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Chapter 8

The heart of the law: 
love for God (6:1–25)

Here Moses tells the people that command that Jesus was to call
‘the great and first commandment’ (Matthew 22:38). Verses 4
and 5 have always been of the greatest importance to Jewish

people. These verses lie at the very heart of the relationship between God
and his covenant people, then and now.

Love the LORD your God (vv. 1–9)
At the end of chapter 5, Moses recounted how, at Mount Horeb, the people
of Israel felt it was too great a thing for them to listen to the voice of God as
they had done when he gave them the Ten Commandments. So Moses was
to hear what God had to say, and he would then relay to the people all the
commands and instructions that God gave. In these verses, Moses begins to
do this: ‘Now this is the commandment, the statutes and the rules that the
LORD your God commanded me to teach you …’ (v. 1). 

The opening paragraph (vv. 1–3) emphasizes certain things about these
commands. They are being given with a view to Israel entering the land
promised to their fathers, a land flowing with milk and honey. Here are
instructions for the new life awaiting Israel. Obedience is to flow out of and
lead to fear of the LORD, that is, a true recognition of all that he is and an
attitude of deep reverence and respect. Obedience is to be a feature of
succeeding generations—‘your son and your son’s son’ (v. 2)—and it will
lead to God multiplying the nation greatly (v. 3). Obedience and blessing
go hand in hand.

Verses 4 and 5 bring us to the heart of the law, indeed, the heart of the
relationship between the LORD and his covenant people. First is a
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declaration that Israel must hear and note: ‘The LORD our God, the LORD is
one.’ This statement is made against the backdrop of the polytheism of the
nations around Israel. Quite unlike those nations, the people of Israel have
only one God; therefore their allegiance and devotion are not shared out
among competing deities, but are rather to be wholly given to the LORD.
This one God is their God, for he has pledged himself to them by covenant.
This covenant is based on his love (7:6–8), and the only adequate response
is for Israel to love God in return.

This definitive assertion of the unity of God is of the greatest
importance. The LORD has no rivals; he is the self-existent One, the ‘I AM

WHO I AM’ (Exodus 3:14), the living and true God. To love and worship any
other is to turn from him to what is not God, to an idol or idols. As those
who have the New Testament, we know that God is Father, Son and Holy
Spirit, but the revelation of the unity of God comes before the revelation of
the Trinity in Scripture (although by reading the Old Testament in the light
of the New, we can see indications of the Trinity). If this were not so, it is
likely that the tendency would be for people to think in terms of three
Gods, or tritheism, as it is called. There is, even now, a danger of some
Christians thinking in this sort of way, emphasizing or preferring one
person of the Trinity before the other two. The unity of God, however, is
absolutely fundamental; but it is not the unity of splendid isolation, but of
interpersonal community in love.

The ‘first and great’ commandment, then, is this: ‘You shall love the
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
might.’ As we have seen, this was to be a responsive love. Israel had every
reason to love the LORD. There was much the people knew about him and
about what he had done. They knew him as Creator of all things. They
knew him as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They knew him by
personal experience. Many of them had seen his mighty acts: of judgement
upon the Egyptians and upon those among themselves who had sinned; of
deliverance in bringing them out of Egypt. They had all eaten manna day
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after day, and quail. They had drunk water out of the rock. Their clothes
had not worn out and their sandals still protected their feet from the rocky
paths they travelled. We who know of the giving and coming of the Son of
God—his life, ministry, death and resurrection—and who have tasted of
his grace have even greater reason to love God. It is to the shame of many of
us that our love is so fitful and half-hearted.

We have seen, too, that this was to be an undivided love, and, as such, it
needed to be wholehearted. It is difficult to be sure how to distinguish
between ‘heart’ and ‘soul’ in this verse. In ordinary conversation in
English, ‘heart and soul’ is simply an emphatic way of saying
‘wholehearted’, but the repetition of the phrase ‘with all your’ and the
addition of ‘might’ may indicate some difference here. What is certain is
that God should be loved with the totality of our being. The quotation of
this verse in Luke 10:27 adds the word ‘mind’, and Matthew 22:37 has
‘mind’ but not ‘might’. From our perspective, it is right to think of mind,
emotion and will—all our powers—as united in loving God, and of loving
him with all the strength that we have.

This is not the only place in Deuteronomy where the command to love
God occurs. We shall meet it again in 7:9; 10:12; 11:1,13,22; 13:3; 19:9 and
30:6,16,20. It is essential to keep love for God central when we think about
the laws and instructions in this book, indeed in Israel’s religion as a whole.
Keeping the Ten Commandments and obedience to all the other laws and
instructions were intended to flow from loving God. Without love,
outward obedience was nothing. Throughout the Bible, it is clear that the
relationship between God and his people is intended to be one of mutual
love. The Bible never contrasts law and love in the way people sometimes
do today. The law informs and guides love into those ways that please God
and which are beneficial to our neighbour, who was made by God. Because
of indwelling sin and living in a godless world with its temptations and
enticements, love needs that guidance and rejoices in it: ‘Oh how I love
your law! It is my meditation all the day’ (Psalm 119:97).
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Such love has a practical expression (vv. 6–9). These verses are
commands, yet they are also the natural consequence of loving God.
Those who love God will love what he says, and they will take his words
to heart. They will treasure them up in their minds, meditate upon them
and put them into practice in their lives: ‘His delight is in the law of the
LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night’ (Psalm 1:2). Verses 8
and 9 are to be interpreted metaphorically. God’s commands and words
are to be ever before the eyes of his people. Their houses bear witness to
their obedience to God’s word and they do not change into different
people when they pass through their gates and go out and about for
work or business. Privately and publicly they are to live out what God
says.

Just as the LORD in his love gives his words to his people, so his people
who love those words are to teach them carefully to their children. As God
blesses Israel with multiplication (v. 3), so the people must be careful to see
that the new generation knows the ways of the LORD. This teaching is to be
informal as well as structured. Many occasions will give opportunity to
teach and answer questions. This obligation of spiritual education still lies
on Christian parents and needs to be taken very seriously. Those who love
God, and recognize the great blessing of having his Word and living by it,
will take care to fulfil this responsibility.

Do not forget him (vv. 10–15)
The LORD was sure to keep his promises, so Israel would enter the good
land as he had said. But that itself would bring its own temptations in due
course. Although the Israelites would have to fight their way into the land,
its cities, houses, fields and vineyards would be there ready for them to take
over as their own. The danger was that, when they began to eat and
become full, they would forget God. Every circumstance or situation, no
matter that it may come as a gift from God, has temptations peculiar to it.
When things go well, even under the blessing of God, watch out! As C. H.
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Spurgeon is reputed to have said, ‘Adversity has slain its thousands, but
prosperity its tens of thousands.’

But there was another danger. Israel had gone down into Egypt as a large
family. As such, the people had lived apart from the Egyptians (see Genesis
46:31–47:6). They were not treated as equals by the Egyptians, who made
them into slaves and had little social contact with them. The Israelites were
therefore drawn together and cast in upon themselves. But once settled in
the land, they would not only become aware of the sort of people who had
lived there, they would also have increasing contact with the nations
around them. They would get to know about their gods and their worship.
They could easily feel their own difference from others, indeed the
uniqueness of the religion of the LORD, so they would feel the pull of the
temptation to ‘go after other gods, the gods of the peoples who are around
you’ (v. 14).

So Moses warns against forgetting the LORD. The people would need to
remember that he was the LORD their God, and that all the many good
things they had received were his gifts to them. They were to ‘fear’ him (v.
13); perhaps ‘fear’ has the sense of fearing to provoke him, a fear
engendered by the remembrance of his greatness and holiness which they
saw at Horeb. They were to serve him, and take their oaths attesting to
their truthfulness by his name. They were to remember that he is a jealous
God; he loved them, and unfaithfulness would stir up anger against them.
To turn to idols would risk destruction from the face of the earth. Such
serious considerations should bring a caution into our lives, too. It is utter
foolishness to play fast and loose with God.

Do not put him to the test (vv. 16–19)
What took place at Massah is recorded in Exodus 17:1–7. In fact, Massah
means ‘testing’, and Moses gave it that name because the Israelites ‘tested
the LORD by saying, “Is the LORD among us or not?”’ (Exodus 17:7). When
the people arrived at this place there was no water for them to drink, and
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they fell to grumbling against Moses and quarrelling with him, and indeed
with God himself. It seems that they made supplying water a test as to
whether God was with them or not. Instead of recalling all that they had
already experienced, and the promises he had made to them, all they could
think of was their present thirst. So they made this a test of the LORD. If he
provided water, then he was with them, and they would continue to follow
him; but if he didn’t, then they would know he wasn’t with them. What
they would have actually done then is not clear, but they would no longer
have trusted or followed the LORD.

Moses warns the people against repeating their behaviour at Massah.
There would be hardships in capturing the land, and things would not go
absolutely smoothly all the time after that, so the people were to settle it in
their minds to keep God’s commandments diligently and do what was
right and good in his sight. It is not unusual to find people who once
professed faith in Jesus Christ, but who have given up following him
because at some point their prayers were not answered as they wanted.
Things turned out in such a way that they felt justified in deciding that he
had not passed their test. So they no longer followed him. The fact is that
God may test us, but we have no right to put him to the test. Jesus himself
used verse 16 to reply to the devil when he was tempted to throw himself
down from the pinnacle of the temple (Matthew 4:7; Luke 4:12). As
followers of Jesus Christ, we have to follow his example in this respect
also.

The crucial words come at the end of this passage: ‘the good land that
the LORD swore to give to your fathers by thrusting out all your enemies
from before you, as the LORD has promised’ (vv. 18–19). God had given his
word that he would thrust out their enemies and give them the land. They
did not need to test whether he was going to or not; their business was to
get on and obey what he had told them, relying on his promise. God has
given us his promises, too (2 Peter 1:4). It is our business to rely on them and
get on with what we know is right and good in his sight.
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Teach your son about him (vv. 20–25)
Children are naturally curious. Why do we do this? Why do we live
differently from other people? Moses recognizes that, as the next
generation grows, the time will come when sons will ask their parents
about the meaning of God’s commandments. This will give them the
opportunity to recount the story of the LORD’s redemptive mercy. There
are three features of the reply they are to give that are particularly worthy
of note. Firstly, once again the emphasis is on the fact that God brought the
Israelites out of Egypt that he might bring them into the land (v. 23).
Redemption from slavery in Egypt had a positive purpose: a land to be
occupied and a life to be lived there for God. 

Secondly, these statutes are ‘for our good always’ (v. 24). They are
beneficial for Israel, they promote their good, things will go well with
them. The phrase ‘that he might preserve us alive, as we are this day’ is not
a reference to mere existence. Through God’s commands, which are wise
and good, and with his blessing, Israel will be preserved and prosper. 

Thirdly, Moses points out that ‘it will be righteousness for us, if we are
careful to do all this commandment’ (v. 25). The people of Israel will be
righteous if their lives are aligned with God’s will, as revealed by his
commandments. Righteousness consists in obeying God, because what he
commands is what is right. What he commands reflects his character, and
he is righteous and good in every respect.

This section draws attention to an opportunity and a responsibility. The
curiosity of children and their readiness to ask questions provide
opportunities for teaching them the ways of the Lord. Parents need to seize
these natural opportunities. In this lies their responsibility. Children are to
be taught the story of God’s redeeming love. They are to be encouraged to
believe his Word, to fear and reverence him, and to walk in his ways.
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Study questions
1. What reasons can you find in this chapter—and perhaps the earlier
chapters—for loving God?
2. Why is it easy to forget God when things go well? How can we guard
against this?
3. What principles does this chapter provide for the education of our
children?
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