
Idullatry and the First Commandment  

Today we return to our discussion on the subject of idolatry (idullatry) especially as it relates to 
the first commandment.  In so doing, we note that: 

Israel Was Not to Go after the Gods Of the Nations 
 As in his other requirements that we have already discussed, the Lord God is equally 
clear concerning his intentions in this command.  “You shall not go after other gods, the gods of 
the peoples who are around you-” Dt 6:14.   The literal rendering is “you shall not walk after 
other gods,” a phrase denoting the movement of the entire person away from Yahweh, his 
covenant God, towards the false gods of the Canaanites.  It is therefore synonymous with 
apostatizing, that is, the voluntary, conscious, absolute abandonment of the covenant Lord and 
God and of the faith once held.    
 We also find this troubling phrase, going after (walking after) other gods in similar 
contexts of Dt 8:19; 11:28; 13:2; 28:14; etc.  In Jer 5:23, “But this people has a stubborn and 
rebellious heart; they have turned aside and gone away.” the verb walk is translated “have 
gone away” and it is combined with “have turned aside” to underscore Israel’s total desertion 
of Yahweh.  In the opening verse of the most egregious single incident depicting Israel’s 
apostasy in the Old Testament, Ex 32, an impatient and wayward people cry out to their 
diffident and ineffective leader, Aaron, as follows: “"Up, make us gods who shall go before us. 
As for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what 
has become of him."” v. 1.  Thus, the despicable and treacherous nature of idolatry is shown in 
the twofold walking: Israel’s voluntarily walking after the foreign gods as they walk before her, 
that is, as they mislead her in the path of deception which ends in death!  Yahweh, Israel’s 
faithful covenant God, therefore lovingly and strenuously admonishes her: “You shall not go 
after other gods, the gods of the peoples who are around you-- for the LORD your God in your 
midst is a jealous God-- lest the anger of the LORD your God be kindled against you, and he 
destroy you from off the face of the earth.”  Dt 6:14-15.  Should Israel insist in this ungrateful, 
self-destructive practice, Yahweh promises that she will surely perish, 8:19 and and that she will 
receive his covenant curse, 11:28.  In addition, the false prophet or “dreamer of dreams” that 
entices God’s people to go after other gods that they had not known was to be put to death, 
13:1-5.  On the contrary, the Lord God required Israel to “..  walk after the LORD your God and 
fear him and keep his commandments and obey his voice, and you shall serve him and hold fast 
to him.”  v.4.   
 Lastly, we are to note the larger context of Dt 6:14-15.  It is that of the Shema, Hebrew 
for hear, which begins with these words: “"Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.  
You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
might.”  vv. 4 -5.  By these words, the Lord God, the Redeemer of Israel, requires of her a 
complete and enduring love of which God alone is to be its object.  To love God with all our 
heart signifies loving him with the center of our being; with all our soul, our spiritual intensity; 
with all our strength, with complete mental, emotional and physical vitality.  In short, our love 
for God is one of complete, absolute commitment to and dependence upon him.   
 In addition, vv. 6-9 require that this legacy of covenant loyalty to God is to be 
internalized in the hearts of God’s covenant people and passed on to their children.  This is the 
true biblical religion that Israel is to remember and perpetuate when she enters the promised 
land.  This is the true God to whom Israel is to cling with a unique and unqualified devotion 
when she enters the promised land.  This is the system of covenant theology to which Israel 
must adhere lest she is seduced into following after (walking after) and serving the gods of the 
Canaanites, vv. 10 ff.  It is significant to note that the key verb controlling all of these 
commands is the imperative hear.       


