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Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed |:54 (Friedlander trans.)
His actions towards mankind also include great calamities, which overtake individuals and bring
death to them, or affect whole families and even entire regions, spread death, destroy generation
after generation, and spare nothing whatsoever. Hence there occur inundations, earthquakes,
destructive storms, expeditions of one nation against the other for the sake of destroying it with
the sword and blotting out its memory, and many other evils of the same kind. Whenever such
evils are caused by us to any person, they originate in great anger, violent jealousy, or a desire for
revenge. God is therefore called, because of these acts, jealous ... .. revengeful,"" wrathful," and"
keeping anger" (Nah. i. 2) that is to say, He performs acts similar to those which, when performed
by us, originate in certain psychical dispositions, in jealousy, desire for retaliation, revenge, or
anger: they are in accordance with the guilt of those who are to be punished, and not the result of
any emotion: for He is above all defect! The same is the case with all divine acts: though
resembling those acts which emanate from our passions and psychical dispositions, they are not
due to anything superadded to His essence. -- The governor of a country, if he is a prophet,
should conform to these attributes. Acts [of punishment] must be performed by him moderately
and in accordance with justice, not merely as an outlet of his passion. He must not let loose his
anger, nor allow his passion to overcome him: for all passions are bad, and they must be guarded
against as far as it lies in man's power. At times and towards some persons he must be merciful
and gracious, not only from motives of mercy and compassion, but according to their merits: at
other times and towards other persons he must evince anger, revenge, and wrath in proportion to
their guilt, but not from motives of passion. He must be able to condemn a person to death by fire
without anger, passion, or loathing against him, and must exclusively be guided by what he
perceives of the guilt of the person, and by a sense of the great benefit which a large number will
derive from such a sentence. You have, no doubt, noticed in the Torah how the commandment
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to annihilate the seven nations, and" to save alive nothing that breatheth" (Deut. xx. 16) is
followed immediately by the words," That they teach you not to do after all their abominations,
which they have done unto their gods: so should you sin against the Lord your God" (ib. 18): that
is to say, you shall not think that this commandment implies an act of cruelty or of retaliation; it is
an act demanded by the tendency of man to remove everything that might turn him away from the
right path, and to clear away all obstacles in the road to perfection, that is, to the knowledge of
God. Nevertheless, acts of mercy, pardon, pity, and grace should more frequently be performed
by the governor of a country than acts of punishment: seeing that all the thirteen middoth of God
are attributes of mercy with only one exception, namely," visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon
the children" (Exod. xxxiv. 7): for the meaning of the preceding attribute (in the original ve-
nakkeh lo yenakkeh) is" and he will not utterly destroy": (and not "He will by no means clear the
guilty"): comp." And she will be utterly destroyed (venikketah), she shall sit upon the ground"
(Isa. iii. 26). When it is said that God is visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, this
refers exclusively to the sin of idolatry, and to no other sin. That this is the case may be inferred
from what is said in the ten commandments," upon the third and fourth generation of my
enemies" (Exod. xx. 5), none except idolaters being called" enemy": comp. also" every
abomination to the Lord, which he hateth" (Deut. xii. 31). It was, however, considered sufficient
to extend the punishment to the fourth generation, because the fourth generation is the utmost a
man can see of his posterity: and when, therefore, the idolaters of a place are destroyed, the old
man worshipping idols is killed, his son, his grandson, and his great-grandson, that is, the fourth
generation. By the mention of this attribute we are, as it were, told that His commandments,
undoubtedly in harmony with His acts, include the death even of the little children of idolaters
because of the sin of their fathers and grandfathers. This principle we find frequently applied in
the Law, as, e.g., we read concerning the city that has been led astray to idolatry," destroy it
utterly, and all that is therein" (Deut. xiii. 15). All this has been ordained in order that every
vestige of that which would lead to great injury should he blotted out, as we have explained.

We have gone too far away from the subject of this chapter, but we have shown why it has been
considered sufficient to mention only these (thirteen) out of all His acts: namely, because they are
required for the good government of a country; for the chief aim of man should be to make
himself, as far as possible, similar to God: that is to say, to make his acts similar to the acts of
God, or as our Sages expressed it in explaining the verse,” Ye shall be holy" (Lev. xxi. 2): "He is
gracious, so be you also gracious: He is merciful, so be you also merciful." The principal object
of this chapter was to show that all attributes ascribed to God are attributes of His acts, and do not
imply that God has any qualities.
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