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Rabbinic Times 
The Humanization of God - Unit 14 
Cantor Levine 
 

I. Introduction 
II. God’s Violation of Torah Law 
III. Taking Vengeance and Bearing a Grudge 
IV. Divine Concessions 
V. Divine Regret:  

a. In the Bible 
b. In Tannaitic Literature 
c. In Amoraic Literature 
d. In Post-Amoraic Literature 

VI. Transgenerational Punishment 
VII. Genocidal War 
VIII. A Conclusion 

 
Reading #1 
Rav Avin commenced his discourse thus: “Forasmuch as the king’s word has 
power; and who may say unto him: What do you?” (Ecclesiastes 8:4)…Israel said 
to the Holy One, blessed be He: Sovereign of the Universe! You did write in Your 
Torah, “You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge (Lev. 19:18), yet You 
do so Yourself, as it says, The Lord avenges and is full of wrath, the Lord takes 
vengeance on His adversaries, and bears a grudge for His enemies.     Nahum 1:2 
 
 
Reading #2 
With respect to the regret which occurs in God’s conduct you interpret it with 
similar perverse of this just as if it were with fickleness and in Providence that He 
regretted, or on the recollection of some wrongdoing; because he actually said, “I 
repent that I have set up Saul to be king” (I Samuel 15:11) very much as if he 
meant that his regret savored of an acknowledgment of some evil work or error. 

 
Well, this is not always implied. There occurs even good works a confession of 
regret, as a reproach and condemnation of the man who has proved himself 
unthankful for benefit… However, he did, as I have said burden the guilt of soul 
with the confession of his own regret; but as there is an absence of all error and 
wrong in His choice of soul, it follows that this regret is to be understood as 
operating another rather than as self-incriminating.       
     Tertullian’s Response to Marcion–Against Marcion 2:24 
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Reading #3 
Rabbi Judah [bar Ilai] says: From where can you say that the Holy One, blessed 
be He, said to Moses, ‘behold I will say something to you, and you will challenge 
Me, and I will accede to you, in order that Israel will say Great is Moses, for God 
acceded to him.’ As it is said: And so trust you ever after’ [Exodus 19:9]. 

 
Rabbi [Judah HaNasi] says: We need not make Moses great, if, in order to do so, 
we caused the Holy One, blessed be He, to reverse Himself and His word. 

Mechilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Bachodesh, 2 and 4 
 
Reading #4 
Rabbi Samuel the son of Nachman said: in this verse the beginning does not 
correspond to the end, or the end to the beginning. Thus, it commences, “God is 
not...mortal to change His mind”, while it concludes, “He speaks and does not 
act.”  [Numbers 23:19] 

 
When the Holy One, blessed be He, decrease to bring good upon the world, then, 
“God is not…mortal to change His mind.” But when He decrees to bring evil upon 
the world, then “He speaks and does not act.            Genesis Rabbah 53:1 
 
Reading #5 
The Lord passed before him [Moses] and proclaimed: “The Lord! The Lord! A 
God compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and 
faithfulness, extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity, 
transgression and sin; yet He does not remit all punishment, but visits the iniquity 
of parents upon children and children’s children, upon the third and fourth 
generations.”           Exodus  34:6-7  
 
Reading #6 
The author of Lamentations (5:7) accentuates the injustice of transgenerational 
punishment when declaring, in light of the destruction of the First Temple, that 
“our fathers sinned... But, as for us, the punishment of their iniquities we must 
bear.” 
 
The prophet Ezekiel openly rejects the problematic doctrine altogether. Justifying 
its abrogation through a revelatory experience, he declares: “a child shall not 
bear the burden of apparent guilt nor shall a parent share the burden of a child’s 
guilt” (Ezekiel 18:20) 
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Deuteronomy 7:9-10, which scholars date to the exilic period, has Moses rejecting 
transgenerational punishment, positing that those who hate God will be punished 
immediately. 
 
Reading #7 
Visiting the guilt of the parents upon the children, upon the third and upon the 
fourth generations                 Exodus 20:5 

 

During a time when there is no skipping [i.e., there is continuous evil behavior 
throughout the generations…What does this mean? An evil person who is the son 
of an evil person who himself is the son of an evil person.       

     Mechilta de-Rabbi Ismael, Bachodesh, 7 

Reading #8 
Rabbi Levi said: three things Moses did on his own accord and God assented to 
him. And these are they…It is written: “Visiting the guilt of the patents upon the 
children” {exodus 34:7] and Moses said: “parent shall not be put to death for 
children, nor children be put to death for parents [Deuteronomy 24:16]. And 
where do we know that God agreed with him? For it says: “but he did not put to 
death the children of the assassins, in accordance with what is written in the book 
of the teaching of Moses, [where the Lord commanded] parent shall not be put to 
death for children [2 Kings 14:6].       Tanhuma Shoftim 19 
 
Reading #9 
When you approach a town to attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace [Deut. 
20:10]. {See, I give into your power Sihon the Amorite, king of Heshbon, and his 
land. Begin the occupation; engage him in battle]…So I sent messengers from the 
wilderness of Kedmoth to King Sihon with an offer of peace [Deut. 2:24-26]. 

      Sifrei Numbers 42 

 

Reading #10 
Rabbi Levi said… In the days of Sihon and Og, God said go and fight with him and 
close up his water canal; but Moses did not do so, as it says, ‘I sent messengers 
[Deut. 2:26]. God said: by your life, you have done appropriately for I agree with 
your actions. Therefore, Moses warned the Israelites and said to them: ‘when you 
approach a town to attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace.’”    
           Tanhuma Shoftim 19 


