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The Hebrew prayer known as the Shema (“Hear O Israel, the LORD our God, the LORD is 

one”) is not just an affirmation of faith in God, it goes on to underscore the importance of loving 

Him: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 

your might” (Deut 6:5). 

In the culture of Israel the heart (levav), not your brain, was thought to be the place of your 

consciousness or your thinking. The word translated as “soul” is nefesh. It refers to the life that is 

within us, so it should be regarded as a description of what makes us a conscious living being. 

The third wordmeod, translated as “might” is not an object or a concept, like the first two 

terms. It is usually translated in the Tanakh (Old Testament) as the adverb “very” or “greatly,” so it 

was used here just to add emphasis to the first two terms. These terms should not be interpreted as 

distinct ways of loving God, but the intent was to bond them together grammatically, like a mosaic, 

as a way of describing a whole person. Altogether this part of the Shema, then, is a declaration of 

loving God with all that we are. 

In the New Testament, this phrase is worded a bit differently. When Yeshua quoted this 

verse from the Shema, He said: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and 

mind” (Mat 22:37). It seems proper to ask if that changes the original intent in Deuteronomy. 

In order to understand that change, we first have to look at the way that the Septuagint 

phrased Deuteronomy 6:5. The Septuagint was a translation by 72 Jewish scholars of the Tanakh 

from the original Hebrew into Greek over a century before Yeshua lived. So their choice of words 

reflected Greek understanding in that day. Because of advances in science, the Greeks had 

determined that the brain, not the heart, was the place of thinking, and they referred to it as the 

“mind” (dianoia). Like its Hebrew counterpart, the Septuagint used the Greek term for the soul 

(psuche) plus a term giving emphasis (dunamis, meaning “power”). So the Septuagint did not 

change the basic meaning of the Hebrew text. It still conveyed wholeness and loving God with all 

that we are. 

When Yeshua walked this earth about 150 years later, both the Hebrew and Greek versions 

of the Old Testament were well known. In Matthew 22 when He was asked what was the greatest 

commandment, He replied by citing Deuteronomy 6:5. But in this case He called for loving love 

God with all our heart, soul and mind. This was a blending of the terms from both the Hebrew 

Tanakh and the Greek Septuagint, using the Hebraic concept of the thinking in the heart, the shared 

concept of the soul, and the Greek concept of thinking in the mind. 

In a general sense, He was just being true to the Hebraic way of communication through 

repetition, similar to Hebrew poetry where phrases are repeated with slight variations but are 

simply used to give emphasis to a single concept. But it is also reasonable to conclude that Yeshua 

was trying to show that it doesn’t matter if you think in the manner of Jews or Gentiles, which 

oftentimes is very different, we all need to love God with our thoughts. All the while, He still 

retained the fundamental concept of loving God with all that we are. Yeshua, like Moses before 

Him, called for a total, not partial, commitment to loving God. That is the kind of love that remains 

our calling today. 
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According to Deuteronomy 6:5 we are called to love God with.... 

Tanakh 

(Hebrew Old Testament) 

heart 

(the place of thinking 

according to Jews) 

soul 

(the life within us) 
might 

(adds emphasis to 

heart & soul) 

Septuagint 

(Greek Old Testament) 

mind 

(the place of thinking 

according to Greeks) 

soul 

(the life within us) 
power 

(adds emphasis to 

mind & soul) 

Brit Hadasha 

(Greek New Testament) 

heart 

(the place of thinking 

according to Jews) 

soul 

(the life within us) 
mind 

(place of thinking 

according to Greeks) 

= “all that we are” 

 

The meaning of love 

What about the meaning behind words related to love in Scripture? The Hebrew word 

äá®ä’à− (ahavah) is used in Deuteronomy 6:5. In the rest of the Tanakh, in addition to loving God, it 

is used to describe God loving faithful people (Deut 7:13), as well as romantic love between a man 

and woman in the Song of Solomon, between a parent and child (Gen 22:2; 25: 28; 37:3), and the 

love between close friends, like David and Jonathan (1 Sam 20:17). So it has a broad usage, much 

like the way that “love” is used in English. 

A second Hebrew word that conveys a sense of love is íç−ø� (racham), and it is typically 
translated as “compassion” or “tender mercies” (KJV). It is used often in the Psalms to express the 

caring nature of God’s love (Ps 86:15; 145:8), as well as a father’s love for a child (Ps 103:13). 

At the time of the writing of the New Testament, when Greek was the dominant language, 

there was a much greater diversity of words describing love, five of which are the most significant.  

• éρω̋ (eros) – “passionate love” is based on body chemistry and self-satisfaction. It is not 

used in the New Testament or the Septuagint. 

• φíλαυτíα (philautia) – “love of oneself” is used once: “In the last days difficult times 

will come. For men will be lovers of self” (2 Tim 3:1,2). So clearly it does not apply to 

God. 

• στργ (storge) – “affectionate love” is based on a natural feeling for another person, such 
as a husband and wife. It is used three times in Scripture, but only regarding relationships 

between people (Rom 1:31; 12:10; 2 Tim 3:3). 

• φλ�ω (phileo) – “friendship love” is based on fondness and happiness that is shared. 
This word and its derivatives are used over thirty times in Scripture, with usage not being 

limited to “brotherly love” for other people. There are a number of passages in which it is 

used regarding love for God (Mat 10:37; Jn 21:15-17; 1 Cor 16:22), and God’s love for 

people (Jn 16:27). 

• �γáπ (agape) – “selfless love” is based on a desire for good for another person, 
regardless of the worthiness of the recipient. It is used 320 times in the New Testament, 

most notably as the kind of love that God has for humanity (Jn 3:16) and He desires for 
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us to extend to each other (Jn 13:34). It is also the kind of love we are called to give to 

God, for when Yeshua quoted the Shema: “You shall love the Lord your God” (Mat 

22:37; cf Deut 6:5), the Hebrew word ahavah was translated into Greek with agape. 

But agape should not be thought of as “divine love,” as some call it, because it is also 

used to describe ungodly expressions of love. In that manner it is used to describe evil men 

loving darkness (Jn 3:19), the Pharisees loving the praise of men (Jn 12:43) and ungodly 

people having agape love for unrighteousness (2 Pet 2:15). 

As a result, a hard distinction cannot be made with agape referring to divine love and 

phileo as human love. Both terms are used to describe both God’s love and humanity’s love. It is 

better to think of them as terms that emphasize different aspects of the same general concept of 

love. 

We see this commonality in the last chapter of the book of John, a passage that has been 

interpreted in a number of ways. John 21 tells the story of an encounter between Yeshua and Peter. 

If you read it in English, only the word “love” is used. But in the Greek, both agape and phileo are 

used. 

In Jn 21:15 Yeshua asked Peter if he has agape love for Him. Peter replied that he loves 

Him, using the term phileo. The same question and answer are repeated in the next verse. Then 

Yeshua changed his question by asking if he has phileo love for Him. And once again Peter 

affirmed that he loves Him, using the term phileo. 

Some people teach that this passage means Yeshua was seeking to determine if Peter had 

the highest divine love for Him, but then Peter realized that he fell short in that kind of love, so 

instead of saying no, he humbly responded by saying words to the effect: “No, but I do have 

brotherly love for you.” According to this form of teaching, after repeating the question and 

answer, Yeshua then came down to Peter’s level and, recalling Peter’s denials a short time earlier, 

He asked, “Do you even have brotherly love for me?” And Peter said yes. 

The problem with that interpretation is that it ignores the interchangeability of agape and 

phileo linguistically, as we have seen. And it ignores the fact that when they had that conversation, 

they weren’t speaking Greek. That is a point that is usually overlooked when teaching on this 

passage. In reality Yeshua and Peter were either speaking Aramaic or Hebrew which meant they 

probably only used racham, the term for compassion in both languages. That is the term employed 

in the Peshitta Bible, the Aramaic version with language that some scholars believe was the 

foundation for the Greek New Testament (not the other way around). It uses racham in all three 

questions asked by Yeshua. 

The point is that in the actual conversation, Yeshua would have used the same term in all 

three questions. But when John translated it into Greek, he gave it some stylistic variation that did 

not change the meaning of the terms because, as we have seen, they are interchangeable. In fact, in 

this passage, John did the same thing by using two different Greek words for sheep (arnia and 

probate), two different words for feeding them (bosko and poimano), and two different words for 

knowing (oida and ginosko). In the same way, he just used two different words for love that did not 

alter the content of actual conversation between Yeshua and Peter. 

All this to say that Yeshua was simply asking Peter if he loved Him, and each time Peter 

said yes, and then Yeshua told Peter to demonstrate his answer by caring for the flock of believers 

that was being entrusted into his hands. 

This passage illustrates the importance of a proper handling of the original languages of 

Scripture and recognizing that there were actual conversations in Aramaic and Hebrew that had to 

be translated into Greek, which adds a second level of complexity to translating it into English or 
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any other language. Once again, that is why we have to understand the Hebraic way of 

communication as a foundation for interpreting Scripture, because that was the actual culture in 

which the stories and teachings unfolded. 

 

Practical ways of loving God 

How, then, can we love God with all our heart, soul and might? It is easy to hold back on 

loving God, even as believers. We are capable of loving Him when it is convenient or expected, 

like at designated times in special buildings with other like-minded people, and then afterward 

reverting to being more concerned about loving ourselves or loving no one. On the other hand, as 

Scripture makes it clear, there are some practical ways that we can love Him. 

We can love God with our words 

Some people have a difficult time saying the words “I love you.” It’s like the men’s retreat 

where the subject was about maintaining a loving relationship with your wife. The leader asked, 

“How many of you love your wife?” Every one of the men raised their hands. 

Then they were asked, “When was the last time you told your wife you loved her? A 

couple of them answered today right before I left home. Some said a couple of days ago. Some 

couldn't remember. 

The men were then told to take out their cell phones and text their wives with the words: 

“I love you, sweetheart.” 

They all did that and later on they were asked to read aloud the text message responses 

from their wives. The replies included: 

“I love you too.” 

“Who is this?” 

“What now? Did you crash the car again?” 

“Don't beat about the bush, just tell me how much you want to spend.” 

“Your mother is coming to stay, isn't she?” 

These responses are not too far from the truth, as many people would be shocked to hear 

some of us say the words, “I love you.” But that is something we very much can and need to do. 

We can do it in our prayers, which can otherwise far too easily become a wish list of 

things we want God to do for us. We can also tell God we love Him in our times of worship 

through our voices and singing from the heart. 

 

We can love God by keeping His commandments 

Moses, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, declared: 

“Know therefore that Adonai your God, He is God, the faithful God, who keeps His covenant 

and His lovingkindness to a thousandth generation with those who love Him and keep His 

commandments” (Deut 7:9). 

True love is something expressed and experienced in a relationship, and, as such, that 

means giving and receiving. So God has made it clear what He is giving here: His faithfulness, His 

covenant promises, and His lovingkindness in an enduring manner. It sounds very much like a 

marriage vow in which He declares how He will show His love for us in this relationship. 

Moreover, like you have in a true relationship built on openness and honesty, He tells us what He 

would like in returnHe desires our love for Him, and He can know our sincerity by keeping the 

commandments that He has determined to be part of a relationship built on righteousness. 
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Messianic life and worship has not forsaken the commandments God has made throughout 

the written Word, including the Torah. Remember, Yeshua declared in Mat 5:17 that He did not 

come to abolish the Torah, which means it never went away in His reckoning. He just brings 

fulfillment, literally overflowing to it, in His example, His teachings, and the way He satisfied the 

sacrificial elements that never need to be repeated again. But as far as “loving your neighbor as 

yourself” and practicing justice and being set apart from unrighteousness, which are all part of the 

commandments the Torah, He has shown us the perfect way to keep on living that out. 

The memorials of the feasts also present opportunities to express love for God when done 

in such a way that they reveal Yeshua as their fulfillment and God’s plan of redemption. The 

commandments related to them are a testimony of love for the one who gave us the gift of 

salvation. Just as we don’t forget the special days in the lives of people we love, we should do the 

same for the God we love. Being Messianic means that we remember them and we live a life that 

is filled with indicators of our love for God. 

 

We can love God by loving other people 

Since Yeshua made it clear that the second greatest commandment is “loving your 

neighbor as yourself” (Mat. 22:39), it makes sense that He would give greater emphasis to that 

particular commandment in terms of showing our love for God. 

In John 14:15 He proclaimed: “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.” The 

nature of those commandments is the subject of some debate. But among them are His teaching 

on the Torah, for there are many passages in which He commanded people to act in accordance 

with the precepts of the Torah, but to do so in a manner that was faithful to the original intent, 

not the burdensome approach of the elders of Israel who had distorted the Torah. 

He especially emphasized Lev. 19:18 in terms of loving our neighbors, saying: 

“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that 

you also love one another. By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love 

for one another” (Jn 13:34-35). 

God is well pleased when we show love for other people, because that is what He has 

done for us. Again, it is a reciprocal relationship, which is the ideal setting for true love. We can 

be experts on prophecy, and the feasts, and Israel, and many other things, but if we are not 

known for our love, we will be what Paul calls “a noisy gong or a clanging symbol” (1 Cor 

13:1). 

The Messianic way of loving God is indeed a love that encompasses all that we are as 

people. It is practical and sincere. It is relational and mutual. And it results in a testimony to a 

world that very much needs to experience God’s love as well. 


