What Are the Most Cited, Recited, and
Misunderstood Verses in Deuteronomy?

An Old Testament KnoWhy1 relating to the reading assignment for Gospel Doctrine
Lesson 17: “Beware Lest Thou Forget” (Deuteronomy 6; 8; 11; 32) (JBOTL17A)

Question: What are the most cited, recited, and misunderstood verses in Deuteronomy?

Summary: Without any doubt Deuteronomy 6:4-5 best fits this description:

4. Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord:

5. And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul,

and with all thy might.
The wording of Deuteronomy 6:5 is echoed frequently in the Old3 and New4
Testaments, the Book of Mormon,5 and the Doctrine and Covenants.6 It is recited twice
daily by observant Jews.7 And, sadly, commentaries on this and related scriptural verses
rarely explore in any depth the long history of Jewish interpretation of the Hebrew
terms that lie behind the key English words: “one,” “heart,” “soul,” “might.”8 A solid
understanding of what Jesus Christ called the “first and great commandment”g will
illuminate the meaning of the law of consecration, “the last and hardest requirement
made of men in this life.”10



The Know

A careful examination of the Hebrew of Deuteronomy 6:5 and its sister verses elsewhere
in scripture will reveal that they are essentially a statement of the law of consecration,
the crowning law of the ordinances.11 Verses 4-9 are known in Jewish tradition as the
first paragraph of the Shema“ (after the first word vav, shéma‘, “hear”). The Shema is
“recited twice daily by all pious Jews and written on their doorposts and phylacteries. ...
It draws out the implications of the first commandment in Exodus 20:2-3.”12 Jesus
called it the “first and great commandment”13 “which, together with the requirement to
love one’s neighbor,14 epitomizes the Mosaic law.”15

Below, we study the key terms in Deuteronomy 6:5 — and in its prologue in verse 4 —
one by one. But first, we will take a brief look at the context in which these two verses
appear.

Figure 2. Moses delivering his “valedictory address”16

What Is the Book of Deuteronomy?

Robert Alter describes the book of Deuteronomy as presenting “Moses’ valedictory
address, which he delivers across the Jordan from the promised land just before his
death, as the people assembled before him are poised to cross the river into the land. It
comprises a series of speeches, discourses, or, as some scholars actually call them,
sermons.”17 Its prose is majestic and powerful, making it the “most sustained
deployment of rhetoric in the Bible.”18

But it is more than an account of Moses’ restatement of the basic law as we have it today
in the book of Exodus. As the name of the book implies, Deuteronomy19 outlines a
“second law” (Greek deuteros “second” + nomos “law”) that extends and varies
somewhat from the record of the revelation at Sinai.



The idea of Deuteronomy as a second law is reinforced in chapter 6 verse 1, which makes
the transition from the historical past to the historical present: “Now these are the
commandments, the statutes, and the judgments, which the Lord your God commanded
to teach you, that ye might do them in the land whither ye go to possess it.” On the
surface level, this key verse may be seen as presenting what will follow as a simple
restatement of the instructions at Sinai that were summarized in chapters 1-5. However,
subsequent chapters of Deuteronomy present distinctive changes and elaborations of
the law as recorded in Exodus. These changes and elaborations support the argument
that Deuteronomy presents a somewhat “new vision of law and religion,”20 even
including some changes to the wording of the Ten Commandments themselves. In
Jewish tradition, these elaborations were not novelties, but rather part of the revelation
Moses had originally received at Sinai but had not heretofore committed to writing.

The early rabbinic movement (ca. 70-300 CE) took the idea that Moses received
additional revelation that had not been recorded in Exodus further to justify their
“doctrine of Oral Torah as a tradition that originate[d] in revelation at Mount Sinai.”21
Latter-day Saints, of course, also believe that not everything that was revealed at Sinai is
contained in the Bible. Specifically, the “the ordinances” of His “holy order”’22 — in
other words, “the Holy [i.e., Melchizedek] Priesthood”23 — that were written on the first
set of tablets were taken away from Israel as a people and only the “law of carnal
commandments”24 remained.

The structure of Deuteronomy follows the outlines of general patterns that were used to
describe covenants between a ruler and his subjects (often referred to as suzerain-vassal
treaties). Other ancient Near Eastern treaties, such as the one between Hattusilis and
Ramesses II in the years following their standoff at the famous battle of Kadesh (ca.
1280 BCE), also provide instructive models. The Sinai covenant in Exodus 19-24 and the
covenant in Joshua 24 follow a similar pattern.25

Chapters 1-5 review the history of Israel’s wanderings and the basic stipulations of
Israel’s covenant at Sinai. Then, having prepared Israel’s hearts by reminding them of
“how merciful the Lord hath been ... even down until the [present] time,”’26 chapters 6-
11 exhort them to fulfill with zeal the “requirement of loyalty to God.”27 In this manner,
chapters 6-11 form a sort of preface to the detailed laws of purity and unity that follow in
chapters 12-26. Specifically, Deuteronomy 6:4-25 is best seen as “a sermon on the first
commandment of the Decalogue [Ten Commandments], incorporating direct allusions
to it.”28

How Did Deuteronomy 6:4-9 Become So Prominent in Jewish Tradition?

Although Deuteronomy 6:4-9 later became part of a famous Jewish prayer, there is
nothing in their original setting that sets these verses apart as being of special
importance:29

Nor do any of the biblical passages that incorporate liturgical prayer refer to it;30 its
formal recitation is not attested until late in the Second Temple period. The
centrality of this text is likely the result of early rabbinic interpretation of the



requirement to “recite [these words] ... when you lie down and when you get up.”31
This interpretation led to recitation of the Shema twice daily, in the morning and at
night. A similar injunction to “recite ... these My words” is found at 11:18-19. Because
of the double reference to “these words,” the prayer was formally defined as
including both paragraphs.32 A third paragraph was also added:33 the requirement
to wear a garment whose fringes (tzitzit) provide a further context for reflection upon

Torah and fulfilling its precepts.

In addition to the significance of the repeated appearances of the basic themes of
Deuteronomy 6:5 in the Old Testament,34 Christians find importance in the
prominence the verse was given in the teachings of Jesus Christ Himself. The Lord had
called it the “first and great commandment.”35 Further adding to its importance for the
Latter-day Saints are the frequent echoes of the ideas of this verse in the Book of
Mormon36 and the Doctrine and Covenants.37
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Figure 3. Deuteronomy 6:4-5 transliterated in Hebrew with English translation38



Toward a Better Understanding of Deuteronomy 6:4-5

Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord:
And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and
with all thy might.

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord.” We find the first of many
common misunderstandings of Deuteronomy 6:4-5 within the King James translation of
the phrase “The Lord our God is one Lord.”

Many people regard the phrase as an obvious argument for monotheism — that there is
only one God, no more. This argument has been used to counter Christians who accept
the divinity of both the Father and the Son, to deflect the claims of Muslims who assert
that “There is no god but Allah,”39 and against Latter-day Saints who believe (along
with many early Christians40) that men and women can become “heirs of God, and
joint-heirs with Christ”41 in the full and literal sense of the words.

However, the Jewish Study Bible (JSB) warns readers against interpreting
Deuteronomy 6:4 “as an assertion of monotheism, a view that is anachronistic.42 In the
context of ancient Israelite religion, it served as a public proclamation of exclusive
loyalty to YHVH [i.e., Jehovah] as the sole Lord of Israel.”43 Thus their better English
rendering of the phrase as: “The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.”44

One reason for the frequent misunderstanding of the phrase is its ambiguity in Hebrew.
The JSB explains:45

Each of the two interpretations is theoretically possible because, in Hebrew, it is
possible to form a sentence by simply joining a subject and a predicate, without
specifying the verb “to be.” The Hebrew here [“the Lord, our God, the Lord, one.”]
thus allows either “YHVH, our God, YHVH is one” or “YHVH is our God, YHVH
alone.” The first, older translation, which makes a statement about the unity and the
indivisibility of God, does not do full justice to this text (though it makes sense in a
later Jewish context as a polemic against Christianity). The verse makes not a
quantitative argument (about the number of deities) but a qualitative one, about the
nature of the relationship between God and Israel.46

“And thou shalt love the Lord thy God.” Although Deuteronomy 6:5 tells us to
“love [Hebrew 27, ‘ahav] the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul,
and with all thy might,”47 D&C 4 tells us that we are to serve God48 with all our “heart,
might, mind, and strength.” However, love and service were equated by Jesus when He
said: “If ye love me, keep my commandments.”49

The great Jewish biblical scholar Rashi similarly explained that to love God specifically
means to “perform his ... commandments out of love.”50 David L. Lieber agrees,
explaining:51



Israel’s duty to love God is inseparable from action and is regularly connected with
the observance of His commandments.52 In ancient Near Eastern political
terminology, “love” refers to the loyalty of subjects, vassals and allies. One of the
striking parallels between political treaties and the covenant between God and Israel
is the requirement that vassals “love” the suzerain — i.e., act loyally to him — with all
their heart. The command to love God accordingly may be understood as requiring
one to act loyally toward Him, though an emotional response is also called for.

Thus, “the paradox of commanding a feeling53 is resolved with the recognition that
covenantal ‘love’ does not refer [primarily] to internal sentiment or to private emotion,
but rather to loyalty of action toward both deity and neighbor.”54 In short, one who
“loves the Lord God” will be “faithful and true in all things.”55

“with all thine heart.” The heart (2%, 22%; levav, lev), “is often the equivalent of
‘mind’ in biblical language,”56 the seat of intellect and understanding — though “it is
also associated with feelings.”57 Thus, the phrase might be interpreted as equivalent to
the English term “wholeheartedly.”58 The requirement is a sincere and total
commitment of the mind and will that assents without reservation and eschews
competing interests. Lieber further observes:59

The opposite of wholehearted love is not hatred but apathy — going through the
motions with no passion, no real caring (whether one is describing one’s attitude
toward God or toward family members). As Aaron Zeitlin wrote:

Praise Me, says God, and I will know that you love Me.
Curse Me, says God, and I will know that you love Me ...
But if you look at the stars and yawn,
If you don’t praise and you don’t curse,
then I created you in vain, says God.

Jeremiah 29:13 expresses the same thought this way: “And ye shall seek me, and find
me, when ye shall search for me with all your heart.”60

“with all thy soul.” The Old Testament “equated the “soul” (w23, nefesh) with the
person himself. It is therefore best in most cases to translate [it] as ‘being.”61

Going further, the medieval Jewish commentator Rashi62 and the Mishnah interpret
the phrase in the context of Deuteronomy 6:5 as “even if he takes your soul.”63 Lieber
renders this as “even at the cost of your life.”64

Moshe Weinfeld compares the love and loyalty required by Deuteronomy 6:5 to the
demands of devotion “from the Hittite period down to the Roman period,” sometimes
expressed by “giving the hand”65 in a ceremony witnessed by a covenantal assembly
containing divine witnesses.66 Weinfeld finds “in the Hittite treaties that the
subordinate party is obliged to serve the sovereign “with all the heart and soul” and even
be prepared to die for him, a feature with occurs later in the Assyrian loyalty oath.”67
Similarly, in Greek and Roman loyalty oaths he finds “obligations to fight for life and



death. In the loyalty oath of the Paphlagonians to Caesar Augustus, we read that one is
not to spare body or soul ... to stand up to any danger whatsoever.”68

Thus, according to the JSB, “this phrase, in rabbinic interpretation, meant that one
should be willing to give one’s life for God. This interpretation led to the practice of
reciting the Shema on one’s deathbed69 or during acts of martyrdom, a custom that
seems to have arisen among the Jews of the Rhineland in response to the massacres
conducted against them during the call to the first Crusade in spring 1096 CE.”70

“with all thy might.” The Hebrew phrase (b’khol m’odekha) could be rendered as
“exceedingly,” i.e., “comparable to the more common phrase for ‘very, very much’
(bim’od m’od), implying with all the power and means at one’s disposal.”71 However,
Jewish tradition typically renders this more specifically as “with all your possessions” or
“with all your money.”72 Note that the New Testament equivalent to “possessions” is
mammon.73

Rashi gives the following explanation of why “with all your money” must be stated
separately from the idea that a person must give even his life for God:74 “There can be a
person whose money is more precious to him than his body. This is why it says ‘with all
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your money.

A covenant of consecration? Taking the nuances of meaning discussed above into
consideration, we might take the liberty of paraphrasing the gist of Deuteronomy 6:5 as
follows:

And thou shalt be true and faithful in all things, keeping the commandments of the
Lord thy God with thine undivided mind and will, with thy whole being and all thy
possessions, even at the cost of thy life.

There is a modern resemblance in the spirit of this paraphrase to President Ezra Taft
Benson’s definition of the law of consecration as being “that we consecrate our time,
talents, strength, property, and money for the upbuilding of the kingdom of God on this
earth and the establishment of Zion.”75



Figure 4. Bar Mitzvah at the Western Wall in Jerusalem76

The Why

The powerful teachings of Deuteronomy have been perpetuated in memory for many
centuries by observant Jews. Everett Fox observes:77

Here memory is the key: the experience of slavery in Egypt, Israel’s trying behavior
in the wilderness, and, above all, the constant rescuing grace of God. The idea that
there should be constant reminders of the covenant became a staple of Jewish ritual
practice, from the early education of children in the biblical text, to the tefillin ...
worn in daily prayer, to the mezuzah (a small box containing passages from
Deuteronomy) on the doorpost. All three are mentioned in [ Deuteronomy 6:7-9].

These words need not only to be remembered generically and abstractly, but also taught
diligently unto [the] children”78 in their full meaning, majesty, and power. Robert Alter
translates the Hebrew verb shinen (“teach”) as “rehearse,” construing it “as a variant of
shanah, “to repeat.” Because the root of this verb “elsewhere means ‘sharp,’ ... the
meaning here would be ‘to teach incisively’ or even ‘to incise upon.’ It may well be that
the writer is punning on the two phonetically related verbal roots in order to suggest
something like ‘to rehearse with incisive effect.”79



The idea of incisive repetition is consistent with the further admonition: “thou shalt talk
of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when
thou liest down, and when thou risest up.”80 According to Alter, “These two pairs of
terms, each of which is what is technically called a merism, two opposing terms that also
imply everything between them, obviously have the sense of wherever you are, whatever
you do.”81

This injunction to speak and testify continually of God’s truth and goodness recalls Alma
the Elder’s explanation of the baptismal covenant, which includes the promise that
those who accept the Gospel will “stand as witnesses of God at all times and in all things,
and in all places that ye may be in, even until death.”82

My gratitude for the love, support, and advice of Kathleen M. Bradshaw on this article.
This week we celebrated 39 years of marriage! Thanks also to Chris Miasnik and
Stephen T. Whitlock for valuable comments and suggestions.

Further Study
Two relevant KnoWhy’s from Book of Mormon Central include:

https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/how-is-the-use-of-
deuteronomy-in-the-book-of-mormon-evidence-for-its-authenticity
https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/how-can-the-book-of-mormon-
help-saints-live-the-law-of-consecration

For other scripture resources relating to this lesson, see The Interpreter Foundation Old
Testament Gospel Doctrine Index (http://interpreterfoundation.org/gospel-doctrine-
resource-index/ot-gospel-doctrine-resource-index/) and the Book of Mormon Central
0Old Testament KnoWhy list (https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/tags/old-
testament).
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At some point Jews began to understand the Shema‘ Yisrael as a monotheistic
statement, that is, not only referencing their sole deity but the only deity existing in
the universe—the ruler of the world, not just of Israel.
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