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Teacher’s Notes CHAPTER 2a my notes
Our Mutual God - Finding Meaning in Monotheism

Shema Israel Adonai Elohenu Adonai echad.
— Deuteronomy 6:4

Is the most important commandment exactly what you think?

Our Jewish roots...Read Mark 12:28-30. Compare Dt 6:4-5. Consider the fact
that Jesus answered exactly as any wise rabbi would have answered.

“Most Christians probably know that Jesus said loving God wholeheartedly is

the most important commandment, and loving our neighbor as we love

ourselves is second. But how many of us realize Jesus prefaced both of these

with the Shema? It is the first of many examples of Jesus’ fundamental

Jewishness... And if, like the rabbis of the Talmud, Jesus places the Shema at

the head of the most important commandments, clearly there is something

important to be learned from these words.” (TGAM)
Source of the name, “shema.” The word shema (pronounced “sh’ma,” with
accent on last syllable) means “hear.” The Jewish tradition of naming this verse
after that word is consistent with their tradition of naming Bible portions after the
first significant word in the text. (They call the creation story in Genesis bereshit,
for example (*bear-ay-sheet’), which means “in the beginning.”) Rabbinic
Judaism considers the shema the most important verse in the Bible. Based on
Dt. 6:7, they recite it before going to sleep and upon waking. Based on Dt. 6:8,
orthodox Jews place written copies of it in tefilin (phylacteries), worn on their
foreheads and wrapped around their hands. Based on Dt. 6:9 they place written
copies in mezuzahs on their doorframes. Technically, Rabbinic Judaism’'s
Shema also includes the text of Dt. 6:5-9, 11:13-21 (repeats Dt. 6:5-9 and adds
promised blessings and curses) and Nu. 15:37-41 (requires {zitzit “tassles” on
corners of garments as reminders of Torah commands).

Did you know...There are many extremely close parallels between Rabbinic Judaism’s
Talmud and Christianity’s New Testament. Since both books were being written at the
same time, it is impossible to know which one influenced the other.

Greatest commandment—parallels with Judaism. In the Talmud the Rabbis
quote exactly the same verse from Deuteronomy when they, like Jesus, are
asked which is the greatest commandment. The Talmud also contains exactly
the same words as Jesus spoke in Luke 15:7, and when Hillel, a famous rabbi in
the first century, was asked to summarize the Law while standing on one foot,
he recited the Golden Rule just as Jesus did, except he framed it in reverse:
“That which is not hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor.” (Compare
Matthew 7:12)
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More Jewish roots...a midrash is a teaching in the text based on other scriptures.
Sometimes text from different sections of scripture is combined to make a new point.
See 1 Corinthians 15:45 for an example.

(continued)

Prime example of a d’rash. Jesus’ combination of the Deuternomony 6:4 and
Leviticus 19:18 (“love your neighbor as yourself’) with the statement that the
second is “like” the first is a classic example of Rabbinic Judaism’s tradition of
examining the Torah on the level of midrash, or d’rash. Note also that Jesus
added “all your mind” to the Torah'’s version of the greatest commandment. The
ancient Hebrews believed the heart was the seat of the intellect. The reason
Jesus added this may be found in the physical context of the verses. (See the
discussion questions for more.)Discussion questions

P Why does the Torah place the command to love God wholeheartedly in the
context of the Shema?

V If we know that there is no other God—that God is “one”—then
apportioning some of our love for other gods is not only sinful, it is
irrational.

Vv We cannot love a God we do not know, and the Shema is the
beginning of knowledge about God.

P Can the Shema be separated from the greatest commandment?

Vv No. The Shema is useless information unless it is tied to obedience
to God:

V' But someone will say, "You have faith; | have deeds." Show me your
faith without deeds, and | will show you my faith by what | do. You
believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that--
and shudder. (James 2:18-19)

V Since everything we can know about God flows from the Shema,
believing the Shema is the first step toward believing the truth about
God.

V' In a way, the truth of the Shema is the cause or means, and loving
God wholeheartedly is the effect or end result. If we truly know what
can be known of God, we will be irresistibly drawn to love Him.

» How should we respond to the fact that Jesus added “all your mind” when
he quoted Deuteronomy 6:5?

V' The Torah tells us to love God:
- Intellectually and courageously (lebab (lay-bawb') / heart)
- Physically (nephesh (neh'-fesh) /soul)
- Urgently (me’od (meh-ode') /strength).

V Jesus adds that we must love him through the exercise of deep
thought (dianoia (dee-an'-oy-ah) /mind).
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- Based on the physical context of the verses (Jesus has just
finished using logic to correct the Sadducees about their flawed
doctrine concerning resurrection) he may be saying we must not
accept doctrine without rationally examining it.

P Is the concept of “blind faith” consistent with Christianity?

(Continued)

V' Absolutely not. We do have faith, but it is based on what we know
about Jesus and our loving Father; it is not “blind.”

The Shema in cultural context

Why does God bother to state that He is “one” in Dt 6:4? Monotheism may
seem obvious to us today, but many Bible scholars believe the ancient Hebrews
practiced “henotheism,” which is the exclusive allegiance to one god while
believing in the existence of other gods. In the Torah God seems to meet his
chosen people where they are spiritually, with a series of gradual revelations
about His true state of being rather than a total paradigm shift from paganism.
We know Abram came from a family that worshipped many gods (Joshua 24:2),
and twenty-four years after God first called Abram to “leave your country, your
people and your father’s household” (Ge 12:1), Abram still had to be told that
the Lord is all-powerful (see Ge 17:11, where God tells Abram he is El Shaddai,
or “God Almighty”). Hundreds of years later, in Ex 7:16 Abram’s descendants
still know God as “the LORD the god of the Hebrews” (presumably to
differentiate Him from other gods). In Ex 15:11 it is said, “who among the gods
is like you, oh LORD?” God begins the Ten Commandments with “you shall
have no other gods before me,” which is not a statement that there are no other
gods, but a prohibition from worshipping them. Long after the Jewish people
have entered the Promised Land, an aged Joshua still feels the need to say,
“Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in
Egypt, and serve the LORD.” (Joshua 24:14) Even King Solomon worshipped
other gods (1 Kings 11:4) as did many of the kings who came after him. And as
late as the time of Paul, other gods remained a distraction for gentiles who
wanted to draw close to the one God of the Shema (see 1 Cor 8:6-7).

P How does the idea that God gradually revealed his oneness to Abram and

the Israelites compare to the common notion of an Old Testament God of
fire and brimstone? (Hint: Nehemiah 9:29-31, Exodus 34:6, Acts 17:29-30.)

V' God is the source of all justice, but he has also demonstrated time
and again that He is a gracious, merciful and patient Father.

V Based on the verses listed as hints in the question, the common
image of God the Father as the God of justice and wrath is
incomplete. But the image of Jesus as the God of mercy and grace
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is also only partially true. God is one, therefore anything found in the

Father is also found in the Son (and the Spirit).

- As has already been seen in the above Scriptures, the Father is
merciful.

- And the Scriptures show that Jesus’ coming brings judgment (John

9:39, Revelation 1:18)

P What can be learned about God from the fact that the Hebrew word echad
in the Shema has many of the same meanings as the word “one” in
English? (Hint: look up the word, “one” and apply all the definitions to God.)

V' “One” means:
- The cardinal number, singular. There is no other god.
- The first, the beginning. God is the First Cause.
- Entire, complete, whole. God is omnipotent, immutable,
omnipresent, omniscient, etc.
- Unified, harmonious. There is a sense of fellowship within God (the
Trinity), which is in perfect harmony.

D Is there still some confusion about God'’s oneness in our culture today? In
our churches? In ourselves?

V Yes. If there were not:

- In our culture there would be less worshipping of ourselves, our
bodies, our possessions, etc. (other gods)

- In our churches there would be less focus on solving the world’s
problems in political ways, and more focus on the way Jesus
commanded: spreading the gospel by doing agape love.

- In ourselves, there would be fewer doubts, less holding back from
total commitment to serving the Lord, and more joy in spite of
circumstances.

V' Remember: worship of other “gods” (anything in life we put before
the Lord) is fundamentally irrational if we really believe there is no
other god.

V Christians in this fallen world are like people half asleep, constantly
having to be slapped awake, to be reminded what it true and what is
not. If we could remember that there is one God in the heat of every
moment, we would be far more joyful and obedient.
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