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Abstract 
This study examines the evolution of the understanding of God’s nature and attributes in Jewish thought, 

focusing on the Rabbinic and Medieval periods. Following the canonization of the Hebrew Bible, Jewish 

theological reflection deepened through Rabbinic literature, including the Talmud and Midrash, which 

expanded and nuanced foundational scriptural teachings. These works offered dynamic interpretations of 

divine omnipotence, omniscience, justice, and mercy, embedding them within evolving legal, ethical, and 

narrative frameworks. The study further explores the transformative contributions of medieval Jewish 

philosophers, particularly Maimonides, whose synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy and Jewish theology 

reshaped the intellectual discourse on God’s nature. Maimonides' rationalist approach, as outlined in The 

Guide for the Perplexed, emphasized divine incorporeality, unity, and transcendence while maintaining 

fidelity to Jewish tradition. This research highlights the interplay between scriptural exegesis, Rabbinic 

interpretation, and medieval philosophical inquiry in shaping a sophisticated and enduring framework of 

Jewish theology. The chapter provides a comprehensive analysis of key texts and intellectual trends, 

offering insights into how these periods collectively refined and advanced the understanding of divine 

attributes. This work contributes to the broader study of Abrahamic theology, providing a critical lens on 

the historical and intellectual evolution of Jewish thought. 

Keywords: 
Jewish theology, Rabbinic literature, Talmud, Midrash, Maimonides, medieval Jewish philosophy, divine 

attributes, omnipotence, omniscience, justice, mercy, intellectual synthesis. 

The nature and attributes of God continued to evolve in Jewish thought long after the completion of 

the Hebrew Bible. During the Rabbinic and Medieval periods, Jewish scholars engaged in deeper 

theological and philosophical reflection on God's attributes. This chapter explores how Rabbinic 

literature, including the Talmud and Midrash, contributed to the understanding of God, as well as the 

profound impact of medieval Jewish philosophers, particularly Maimonides, on the intellectual 

framework that shaped Jewish theology.  

 2.1. The Development of God’s Attributes in Rabbinic Literature (Talmud, Midrash)  
Rabbinic literature, encompassing the Talmud and Midrash, built upon the foundational attributes 

of God expressed in the Hebrew Bible. In this era, Jewish scholars offered detailed interpretations, 
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elaborations, and expansions on biblical teachings. These interpretations aimed to reconcile the 

transcendent nature of God with His immanent role in the world, especially as it related to the Jewish 

people’s postTemple life. The Rabbis sought to make sense of God’s justice, mercy, and providence 

within the context of the lived experience of exile and divine hiddenness.  

 2.1.1. God’s Justice and Mercy: A Rabbinic Dichotomy 
One of the key theological tensions addressed in Rabbinic literature is the balance between God's 

justice (din) and mercy (rachamim). The Rabbis grappled with how God could simultaneously be just, 

demanding punishment for sin, and merciful, offering forgiveness and compassion. This tension is 

frequently illustrated in Midrashic and Talmudic texts through parables and discussions that explore the 

nature of divine judgment.  

In Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers), a famous Rabbinic text, the Rabbis assert that the world is 

sustained through three pillars: Torah, worship, and acts of kindness. 1  This tripartite understanding 

emphasizes that God’s justice is tempered by His mercy and that humanity is called to emulate these 

divine attributes. In the Talmud, the Rabbis often portray God as a loving father, even when He dispenses 

justice, reflecting the Rabbinic belief that divine justice is ultimately for the benefit and correction of 

humanity rather than punishment for its own sake.  

 2.1.2. God’s Providence and Hiddenness in the Talmud 
The Talmud and Midrash address questions of divine providence, particularly in light of the 

destruction of the Second Temple and the ensuing exile. The concept of hester panim (the hiding of 

God’s face) emerged as a way to explain the apparent absence of divine intervention during times of 

suffering. The Rabbis wrestled with the idea that while God is omnipotent and omniscient, He allows 

periods of suffering and exile for reasons beyond human understanding.  

This notion is explored in the Talmudic tractate Berakhot, where Rabbi Akiva famously states, 

"Everything that God does is for the best".2 This reflects a deep Rabbinic belief in divine providence, 

where God remains active in the world even when His presence is not immediately evident. The Midrash 

often presents God as actively guiding history and the Jewish people, albeit in ways that are sometimes 

hidden from human perception.  

 2.1.3. The Anthropomorphism Debate in Rabbinic Literature 
While the Hebrew Bible often describes God using anthropomorphic language—such as God 

having "hands," "eyes," or "ears"—Rabbinic literature took a more nuanced view. The Rabbis were 

cautious about overly literal interpretations of these descriptions, recognizing the inherent limitations of 

human language in describing the divine. The Talmud often acknowledges the need for metaphor when 

speaking about God, emphasizing that such language is intended to make divine concepts accessible to 

human understanding, not to suggest that God has a physical form.  

The Talmud contains discussions that hint at the ineffability of God. For example, Chagigah 13a 

states that certain esoteric aspects of the divine should not be discussed in public, reflecting the belief that 

human understanding is ultimately limited when it comes to comprehending the full nature of God.  

 2.2. Philosophical Contributions of Medieval Jewish Thinkers to the Understanding of 
Divine Attributes 

The medieval period saw a flourishing of Jewish thought, particularly in response to the rise of 

Islamic philosophy and Aristotelianism. Jewish philosophers like Saadia Gaon, Bahya ibn Paquda, and 

Moses Maimonides grappled with the challenge of reconciling the philosophical rigor of Greek thought 

with Jewish theology. They developed sophisticated frameworks for understanding God's attributes, 

focusing on issues like divine unity, incorporeality, and the simplicity of God. Of these thinkers, 

Maimonides stands out as the most influential in shaping Jewish views on divine attributes.  

 2.2.1. Maimonides: Divine Unity and Incorporeality 
Moses Maimonides (1138–1204), the preeminent medieval Jewish philosopher, made significant 

contributions to Jewish thought, particularly in his magnum opus, The Guide for the Perplexed. 
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Maimonides was deeply influenced by Aristotelian philosophy, which he integrated into his 

understanding of Judaism. One of Maimonides' central concerns was the concept of God’s unity, which 

he saw as the foundation of Jewish monotheism.  

Maimonides argued that God is utterly unique and indivisible. In his Mishneh Torah (Book of 

Knowledge, Laws of the Foundations of Torah), he asserts: "The foundation of all foundations and the 

pillar of all wisdom is to know that there is a First Being who brought every existing thing into being. All 

beings from the heavens and the earth and what is between them came into existence only from the truth 

of His being".3  

For Maimonides, the unity of God also implied His in-corporeality. He fiercely rejected any 

anthropomorphic descriptions of God, which he believed were necessary for human understanding but 

should not be taken literally. Maimonides argued that God does not possess a body, form, or physical 

attributes because this would imply limitations, which are incompatible with God’s infinite and perfect 

nature. Instead, Maimonides emphasized the idea of negative theology, where God’s attributes are 

understood in terms of what He is not, rather than what He is. For example, we cannot say that God has 

knowledge in the same way humans do, because God’s knowledge is not limited or subject to change. 4 

 2.2.2. Divine Simplicity: Maimonides and the Doctrine of Attributes 
Maimonides developed the idea of divine simplicity, asserting that God’s attributes are not separate 

from His essence. In 

this framework, any attributes ascribed to God—such as omnipotence, omniscience, or mercy—are 

not distinct properties that exist alongside God’s essence but are identical to God’s being. For 

Maimonides, God’s simplicity means that He is a completely unified being without parts or divisions, 

both in terms of His nature and His attributes.  

This doctrine of divine simplicity is crucial to Maimonides' attempt to preserve God's absolute 

unity and transcendence. It ensures that God cannot be divided into different aspects, which would 

undermine the radical monotheism of Judaism. Maimonides argues that when we speak of God’s 

attributes, we are not describing His essence directly but rather how He is perceived by His actions in the 

world. For example, when we say God is merciful, we are not describing a quality that exists in God in 

the same way that mercy exists in humans. Instead, we are describing how God acts toward creation in a 

way that appears merciful from our limited perspective.  

In The Guide for the Perplexed (Part I, Chapter 56), Maimonides elaborates: "The attributes of 

God, which are essential, are not distinct from His essence... He is not possessed of qualities but is, as it 

were, pure intellect, without any attribute or quality." 5Maimonides thus maintains that any human 

attempt to describe God’s attributes must be understood as an approximation or analogy rather than a 

direct description of His essence.  

 2.2.3. Maimonides and the Limits of Human Knowledge 
A significant aspect of Maimonides’ philosophy is the emphasis on the limits of human knowledge 

regarding God. He argues that human beings can never fully comprehend God’s true nature. Any positive 

statement about God ultimately falls short because God is beyond all human categories of thought. 

Therefore, Maimonides advocates for a negative theology (via negativa), where the best way to speak of 

God is by stating what He is not. For example, we can say that God is not finite, not corporeal, and not 

subject to change, but we cannot definitively state what God is in His essence. 6 

Maimonides’ approach had a profound impact on subsequent Jewish philosophy and theology. By 

insisting on the absolute unity, in-corporeality, and simplicity of God, he reinforced the core monotheistic 

beliefs of Judaism while also incorporating the intellectual rigor of medieval philosophy. His ideas 

continue to influence Jewish thought today, particularly in discussions of the nature of God and the 

limitations of human understanding.  

 2.2.4. Other Medieval Jewish Thinkers: Saadia Gaon and Bahya ibn Paquda 
Maimonides was not alone in his philosophical endeavors. Earlier Jewish thinkers, such as Saadia 

Gaon (882–942) and Bahya ibn Paquda (11th century), also contributed to the development of Jewish 

ideas about God’s attributes.  

 Saadia Gaon, in his work The Book of Beliefs and Opinions, sought to defend the rationality of 
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Jewish theology in the face of challenges from other philosophical systems. He emphasized the 

incorporeality of God and argued that God’s attributes, such as wisdom and power, should be understood 

as descriptions of how God acts in the world rather than as inherent qualities that exist apart from His 

essence. 7 

 Bahya ibn Paquda, author of The Duties of the Heart, focused on the ethical and devotional aspects 

of knowing God. He taught that understanding God’s attributes leads to a deeper love and reverence for 

God, which in turn should inspire greater devotion and ethical behavior. Like Maimonides, Bahya 

emphasized the unity and simplicity of God and rejected anthropomorphic depictions of the divine.8  

 2.3. The Impact of Medieval Jewish Philosophy on Later Jewish Thought 
The contributions of medieval Jewish philosophers like Maimonides, Saadia Gaon, and Bahya ibn 

Paquda had a lasting impact on Jewish theology, shaping how later generations of Jewish scholars 

understood the nature of God. Their insistence on God’s unity, incorporeality, and simplicity became 

central tenets of Jewish belief. Moreover, their efforts to reconcile faith with reason set the stage for the 

ongoing engagement between Jewish theology and philosophy. 9 

The medieval emphasis on the limits of human knowledge regarding God also influenced later 

Jewish mysticism, particularly in the Kabbalistic tradition. Kabbalists, while differing in their 

metaphysical approach, often echoed the idea that God’s true essence (Ein Sof, the Infinite) is beyond 

human comprehension. This blend of rationalism and mysticism continues to shape Jewish thought, as 

both philosophical and mystical approaches seek to explore the nature of the divine while acknowledging 

the inherent limitations of human understanding. 10 

Rabbinic and medieval Jewish thought made significant contributions to the development of Jewish 

theology, particularly in terms of understanding God’s attributes. Rabbinic literature, through the Talmud 

and Midrash, offered nuanced interpretations of divine justice, mercy, providence, and the tension 

between God’s transcendence and immanence. In the medieval period, Jewish philosophers like 

Maimonides provided a rigorous intellectual framework that emphasized divine unity, incorporeality, and 

simplicity, while also highlighting the limits of human knowledge about God. Together, these Rabbinic 

and philosophical traditions enriched the Jewish understanding of God and continue to influence Jewish 

theology today. 

 2.4. The Mystical Perspective on God’s Attributes in Kabbalistic Thought 
Kabbalistic thought represents a mystical approach to understanding God's nature and attributes, 

offering a unique perspective that complements the philosophical and Rabbinic traditions. Originating in 

the late medieval period, particularly in the works of Jewish mystics in Spain and Provence, Kabbalah 

delves into the hidden aspects of God’s nature, focusing on the inner workings of the divine and the 

relationship between God and the cosmos. Central to Kabbalistic theology is the notion that God’s 

essence is both utterly transcendent and yet intimately involved in the unfolding of creation.  

 2.4.1. The Concept of Ein Sof (The Infinite)  
At the heart of Kabbalistic thought is the concept of Ein Sof (literally, "the Infinite"), which refers 

to the unknowable and infinite aspect of God. Kabbalists argue that Ein Sof represents God’s ultimate 

and boundless essence, beyond all human understanding, and cannot be directly perceived or described. 

This conception of God aligns with Maimonides' emphasis on the limits of human knowledge but pushes 

the mystical dimension even further. 11 

Ein Sof is completely transcendent, beyond any attributes or characteristics that can be ascribed to 

God. It is from Ein Sof that all of existence flows, yet Ein Sof remains hidden and incomprehensible. 

According to Kabbalistic thought, the universe and all its spiritual dimensions emanate from this infinite 

source, a process that involves a series of divine attributes or manifestations. 12 

 2.4.2. The Ten Sefirot: Divine Emanations and Attributes 
While Ein Sof is beyond comprehension, Kabbalists developed the idea of the Sefirot, which are 

ten emanations or attributes through which God interacts with the world. These Sefirot represent different 
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facets of God’s nature and are the means by which the infinite God manifests in a finite, understandable 

way. The Sefirot serve as both metaphysical principles that structure the universe and as spiritual 

qualities that human beings are encouraged to emulate in their own lives.  

The ten Sefirot are divided into three triads, each representing different aspects of God’s interaction 

with the world:  

1. Keter (Crown): Represents the divine will or pure consciousness. It is the most transcendent of 

the Sefirot and stands as the bridge between Ein Sof and the other attributes.13 

2. Chochmah (Wisdom) and Binah (Understanding): These intellectual Sefirot represent God’s 

wisdom and understanding in creating and sustaining the world. Chochmah is associated with creative 

potential, while Binah is the ability to comprehend and analyze.14 

3. Chesed (Kindness), Gevurah (Severity), and Tiferet (Harmony): These Sefirot express God’s 

emotional and ethical attributes. Chesed is God’s love and generosity, while Gevurah represents 

judgment and discipline. Tiferet, often translated as "beauty" or "harmony," balances these two opposing 

forces, reflecting the ideal of mercy tempered by justice.15 

4. Netzach (Eternity), Hod (Glory), and Yesod (Foundation): These Sefirot deal with the practical 

and active aspects of God’s interaction with the world, representing endurance, humility, and the 

foundation of all creation.16 

5. Malchut (Kingship): The final Sefirah, Malchut, represents God’s sovereignty and presence in 

the physical world. It is through Malchut that the divine presence (the Shekhinah) is manifest in creation. 
17 

Each of these Sefirot is both distinct and interconnected, symbolizing the complexity of God’s 

attributes while maintaining divine unity. The Sefirot also reflect the belief that God, though 

transcendent, is actively engaged in the world, guiding the processes of creation and history.  

 2.4.3. The Shekhinah: Divine Immanence in Kabbalah 
The concept of the Shekhinah, which originated in Rabbinic literature as a metaphor for God’s 

presence, plays a central role in Kabbalistic thought. In Kabbalah, the Shekhinah is often associated with 

the Sefirah of Malchut and represents the feminine aspect of God, immanent in the world. Kabbalists see 

the Shekhinah as the divine presence that dwells with the people of Israel, particularly in times of exile 

and suffering. 18 

The Shekhinah is understood as the aspect of God that is closest to the physical world and 

humanity, making the divine accessible and perceivable. Kabbalists describe the relationship between Ein 

Sof (God’s infinite aspect) and the Shekhinah (God’s manifest presence) as a dynamic tension between 

transcendence and immanence. This tension is also reflected in the relationship between the Sefirot, as 

they channel divine energy from the infinite to the finite. 19 

In Kabbalistic tradition, the exile of the Jewish people is often seen as parallel to the exile of the 

Shekhinah, which is separated from the higher Sefirot. This mystical understanding of exile suggests that 

redemption will not only restore Israel to its land but will also reunite the Shekhinah with the divine 

source, thus restoring cosmic harmony.  

 2.4.4. The Kabbalistic Approach to God’s Unity 
Despite the multiplicity of the Sefirot, Kabbalists maintain that God is ultimately one. The Sefirot 

are not separate beings or deities but are facets of the one divine reality, through which God’s unity is 

expressed in different ways. This idea echoes Maimonides’ doctrine of divine simplicity, although 

Kabbalists express this unity through a more mystical and symbolic language.  

Kabbalistic texts emphasize that the Sefirot are emanations of God’s unified essence and do not 

imply any division within God. As the Zohar, the foundational text of Kabbalah, explains: “He is the One 

who emanates the ten names. Though he is called by ten names, He is One, neither more nor less".20 In 

this view, the diversity of divine attributes reflects the complexity of how the infinite interacts with the 

finite, rather than any multiplicity in God’s essence.  

 2.4.5. Kabbalistic Influence on Later Jewish Thought 
Kabbalistic ideas about God’s attributes profoundly influenced later Jewish mysticism and 

theology, particularly in movements like Hasidism. Hasidic thinkers, such as the Baal Shem Tov and his 
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followers, integrated Kabbalistic concepts into a more accessible and personal spirituality, emphasizing 

the immanence of God in everyday life and the ability of each person to connect with the divine through 

prayer, mitzvot, and acts of kindness.  

The Sefirot also became a framework for understanding ethical and spiritual development in later 

Jewish thought. The idea that human beings can reflect the divine attributes by cultivating qualities like 

kindness (Chesed), strength (Gevurah), and humility (Hod) encourages a view of religious life that is 

deeply connected to ethical action and personal growth.21 

The Kabbalistic perspective on God’s attributes introduces a mystical dimension to Jewish 

theology, emphasizing both the transcendence of the infinite God (Ein Sof) and the immanence of the 

divine presence (Shekhinah). Through the framework of the Sefirot, Kabbalists offer a rich and symbolic 

understanding of how God interacts with the world and how the divine attributes manifest in creation. 

This mystical approach to God’s attributes complements and deepens the more philosophical views of 

thinkers like Maimonides, enriching Jewish thought with a profound sense of divine mystery and 

intimacy.  Chapter 3: God's Attributes in Jewish Worship and Practice 

In Judaism, the attributes of God are not only abstract theological concepts but are also lived 

realities, deeply woven into the fabric of Jewish worship, rituals, ethical teachings, and daily practices. 

Jewish prayer, festivals, and observances are designed to reflect the nature of God as understood in the 

Hebrew Bible, Rabbinic literature, and medieval philosophical thought. By engaging with these practices, 

Jews connect to the divine attributes of God, such as His mercy, justice, and omnipotence, and strive to 

emulate these qualities in their own lives.  

 3.1. God’s Attributes in Jewish Prayer 
Jewish prayer, particularly the Amidah (the standing prayer), is one of the most direct expressions 

of God’s attributes in daily religious life. The Amidah consists of a series of blessings that highlight 

different aspects of God’s nature, allowing worshipers to reflect on these attributes and invoke them in 

their spiritual practice.  

 3.1.1. The Amidah and God’s Mercy, Justice, and Power 
The first three blessings of the Amidah focus on three core attributes of God: mercy, power, and 

holiness. These blessings illustrate how Jewish worship intertwines the divine attributes with personal 

devotion and national memory.  

 Mercy: The first blessing, often referred to as the "Avot" (Fathers), praises God as the "God of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob," focusing on God's covenantal relationship with the Jewish people. This 

invocation highlights God’s mercy, both in terms of His relationship with individuals and His ongoing 

care for the Jewish people as a collective. The blessing calls God "HaEl HaGadol, HaGibor v’HaNorah" 

(the Great, Mighty, and Awesome God), emphasizing the balance between His greatness and His 

mercy.22  

 Justice and Power: The second blessing, the "Gevurot" (Powers), highlights God's omnipotence, 

particularly as the one who gives and takes life. It praises God as "Mechayei HaMeitim" (the one who 

revives the dead), an expression of ultimate power over life and death. This blessing also speaks of God's 

justice, as the one who "upholds the falling, heals the sick, and sets captives free." 23 

 Holiness: The third blessing, the "Kedusha" (Holiness), celebrates God’s transcendence and 

holiness. This blessing speaks of God as "HaEl HaKadosh" (the Holy God), whose holiness inspires awe 

and reverence. It reflects the attribute of God’s purity and His separation from the profane, reminding 

worshipers of the need for moral and spiritual elevation in their own lives. 24 

In these prayers, God’s attributes are not merely abstract; they are invoked in personal and 

communal pleas for sustenance, health, justice, and redemption. By reflecting on God’s mercy, justice, 

and holiness, Jews are encouraged to incorporate these divine qualities into their own lives.  

 3.1.2. Shema: God’s Unity and Love 
The Shema prayer, which begins with the famous declaration, "Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, 
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the Lord is One",25 emphasizes the unity of God. This fundamental statement of monotheism highlights 

God’s indivisible nature, a core attribute in Jewish belief. Following the Shema, the prayers that 

accompany it (the V’ahavta and subsequent paragraphs) focus on God’s love for Israel and humanity, as 

well as the reciprocal love and devotion that Jews are commanded to offer in return.  

The Shema also underscores the connection between God’s oneness and His immanence. While 

God is transcendent and beyond human comprehension, He is also present in the lives of individuals and 

the community. The commandment to "love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all 

your might"26  expresses the intimate relationship between God and His people, a reflection of His 

attribute of love.  

 3.2. The Role of God’s Attributes in Jewish Rituals and Ethical Teachings 
God’s attributes are not only manifest in prayer but also play a significant role in Jewish rituals and 

ethical teachings. These practices aim to embody divine qualities such as justice, mercy, and holiness in 

daily life.  

 3.2.1. Justice and Mercy in Jewish Law (Halakhah)  
Jewish law, or Halakhah, is deeply rooted in the attributes of God, particularly His justice (din) and 

mercy (rachamim). Many of the ethical commandments in the Torah are framed as reflections of God’s 

own attributes. For example, Leviticus 19:2 commands: "You shall be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am 

holy." This verse lays the foundation for ethical and ritual laws that demand the emulation of divine 

holiness, justice, and mercy. 27 

The Torah’s legal codes are replete with examples of how God's justice and mercy are to be 

reflected in human society. The commandments concerning the treatment of the poor, the orphan, the 

widow, and the stranger are often linked to God's mercy and care for the vulnerable. Deuteronomy 10:18, 

for instance, describes God as one "who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and loves the 

stranger, providing him with food and clothing." In turn, Jews are commanded to follow God’s example 

by caring for those in need and acting with fairness and compassion in all legal and interpersonal 

dealings. 28 

The Jewish legal system also balances justice with mercy, reflecting God’s nature as both judge and 

compassionate caretaker. While the law demands justice and accountability, it also emphasizes the 

importance of forgiveness, repentance (teshuvah), and charity (tzedakah) as reflections of God’s mercy. 

The centrality of these values in Jewish life highlights the divine attributes that Jews are encouraged to 

emulate. 29 

 3.2.2. Jewish Festivals and God’s Attributes 
Jewish festivals serve as key moments when the attributes of God are reflected and celebrated. 

Each festival focuses on different aspects of God’s nature, drawing worshipers into a deeper relationship 

with the divine attributes.  

 Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur: These High Holy Days emphasize God’s role as both judge and 

merciful redeemer. Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, is known as the "Day of Judgment" when God 

evaluates the deeds of all humanity. However, this festival is also a time to reflect on God's mercy, as the 

Unetaneh Tokef prayer emphasizes the possibility of repentance, prayer, and charity to avert a harsh 

decree. Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, is a day of profound reflection on God’s mercy, forgiveness, 

and the opportunity for spiritual renewal. 30 

 Passover (Pesach): The festival of Passover focuses on God’s power and His attribute of 

redemption. It celebrates God’s deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, reflecting His care for 

the oppressed and His ability to intervene in human history. Passover prayers and rituals emphasize 

God’s omnipotence and His ongoing relationship with the Jewish people as their redeemer. 31 

 Shavuot: The festival of Shavuot commemorates the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. It 

highlights God’s attribute of wisdom, as the Torah is seen as a divine gift of knowledge and guidance. 

Shavuot is a time to reflect on God’s covenantal relationship with Israel, which is grounded in both His 

wisdom and His love. 32 

 Sukkot: The festival of Sukkot, or the Feast of Tabernacles, celebrates God’s providence and care 

for the Israelites during their 40 years in the desert. The temporary shelters (sukkot) that Jews build 
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during this festival symbolize the fragility of human existence and the need for divine protection. Sukkot 

reflects God’s attribute of chesed (lovingkindness) as He sustains His people through both physical and 

spiritual sustenance.33  

 3.2.3. God’s Attributes in Jewish Ethical Teachings 
Jewish ethical teachings are deeply intertwined with the belief that human beings are created in the 

image of God (tzelem Elohim). This concept carries the implication that humans are to emulate God’s 

attributes, particularly His mercy, justice, and holiness, in their interactions with others.  

 Justice: Jewish ethics place a strong emphasis on tzedek (justice), derived from God’s own justice. 

Verses such as "Justice, justice shall you pursue" (Deuteronomy 16:20) are interpreted as mandates for 

individuals and societies to reflect divine justice in their actions. This includes fairness in business, 

honesty in speech, and ensuring that the vulnerable are protected.34  

 Kindness and Charity: Acts of chesed (lovingkindness) are considered fundamental to Jewish 

ethics, reflecting God’s kindness and compassion. The Talmud teaches that just as God clothes the naked 

and visits the sick, so too are Jews obligated to perform these acts of kindness for others. Charity 

(tzedakah) is also seen as a reflection of God's mercy, with the belief that giving to those in need brings 

individuals closer to the divine. 35 

 Holiness: The call to holiness, as seen in Leviticus 19, permeates Jewish ethical teachings. It 

encourages Jews to live lives of integrity, purity, and moral responsibility, reflecting the holiness of God 

in their actions and choices. 36 

The attributes of God play a central role in shaping Jewish worship, rituals, and ethical teachings. 

Through prayer, Jews invoke God’s mercy, justice, and holiness, while rituals and festivals serve as 

opportunities to reflect on and embody these divine qualities. Jewish ethical teachings, rooted in the 

belief that humans are created in the image of God, call for the emulation of God’s attributes in all 

aspects of life. By aligning their actions with divine qualities, Jews seek to bring holiness into the world, 

continuing the covenantal relationship between God and His people. 

 3.3. The Role of God’s Justice and Mercy in Shaping Jewish Law (Halakha)  
Jewish law, or Halakha, is deeply informed by the divine attributes of justice (tzedek) and mercy 

(rachamim). These attributes, as reflected in both the Torah and Rabbinic literature, form the ethical and 

moral foundation upon which the legal system is built. In Halakha, the principles of justice and mercy are 

not merely abstract ideals but are actively integrated into the legal rulings, guiding the way Jews are to 

live their lives in relation to God, each other, and society.  

 3.3.1. The Foundation of Justice in Halakha 
Justice is a core attribute of God as described in the Torah, and it forms the bedrock of Jewish law. 

The biblical injunction to "pursue justice" 37  establishes the expectation that the legal system and 

individuals must uphold fairness and righteousness in all matters. Justice, in the Jewish tradition, is 

closely associated with truth (emet) and righteousness (tzedakah), and it ensures that laws are applied 

impartially and equitably.  

 3.3.1.1. Justice in Torah Law 
The Torah is filled with legal instructions that seek to establish a just society. The ethical laws 

regarding the treatment of the vulnerable—such as the poor, widows, orphans, and strangers—are prime 

examples of how divine justice is embedded in Halakha. For instance, the commandment in Exodus 

22:2122 states, "You shall not wrong or oppress a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt."38 

This law highlights the responsibility to treat others with fairness and compassion, rooted in the collective 

memory of the Israelites’ own experience of injustice.  

Other commandments, such as those prohibiting bribery39 and encouraging fairness in business 

practices,40 also reflect the attribute of divine justice. These laws are designed to maintain social equity, 

protect the vulnerable from exploitation, and ensure that justice is upheld in both the legal and economic 

spheres.  
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 3.3.1.2. The Role of Judges and Courts in Upholding Justice 
In Jewish law, judges are tasked with the sacred responsibility of upholding divine justice. The 

Torah explicitly commands judges to act impartially, warning them to avoid favoritism or corruption: 

"You shall not pervert justice; you shall not show partiality, and you shall not take a bribe, for a bribe 

blinds the eyes of the wise and twists the words of the righteous".41  

The importance of justice in Halakha is also seen in the establishment of a structured legal system 

with courts at various levels. The Torah outlines the creation of a legal hierarchy, with Moses appointing 

judges to oversee groups of people.42 The Mishnah and later Talmudic texts expand on this system, 

discussing the establishment of Batei Din (courts) and the principles that must guide judges in rendering 

decisions. The Talmud emphasizes the moral and ethical standards to which judges must adhere, 

recognizing that the pursuit of justice is a divine mandate.  

 3.3.2. The Principle of Mercy in Halakha 
While justice ensures that the law is applied fairly, mercy introduces a humanizing element that 

reflects God's compassion and understanding. In Halakha, mercy does not negate justice but 

complements it, ensuring that legal decisions take into account the circumstances of the individuals 

involved and promote the possibility of rehabilitation, forgiveness, and repentance. 43 

 3.3.2.1. Mercy in the Application of Punishments 
One of the ways mercy is reflected in Halakha is through the limitations placed on the application 

of punishment. Although the Torah includes strict punishments for certain offenses, Rabbinic 

interpretation often seeks to mitigate these harsh consequences by emphasizing mercy and compassion. 

For instance, while the Torah prescribes the death penalty for specific crimes, the Mishnah and Talmud 

introduce numerous procedural safeguards to ensure that such a punishment is rarely, if ever, carried out.  

The famous saying in the Mishnah, "A Sanhedrin that puts a man to death once in seven years is 

called murderous" (Makkot 1:10), reflects the Rabbis' reluctance to impose capital punishment. This 

statement is followed by the opinions of two prominent Rabbis, Rabbi Tarfon and Rabbi Akiva, who 

claim that if they were part of the Sanhedrin, no one would ever be executed. Their views demonstrate a 

deep concern for mercy in judicial proceedings, even when the law appears strict.  

 3.3.2.2. Mercy and Repentance 
In addition to mitigating punishment, Halakha emphasizes the importance of repentance (teshuvah) 

as a path to divine mercy. The concept of teshuvah allows for moral and spiritual rehabilitation, reflecting 

God’s attribute of forgiveness. The High Holy Days, especially Yom Kippur, focus on the theme of 

repentance and the belief that God’s mercy is available to all who sincerely seek it. The Talmud teaches 

that God created teshuvah before the world itself, indicating the centrality of mercy in the divine plan.44  

The principle of teshuvah also plays a role in interpersonal law. The Torah commands that 

wrongdoers not only seek forgiveness from God but also from those they have harmed. This dual aspect 

of repentance underscores the balance between justice and mercy: while individuals are held accountable 

for their actions, they are also given the opportunity to rectify their mistakes and rebuild relationships.  

 3.3.3. The Balance Between Justice and Mercy in Halakha 
In Jewish thought, the attributes of justice and mercy are not in opposition but are meant to coexist 

in harmony. This balance is often seen as a reflection of God’s own nature, as exemplified in the 

Talmudic discussion of how God created the world with both justice and mercy in mind. The Midrash 

explains that God initially planned to create the world with strict justice but realized that the world could 

not endure without mercy. Therefore, He combined justice with mercy to ensure the sustainability of the 

world .45  

 3.3.3.1. Legal Precedents of Balancing Justice and Mercy 
The combination of justice and mercy is evident in legal rulings that take into account the 

complexities of human life. For example, Jewish law provides numerous examples of situations where 

the letter of the law is tempered by compassion for human weakness. The principle of pikuach nefesh (the 

saving of a life) allows Jews to violate nearly any commandment in order to preserve life, reflecting the 

priority of mercy in lifeordeath situations. Similarly, laws related to Shabbat observance can be set aside 
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if they conflict with the need to save a life, demonstrating how mercy can override even the strictest legal 

requirements.  

The Talmudic principle of "lifnim mishurat hadin" (going beyond the letter of the law) encourages 

individuals to act mercifully and ethically, even when not strictly required by law. This principle 

encourages an ethic of care and responsibility that reflects God’s own merciful nature, urging Jews to 

consider the wellbeing of others alongside the demands of justice.  

 3.3.3.2. Ethical and Legal Dilemmas: Case Studies 
A practical example of this balance is seen in the treatment of debtors. Jewish law includes 

commandments about lending and the forgiveness of debts, which are meant to reflect both justice and 

mercy. While the creditor has a legal right to repayment, the Torah also commands that mercy be shown 

to those in financial difficulty. Deuteronomy 15:12 introduces the concept of the Sabbatical year 

(Shmita), during which debts are forgiven, ensuring that economic hardship does not become a 

permanent burden. This law exemplifies how Halakha seeks to balance the rights of individuals with the 

need for compassion. 46 

Another case is the get (Jewish divorce), which involves complex legal and ethical considerations. 

While justice dictates the need for clear legal procedures in cases of divorce, mercy plays a role in 

ensuring that individuals, particularly women, are not trapped in undesirable or harmful marriages. 

Rabbinic authorities have long struggled with finding ways to alleviate the suffering of "agunot" (women 

who are unable to obtain a divorce), reflecting ongoing efforts to balance legal integrity with compassion 

for the individuals affected.  

 Conclusion 
In Halakha, the attributes of justice and mercy are inseparable and integral to the Jewish legal 

system. While justice ensures that the law is applied fairly and consistently, mercy introduces flexibility, 

compassion, and the possibility of repentance and rehabilitation. The balance between these two 

attributes reflects the divine nature as understood in Jewish theology: God is both the just judge and the 

compassionate caretaker. Through Halakha, Jews are called to emulate these attributes, creating a legal 

and ethical system that upholds fairness while fostering compassion and forgiveness in human 

relationships. 
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