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[4] 
THE THIRD PRINCIPLE 

God's Incorporeality 

M AIMONIDEs' statement of the third principle ( Abelsons' 
translation) is : 'The Third Principle of Faith. The 

removal of materiality from God. This signifies that this 
unity is not a body nor the power of a body, nor can the , 
accidents of bodies overtake Him, as, e.g., motion and rest, 
whether in the essential or accidental sense. It was for this 
reason that the Sages (peace to them!) denied to Him both 
cohesion and separation of parts, when they remarked (Hag. 
15a) that above there is no sitting and no standing, no division 
and no cohesion ( v. Abelson Zoe. cit.). The prophet again said, 
"And unto whom will ye liken God" (Is. xl. 18) etc., "and 
unto whom will ye liken Me that I may be like, saith the Holy 
One, (Is. xl. 25). If God were a body He would be- like a 
body. Wherever in the Scriptures God is spoken of with t}·e 
attributes of material bodies, like motion, standing, sitting, speak
ing, and such like, all these are figures of speech, as the Sages 
( Ber . .'31 b) said: "The Torah speaks in the language of men,. 
People have said a great deal on this point. This third funda
mental article of faith is indicated by the Scriptural expression 
( Deut. iv. 15), "for ye have seen no likeness", i.e. you have 
not comprehended Him· as one who possesses a likeness, for, 
as we have remarked, He is not a body nor a bodily power'. 

The ''Ani Ma'amin' formula is: 'I believe with perfect 
faith that the Creator, blessed be His name, is not a body, and 
that He is free from all the accidents of matter, and that He 
has not any form whatsoever'. The Yigdal form is: 'He hath 
neither bodily form nor substance: we can compare nought 
unto Him in His holiness'. Friedlander says: 'The strict Unity 
of God, in the sense explained above, implies His Incorporeality, 
which forms the subject of the third article. Corporeality 
implies substance and form, a dualism which must be rigidly , 
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Maimonides is so insistent on the rejection of God's cor
poreality that, in his great Code, he rules ( Y ad, Hil. Teshubhah, 
UL 7) that one who believes in God's corporeality is a heretic 
and has no share in the world to come. His famous critic, 
Abraham Ibn David (ad. loc.) observes : 'Why does he call 
such a per~on a "heretic" ? Men greater and better than he 
have adopted this view because they have seen God so described 
iu Scripture and even more so in legendary works which confuse 
the mind'. Clearly, Abraham Ibn David does not himself 
believe in God's corporeality but he feels that a more charitable 
attitude than Maimonides' should be cultivated since the 'plain · 
meaning' of both Scripture and Rabbinic legend can easily 
persuade the unphilosophic studerit that the notion of cor
poreality is taught in the great classical sources of judaism. 
In fact, the Talmudist Moses Taku, Maimonides' contemporary, 
takes strong issue both with Maimonides and with Saadiah 
for· daring to defy this 'plain meaning'. This writer upheld the 
legitimacy of anthropomorphic expressions used of the Deity, 
claiming for them far more than symbolic value, e.g. he appears 
to suggest that God, somehow, actually does dwell, or at any 
rate, makes Himself dwell occasionally, on a great Throne in 
Heaven. (Moses Taku's 'Kethabh Tamim', in which these 
views are adumbrated, has been published from the manu
script with an Introduction and notes by R. Kirchheim in 
• 'Otzar Nehmad', Vol. III, Vienna, 1860, pp . .54-99). 

Taku (p. 59 f.) states that man was created in 'God's image 
after His likeness' (Gen. i. 26) and that this is testified to in 
both Scripture and the Rabbinic literature. The book of Genesis 
leaves us in no doubt on this score: 'And God created man in 
His own image, in the image of God created He him' (Gen. i. 
27). Similarly the precepts of the Torah were given 'from the 
mouth of the Holy One' - 'like a father who issues commands 
to his son'. Verses such as 'And behold, the Lord stood beside 
him' (Gen. xxviii. 13) and 'with him do I speak mouth to 
mouth' ( N urn. xii. 8) provide further support that God has 
an image and form. Isaiah saw the Lord 'sitting upon a throne' 
(Is. vi. 1). Another verse says: 'I saw the Lord sitting on His 
throne, and all the host of Heaven standing by Him on His 
right hand and on His left' (I Kings xxii. 19). So, too, in the 
book of Daniel we read: 'I beheld, till thrones were placed, 
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Goshen-Gottstein also calls attention toAvot derabi natan 2: 4, where, in 
a list of people born circumcised, Adam is listed first; the prooftext is that 
he was created in the image of God. 'This prooftext would only work if the 
correspondence between man's body and the divine body is understood to be 
exact.'25 Another good example is found in Rnsh hashanah 24-h and Avodah 

zarah 43b. In explaining why it is forbidden to make a portrait of a man, the 
prooftext cited is Exodus 20: 20: 'You shall not make with Me', which is read 
as 'You shall not make Me'. That is, since man is made in God's image you 
cannot reproduce the human face, because by doing so you will be doing the 
same with God's face. In other words, the human face is a literal copy of 
God's face. 

Meir Bar-Ilan has also studied the relevant rabbinic literature and come to 
an identical conclusion, namely, 'that in the first centuries Jews in the Land of 
Israel and in Babylon believed in an anthropomorphic God'.26 In fact, two 
generations ago Arthur Marmorstein concluded that there was 'a school in 
Judaism, and an important one too, that believed in a God who accompanies 
man in human form and shape'P Marmorstein also points to the school of 
R. Ishmael, which according to him did not understand God in this manner. 
However, neither Goshen-Gottstein nor Bar-Ilan sees any evidence to justify 
the conclusion that R. Ishmael's school did not share an anthropomorphic 
conception of God. Bar-Ilan cites a text which actually shows R. Ishmael 
referring to an anthropomorphic God. 

This is how you are to make it (Gen. 6: 15)-it teaches that God pointed out to 
Noah with His finger, and told him 'like this you shall make'. It has been taught: 
Rabbi Ishmael said: five fingers in the right hand of God-all are a great secret; 
the little finger-with it God showed Noah what to do .... The second finger, 
next to the little, with it God smote the Egyptians .... The third finger, the mid
dle one, with it .God wrote the tablets .... The fourth finger, the index, with it 
God showed to Moses what Israel should give to save their souls .... And the 
whole hand, with it the Lord will ruin the children of Esau that are His foes, and 
destroy the children of Ishmael that are His enemies, as it is written, Your hand 
shall be lifted up over your adversaries (Mic. 5: 9), and it is written, In that day the 
Lord will extend his hand yet a second time (Isa. n: n). 28 

A revealing passage, which is not cited by Goshen-Gottstein or Bar-Ilan, 
appears inMidrash tanf?uma29 andPesikta derav kahana: 30 

25 A. Goshen-Gottstein, 'The Body as Image of God', 175. 26 'The Hand of God', 331. 
27 Marmorstein, Old Rabbinic Doctrine, ii. 52. I should note, however, that David Stern offers an 

alternative reading of rabbinic anthropomorphic passages which does not presume a belief in divine 
corporeality. See his 'lmitatio Hominis'. See also E. R. Wolfson, Through a Speculum, 33 ff. 

28 Midrash hagadol on Genesis, 159; Pirkei derabi eii>ezer, ch. 48, p. n6a. 
29 'Ha'azinu', 4- 3o P· 471. 
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Isaiah said: Seek ye the Lord while He may be found (Isa. 55:6), David said: Seek ye the 
Lord and His strength (Ps. 105: 4). [What did he have in mind in going on to say in 
the same verse] Seek His face continually (ibid.)? To teach you that the Holy One, 
may His name be blessed, is at times seen and at times not seen. . . . Thus he 
showed Himself to Moses, as is said, And the Lord spoke unto Moses [face to face] 
(Exod. 33: n). But then He turned away and hid from him, so that Moses had to 
say, Show me) I pray Thee) thy glory (Exod. 33: 18). He likewise showed Himself to 
Israel at Sinai, as is said: They saw the God of Israel (Exod. 24: 10) and The appear
ance of the glory of the Lord was like devouring fire (Exod. 24: 17). But then He 
turned away and hid from them, as is said: Take ye therefore good heed unto your
selves-for ye saw no manner of form (Deut. 4: 15)31 and Ye heard the voice of words) 

but ye saw no form (Deut. 4: 12). 

According to this passage, the anti-anthropomorphic verses in Deuter
onomy, which state that God's form was not seen, only refer to a time when 
God chose to turn away. At other times, as the text clearly states, God was 
indeed visible.32 

Because Adam was created in the image of God, and thus looks like him, 

Bereshit 1'abah 8: IO reports that even t.he angels were confused. 

Rabbi Hoshaya said: When the Holy One, blessed be He, created Adam, the 
ministering angels mistook him [for God] and wished to exclaim 'Holy' before 
him. What does this resemble? A king and a governor who sat in a chariot and his 
subjects wished to say to the king, Domine! [Sovereign] but they did not know 
which it was. What did the king do? He pushed the governor out of the chariot, 
and so they knew who was the king. Similarly, when the Lord created Adam, the 
angels mistook him [for God]. What did the Holy One, blessed be He, do? He 
caused sleep to fall upon him, and so all knew that he was [but mortal) man. 

Another revealing text is found in Pirkei derabi eli)ezer:33 

Rabbi Shimon said: When Isaac was bound to the altar he lifted his eyes and saw 
the Shekhinah [Divine Presence]. But it is written, Man may not see Me and live 
(Exod. 33: 19 ). In lieu of death his eyes dimmed when he got older, as it says, 
When Isaac was old and his eyes were too dim to see (Gen. 27: 1). From here you learn 
that blindness is considered as death. 

It is hard to understand this passage as meaning anything other than that 

Isaac actually gazed upon God's Presence. 
Matters are necessarily more complicated than I am able to summarize 

here, and it is possible to argue, following Goshen-Gottstein, that at least 
some rabbinic passages reflect the notion that God's body is a divine body of 

31 This verse only appears in the Pesikta derav kahana version. 
32 On Moses' vision of'the likeness of the Lord', see also BT Ber. 7a, quoting R. Joshua b. Korhah 

and R. Jonathan. 33 Ch. 32, p. 73b. 
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a number of scholars in medieval times who were corporealists, which should 
not surprise us since they were simply following the rabbinic tradition already 
described. This led R. Abraham ben David (Rabad) to his famous defence 
of the corporealists: 'Why has he [i.e. Maimonides] called such a person a 
heretic? There are many people greater and superior to him who adhere to 
such a belief on the basis of what they have seen in verses of Scripture and 
even more in the words of those agadot which corrupt right opinion about 
religious matters.'49 Although, unfortunately, we do not have much in the 
way of written records from these corporealists, there are a number of texts 
that enlighten us. The most significant is the Ketav tamim of R. Moses ben 
Hasdai Taku, a Tosafist. 50 

Although there is some dispute as to how 'extreme' an anthropomorphist 
Taku was, 5 1 there is no question that he rejected Maimonides' Third Principle 
and viewed God as having an image and form, or at least able to assume these 
at will. Thus, according to him, when the Bible states that various prophets 
saw God, it means that they literally beheld the Creator. 52 The philosophical 
objections raised against such a position were of no significance when contra
dicted by explicit biblical and rabbinic texts, which attest to both God's 
omnipotence and his corporeality. Directing his ire at Maimonides, Taku 
writes: 'Is it at all proper for a believer in the Torah to say that the Torah 
speaks in the language of man?'53 

Taku's literalism is so extreme that he views as blasphemous the rationalists' 
denial that God literally sits on his throne. After all, BT Rosh hashanah 31a 

clearly states (in Taku's version): 'On the sixth day they said, The Lord 

reignethy He is clothed in majesty (Ps. 93: 2). He completed His work and 
ascended and sat on His royal throne in Heaven.'54 Responding to the view 

49 Hasagah on 'Hilkhot teshuvah', 3: 7- This is undoubtedly the correct version of the gloss; see 
Kaufmann, Geschichte, 487-8 (many of the medieval sources to which I refer in this chapter were first 
collected by the astonishingly erudite Kaufmann). See also Twersky, Rabad, 282 ff.; W. Z. Harvey, 
'Incorporeality'; Gellman, 'Philosophical Hassagot', 153 ff.; Gellman writes: 'Rabad probably wanted 
to support the pennissibility of the belief in corporeality and not just its not being culpable in certain 
cases' (p. 155)- There is no evidence that Rabad upheld the permissibility of such a belief On the con
trary, Rabad's concluding words show that his comments are merely an ex post facto justification for 
those who erred in this matter. 

50 There were those who referred to the work as NlJV :m:~; see Kiryat sefer, 4 (1928), 338; Kupfer, 
'Cultural Image', 137- Before Kirchheim published Taku's Ketav tamim, R. Joseph David Sinzheim 
(1745-1812) saw the manuscript and discussed it in a letter; see hisMin~at ani, i. no (the editor's note 
is incorrect). Regarding Taku, see Ephraim E. Urbach's edition of Abraham b. Azriel, Arugat 
habosem, iv. 78 ff., Urbach, Ba,alei hatosafot, 425 ff.; Ketav tamim, ed. Dan, 7-27. 

51 See Hayim Hillel Ben-Sasson's review of the first edition of Urbach's Ba,alei hatosafot in Be~inot, 
9 (1956), 51-2; Urbach, Ba,alei hatosafot, 423 n. 74 *; Davis, 'R. Yom Tov>, 51 n. 49; Ta-Shma, Tal
mudic Commentary, ii. 194 n. 8. 52 . Ketav tamim, ed. Kirchheim, 83. 53 Ibid. 77-

54 Ibid. 85. For a similar version of this text see Rabbinovicz, Dikdukei soferim, ad loc. 
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Yom Kippur liturgy, reads: 'You fashioned a clod of earth in your form.'73 An 
anthropomorphic conception of God would also appear to be behind the fol
lowing comment ofR. Jacob Moelin: 'Perhaps Moses' eyes beheld [the face 
of] his Master [God], blessed be He, and he turned to his right, may his 
Master forgive him.'74 R. Joseph Ashkenazi, the inveterate opponent of 
Maimonides, has this to say: 

[Maimonides] wrote in Sefer mada that anyone who says that God has a form is a 
heretic. According to this it is certainly the case that the Torah and the believer of 
its words are also to be regarded as heretics, because it states there [with reference 
to Moses] the likeness of the Lord doth he behold (Num. 12: 8) .... They say that God 
is Intellect and does not change, and with this they deny God's seeing and hearj.ng 
things and His speaking ... for all these require corporeality [gashmut] and ev~n 
more so His descent on Sinai and ascent to the Heavens.75 

The great historian of Jewish philosophy Harry A. Wolfson claimed that 
very few Jews had a corporeal conception of God in the days of Maimon
ides.76 This opinion was supported by J_ L Teicher, who also asserted 
categorically that no medieval scholar held such views.77 However, even if we 
ignore evidence provided by Christians, 78 Muslims, 79 and Karaites, 80 there 
are still many sources which indicate that corporealist views of various sorts 
were widespread among both ordinary people and scholars, especially among 
Ashkenazi Jews.81 Sa'adiah Gaon speaks of people who imagined God as a 
body, and others who, while not attributing a crude corporeality to God, 
applied to him characteristics, such as quantity, quality, and location, that only 
apply to physical beings.82 R. Abraham ibn Daud (twelfth century) reports 
that masses ofJews believed God to be a material being.83 Maimonides, who 
argues so forcefully against the corporealists, himself speaks of numerous 
people, including 'the majority' of the ignorant, who held anthropomorphic 
views.84 In a revealing passage in his Essay on Resurrection, he also writes: 

73 m~' ilr.rTNil llJ ln'l::m o'm. This is the original text, but some ma~zorim have eliminated the 
anthropomorphism by substituting n'lJ.n for ln'lJ.n. Regarding this piyut, see J. Karo,Avkat rokhel, 
nos. 27-8; Malachi, 'Yom Kippur', 17-20. 

74 Shtlelot uteshuvot maharil, no. 40. The first bracketed text is found in one of the manuscripts. 
75 See the text published in Scholem, 'New Information', 210,229. 
76 Wolfson, Philosaphy, Ioo ff. 77 'Literary Forgery', 85. 
78 G. Stroumsa, 'Form(s) of God', 269-88; Bonfil, 'Evidence', 332. 
79 See Wolfson, &percussions, 40 ff In line with his view that Jewish anthropomorphism was very 

rare, Wolfson regards the Islamic statements he cites as 'misinformation' (ibid. 43). 
80 See Nemoy, 'Al-Kirkisani', II4 ff.; Wolfson, Repercussions, 44 ff. 
81 Septimus, Hispano-Jewish Culture, 79, writes: 'it seems likely that the views of Moses b. Hasdai 

[Taku] do approximate a significant body of Franco-German opinion'. See also Sonne, 'Scrutiny'. 
82 Emunotvede1ot, ii, introduction. 83 Ha1emunah haramah, 47, 91. 
84 Letters, ed. Shailat, i. 322 (Arabic), 346 (Hebrew). 
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and eventually to the excommunication of R. Solomon ben Abraham of 
Montpellier (thirteenth century) and his pupils, the main antagonists of 
Maimonidean philosophy. In his attempt to make peace between the two 
parties, Nahmanides wrote to the French rabbis: 'I have heard others say that 
you have seized upon the Seftr hamada for it states that there is no [physical] 
form or image on high.'103 Assuming this testimony was correct, and it is 
certainly in line with the evidence mentioned in the previous paragraph, for at 
least some of the French rabbis it was not only Maimonides' advocacy of phil
osophy which was so objectionable but also his opposition to corporealism. 
From Nahmanides' letter we also see that he shared Rabad's view of the 
matter, namely, that while corporealism was incorrect, it was not enough to 
condemn one as a heretic.104 

Significantly, R. Abraham Klausner, an important fourteenth-fifteenth 
century Austrian talmudist, was still able to wonder, two hundred years 
after Maimonides, whether Taku's opinion was the correct one. 105 Even more 
surprising, in the fifteenth century we find that while R. Elijah Delrnedigo 
(died 1497) acknowledged that denial of God's incorporeality is heretical, 
he nevertheless argued that if someone believed in a corporeal deity, 'his 
belief in the essence of God and in God's eternal attributes would not be 
damaged'. 106 

Although it was difficult for post-medieval scholars to sympathize with 
the anthropomorphist position, this was not the case for the Italian scholar 
R. Samuel David Luzzatto, who writes: 'I reject Maimonides on the issue of 
corporeality ... I have long believed that the earlier generations ascribed to 
all spirits (souls

1 
angels, God Hi~se!f) a very refined matter.'107 Elsewhere he 

writes: 'The early ones ascribed to God and the angels and the souls a very 
fine spiritual essence, more subtle than any body known to us but neverthe
less characterized by form and build.'108 Not surprisingly, Luzzatto also 
attacks Maimonides by pointing out that his dogma condemns as heretics 
generations of pious Jews who did nothing wrong but simply believed what 

I 
they had been taught. 109 · 

Yet Luzzatto did not advocate a base corporeality, i.e. a God who re
sembles humans, but a perfected corporeality. He was also certain that one 
cannot see God, and that passages that imply otherwise are to be regarded as 

103 Kitvei ramban, i. 345-

104 This was noted by R. Tsadok Hakohen, Divrei soferim: sefer hazikhronot, 28a. 
105 See Kupfer, 'Cultural Image', 135. 106 Be~inat hadat, 82. See Ivry, 'Remnants', 258-9. 
107 Letters, u96-7. See also Leone da Modena,Magen va~erev, 40, who makes the same observation 

with regard to the medieval rabbis of France who opposed Maimonides. 
108 Luzzatto, Peninei shadal, 274. See also id., Studies, ii. 205. 109 Peninei shadal, 416. 
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-all of them b~ing required for the perfection of motion, work, and appre
hension. Now the necessity of motion for living beings is due to its being 
required for the pursuit of what agrees with them and for the avoidance of 
what disagrees. The necessity of the senses, on the other hand, lies in their 
being required in order that what disagrees should b~ distinguished from 
what agrees with one.+:~, Again the need of man for manufacturing work is 
due to its being required for the preparation of his food, his clothing, and 
his place of shelter. For this is bound up with his nature, I mean his needing 
to prepare what is suitable for him. Sometimes it is found that some animals 
possess a certain craft because of their need for that particular craft. Now 
I perceive no one who would doubt the fact that God, may He be exalted, 
has no need of a thing that would prolong His existence or improve His 
circumstances. Accordingly He has no organs; I mean to say by this that 
He is not a body and that His acts are performed through His essence and 
not through an organ. Now faculties42 undoubtedly pertain to the class of 
organs. Accordingly He does not possess any faculty. Thereby I mean that 
there does not exist in Him anything other than His essence in virtue of 
which object He might act, know, or will. For the attributes are merely 
faculties 45 with regard to which the terminology, and nothing else, has been 
changed. However, this is not the subject of this chapter. 

The Sages, may their memory be blessed, have made a comprehensive 
dictum rejecting everything that. is suggested to the estimative faculty by 
any of the corporeal attributive qualifications mentioned by the prophets. 
This dictum will indicate to you that the doctrine of the corporeality of 
God did not ever occur even for a single day to the· Sages, may their memory 
he blessed, and that this was not according to them a matter lending itself 
to imagination or to confusion .. l For this reason you will find that in· the 
whole of the Talmud and in all the Midrashim++ they keep to the external 
sense of the dicta of the prophets. This is so because of their knowledge that 
this matter is safe from confusion 45

· and that with regard to it no error is to 
be feared in any respect; all the dicta have to be considered as parables and 
as a guidance conducting the mind toward one being. And when the 
parable is of a consistent nature- as when God, may He be exalted, is 

41. Literally: as for the necessity of the senses, it is for the knowledge of what disagrees from 
what agrees. 

42. quwll"ii. The n·ord also means "forces." 
43· Cf. preceding note. 44· In the text: Midrashoth. 
45· The Arabic text also permits this translation: In this matter confusion is safe. (In fact, 

if one solely considers the wording of the text, the latter translation seems to he more 
exact.) 


