
heed and obey the Lord their God’s
covenant requirements.
Immediately following his reiteration of the Ten Commandments
(Deut. 5:6‑21), Moses charged Israel
to keep the statutes and commandments God had given them. If they
heard and obeyed, the Lord would
give them long life, make them a
numerous people, and give them the
land He promised: a land flowing
with milk and honey (6:1‑3).

a sign upon your hand, and they
will be for frontlets between your
eyes. And you will write them on
the mezuzahs of your house and
on your gates (6:4-9).1
The Shema has been called “the
fundamental truth of Israel’s religion” and “the fundamental duty
founded upon it.”2 The fundamental truth was the affirmation
that God is one; His followers
responding in total love to God was
the fundamental duty.3 The historical and theological implications
for biblical Israel were profound.
Yahweh had proven to Israel and
Egypt that He was more powerful than the Egyptian pantheon,
when He defeated them through
the 10 plagues and at the Red Sea
crossing. Unlike Israel’s neighbors
who worshiped a plethora of gods,
Yahweh is the Sovereign Lord. He
is one, is the only God, and He
alone is to be worshiped and served.

Biblical monotheism was now
clearly formulated and for Israel,
no other theological views would
be acceptable. Yahweh was to be
the only object of Israel’s worship
and obedience.4
In the post-biblical rabbinic period (which began about a.d. 70-95)
and continuing to the present
day, the Shema became a central
element of Judaism. Jews were
required to pray three times daily:
morning, noon, and night. Reciting
the Shema was to be part of the
morning and evening prayers. The
rabbis, whose intent was to sanctify all human actions, began to
interpret the metaphors of verses 8-9 literally. The prayer boxes
(Hebrew: tefillin; Greek: phylacteries), bound with leather thongs
to the arm and forehead, “were
intended to symbolize the notion
that a man’s actions and thoughts
should all be harnessed to do the
will of his Creator.”5
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The tefillin contain four Scripture
passages (Deut. 6:4‑9; 11:13-21;
Ex. 13:1-10, and vv. 11-16);6 archaeologists have discovered several frontlets among the finds at Qumran, the
home of the authors of the Dead Sea
Scrolls.7 A second practice developed from a literal interpretation of
verse 9: Jews would attach a small
container to the doorpost (Hebrew:
mezuzah) of their homes and within
it would place the same four biblical texts.8 Many Jews observe this
practice still today.
The significance of emphasizing
the Shema is the reception of the
kingdom. Said one Jewish scholar:

A traveler along
the Jericho road
to Jerusalem with
two donkeys. The
man rides one
donkey; the other
carries sacks of
goods. An expert
in Jewish law told
Jesus he had kept
the commands
of the Shema
all of his life.
He then asked,
“And who is my
neighbor?” (Luke
10:29, HCSB).
Jesus responded
by telling the
story of the good
Samaritan.

For the rabbis, the Shema excluded the worship of idols; but more
than that, they also understood the
declaration to exclude any human
agents as well—none exist but God.
Furthermore, to love God “with all
your heart, and with all your being,
and with all your might” was for
the rabbis the essence of a Jew’s relationship with God. Complete, selfless love of God can be expressed by
the following: “Say not, I will study
the Torah with the purpose of being
called Sage or Rabbi, or to acquire
fortune, or to be rewarded for it in
the world to come; but do it for the
sake of thy love to God.”10
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Communion with God by means
of prayer through the removal of
all intruding elements between
man and his Maker, and through
the implicit acceptance of God’s
unity as well as an unconditional
surrender of mind and heart to his
holy will, which the love of God
expressed in the Shema implies,
this is what is understood by the
receiving of the kingdom of God.9

New Testament Era
The three Synoptic Gospels
recount Jesus’ use of the Shema
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(Matt. 22:37‑38; Mark 12:29-30;
Luke 10:27).11 In Mark’s account,
Jesus responded to a scribe’s question: “Which command is the most
important of all?” (Mark 12:28,
HCSB). Jesus replied by citing
Deuteronomy 6:4‑5. By responding in this manner, Jesus affirmed
two aspects of faith in God:
(1) the Shema is the heart of the
Deuteronomic covenant between
God and His people; and (2) the
Shema is God’s commentary on the

first commandment He gave His
people: “Do not have other gods
besides Me” (Deut. 5:7, HCSB).
For Israel, and all of God’s people,
Yahweh is unique; He is exclusive, sovereign, and Savior. Israel’s
response to their confession with
absolute obedience is the measure
of their love of God.12
Blessings and Warnings
Promises and warnings accompany the Shema. The Lord promised
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Right: Olive
grove on the
Mount of Olives
in Jerusalem. Part
of God’s promise
to His people was
that He would
give them olive
groves that they
did not plant
(Deut. 6:11).
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Below: Terracotta figurine of
the Egyptian god
Bes, protector of
homes and women
in childbirth. Bes
is shown with a
sword and shield.
Loving God with
all of one’s heart
includes being loyal
to Him alone–a
warning Moses
gave God’s
people
(Deut. 6:115).

Israel blessings, which they did
nothing to earn or accomplish
(6:10-11): cities, houses, cisterns, and
crops. The warnings follow directly
on the heels of “And you will eat and
be satisfied” (v. 11). Immediately,
Moses confronted Israel with the

requirement for these blessings: do
not forget the Lord who brought
you from a house of servitude
into this land and gave you all
of these gifts. Fear and serve
Him alone, not the other gods
the Egyptians and Canaanites
serve. For the Lord is a jealous God.
Serving other gods will bring down
His wrath; He will remove Israel
from the land (vv. 12-15). The verb
“serve” would remind Israel of the
vivid choice they faced: to serve the
Lord or to return to the “house of
servitude/bondage” (same Hebrew
root word) under their former
master, the Egyptian pharaoh.
The warning echoes through the
ages to this day. Do not forget the
Lord your God. He alone is God,
and there is no other. Love Him with
all that you are.
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