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“Images of God in Judaism” 

 for Kol Nidre Night 5777/2016 (sermon) דבר תורה

Visit http://www.e-ark.net/rabbi/2016yk.html to like/share on Facebook. 

 
See also: “Cultivating Our Divine Image,” my sermon for Yom Kippur day 

5777/2016, and my source sheet “Images of God in Judaism,” which presents 

many of the texts in these two sermons as well as some other related texts.  

http://www.e-ark.net/rabbi/2016yk.html. 

 

I’d like to begin tonight with a sort of “Judaism 101” question, so here goes.  Does 

Judaism allow images of God?  It’s a basic enough question, isn’t it?  The kind of thing you are 

taught about as a young child in Hebrew school or day school.  I mean, after all, it’s clear enough 

from the Ten Commandments: 

 

Do not make for yourself any idol nor any image of that which 

is in the heavens above, or that which is on the earth below, or 

that which is in the water below the earth.
1
 

לֹא ַתֲעֶׂשה ְל� ֶפֶסל ְוָכל ְּתמּוָנה ֲאֶׁשר 
ַּבָּׁשַמִים ִמַּמַעל ַוֲאֶׁשר ָּבָאֶרץ ִמָּתַחת 

:ַוֲאֶׁשר ַּבַּמִים ִמַּתַחת ָלָאֶרץ
1

 

 

 In Deuteronomy, Moses warns us:  

 

(16) Lest you stray and make for yourselves idols in any 

likeness, the form of male or female; (17) the form of any 

animal on earth, the form of any bird that flies in the sky; 

(18) the form of any creature that crawls on the earth, the 

form of any fish in the waters beneath the earth.
2
 

(טז) ֶּפן ַּתְׁשִחתּון ַוֲעִׂשיֶתם ָלֶכם ֶּפֶסל ְּתמּוַנת ָּכל 

(יז) ַּתְבִנית ָּכל  ָסֶמל ַּתְבִנית ָזָכר אֹו ְנֵקָבה:
ר ָּבָאֶרץ ַּתְבִנית ָּכל ִצּפֹור ָּכָנף ֲאֶׁשר ְּבֵהָמה ֲאׁשֶ 

(יח) ַּתְבִנית ָּכל ֹרֵמׂש ָּבֲאָדָמה  ָּתעּוף ַּבָּׁשָמִים:
2ַּתְבִנית ָּכל ָּדָגה ֲאֶׁשר ַּבַּמִים ִמַּתַחת ָלָאֶרץ:

 

 

 Not only are the Jews commanded against having such images, but also the Israelites 

entering the promised land were told to actively remove such things from their land:  

 

And you shall dispossess all the inhabitants of the land from 

before you and shall destroy all of their carved objects, i.e. 

idols; and all their molten images shall be destroyed, and you 

shall shatter all their altars.
3
 

ְוהֹוַרְׁשֶּתם ֶאת ָּכל ֹיְׁשֵבי ָהָאֶרץ ִמְּפֵניֶכם 
ְׂשִּכֹּיָתם ְוֵאת ָּכל ְוִאַּבְדֶּתם ֵאת ָּכל מַ 

י ַמֵּסֹכָתם ְּתַאֵּבדּו ְוֵאת ָּכל ָּבֹמָתם ַצְלמֵ 
3ַּתְׁשִמידּו:

 

 

 In fact, in the Book of Isaiah we are told that the attempt to have likenesses of God is an 

exercise in futility: 

 

To whom will you liken God, and what likeness will you 

compare to Him?
4
 

 ְּדמּותל ּוַמה -ְוֶאל ִמי ְּתַדְּמיּון אֵ 

4ַּתַעְרכּו לֹו:
 

 

 And, so, it’s an open and shut case: We are not allowed a צלם, image, or דמות, likeness, of 

God.  The very notion of anything being compared to God or being a likeness of God is rank 

heresy.  Or so I thought for approximately the first four decades of my life, until I read a brilliant 

                                                 
1
 Exodus 20:3. 

2
 Deuteronomy 4:16-18. 

3
 Numbers 33:52. 

4
 Isaiah 40:18. 
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book by Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel,
 
called  Quest for God, where Rabbi Heschel points out 

that quite the opposite is true.
5
 

  

And God said “let us make man in our image, in our 

likeness.  And they will rule the fish of the sea, the birds of 

the sky, the land animals, the entire earth and all that crawl 

upon the earth.”
6
 

נּו ַצְלמֵ 3ִהים ַנֲעֶׂשה ָאָדם ּבְ -ַוּיֹאֶמר אֱ 
ַהָּים ּוְבעֹוף ַהָּׁשַמִים נּו ְוִיְרּדּו ִבְדַגת ְדמּותֵ ּכִ 

ּוַבְּבֵהָמה ּוְבָכל ָהָאֶרץ ּוְבָכל ָהֶרֶמׂש ָהֹרֵמׂש 
6ַעל ָהָאֶרץ: 

 

 

It turns out that it’s not that God forbids divine images on Earth, it’s that God purposely placed 

that image on earth – in the form of humanity.  Rabbi Heschel writes: 

 

The symbol of God is man, every man.  God created man in his image 

(Tselem(sic)), in his likeness (demuth).  How significant is the fact that the term 

tselem which is frequently used in a damnatory sense for man-made images of 

God, as well as the term demuth, of which Isaiah claims (40:18), no demuth or 

likeness can be applied to God – are employed in denoting man as an image and 

likeness of God. 

 

Human life is holy, holier even than the Scrolls of the Torah.  Its holiness is not 

man’s achievement; it is a gift of God rather than attained through merit.  Man 

must, therefore, be treated with the honor due to a likeness representing the King 

of kings.
7
 

 

So, it turns out that the answer to the question in Isaiah, “To whom will you liken God, and what 

likeness will you compare to Him,” is us – humanity.  Rabbi Heschel explains that not only do 

we have a divine image, but that we are duty bound to recognize that image in others and to and 

cultivate that image in ourselves.  Tomorrow I will discuss how we cultivate the divine image in 

ourselves.  Tonight, I would like to concentrate on recognizing the divine image in others. 

 The point that the divine image inheres in humans is conveyed by God to the entirety of 

humanity in God’s explanation of the prohibition of murder, which God communicates early on 

in the Book of Genesis many generations before the Israelites stood at Sinai: 

 

Who sheds blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, 

for in the image of God, God made man.
8
 

 ֶצֶלםִיָּׁשֵפ4 ִּכי ּבְ  ֹׁשֵפ4 ַּדם ָהָאָדם ָּבָאָדם ָּדמֹו

.3ִהים ָעָׂשה ֶאת ָהָאָדם-אֱ 
8

 

 

The midrashic compilation Mechilta finds this same concept reflected in the structure of the 

tablets of the Ten Commandments, where the first Commandment, “I am the LORD Your God,” 

appears directly across from the sixth commandment, which prohibits murder: 

 

The text demonstrates that anyone who spills blood, the text 

treats as if s/he diminishes the image of the King.
9
 

מגיד הכתוב שכל מי ששופך דם, מעלה 
.המלך דמותעליו הכתוב כאלו ממעט ב

9
 

                                                 
5
 Quotations from Quest For God in this sermon are from the 1987 printing by Crossroad Publishing Company, New 

York. 
6
 Genesis 1:26. 

7
 P. 124, emphasis in the original. 

8
 Genesis 9:6. 
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The divine image is reflected not only in humanity’s soul, but in the human body as well.  Rabbi 

Akiva told his students that going to the bath house is considered a mitzvah, because it is 

appropriate to respect the divine image that is reflected in our bodies. 
10

 

 

Rabbi Heschel talks about how essential this lesson is in Judaism: 

 

This is a conception of far-reaching importance to Biblical piety.  What it implies 

can hardly be summarized.  Reverence for God is shown in our reverence for 

man.  The fear you feel of offending or hurting a human being must be as ultimate 

as your fear of God.
11

 

 

A few texts suffice to demonstrate this point.  The Book of Proverbs tells us:  

 

Who oppresses the poor blasphemes his Creator, and one who is 

gracious to the needy honors Him. 
12

 

ֹעֵׁשק ָּדל ֵחֵרף ֹעֵׂשהּו ּוְמַכְּבדֹו 
.ֹחֵנן ֶאְביֹון

12
  

 

The Babylonian Talmud teaches us:  

 

Anyone who publically embarrasses his fellow, is akin to one 

who sheds blood.  
13

 

כל המלבין פני חבירו ברבים כאילו 
13שופך דמים.

  

 

In Genesis Rabbah, Ben Azai says that fact that God created humanity in God’s image is  כלל גדול
 .the major principal of Torah בתורה

    

So that one should not say “since I have been put to shame, let 

my fellow be put to shame along with me, since I have been 

dishonored, let my fellow be dishonored with me.” Rav 

Tanchua said: If you do thusly, know whom you are putting to 

shame, “God made him in God’s image.”
14

 

שלא תאמר הואיל ונתבזיתי יתבזה 
חבירי עמי הואיל ונתקללתי יתקלל 
חבירי עמי, א"ר תנחומא אם עשית כן 

להים - דע למי אתה מבזה, בדמות א
14עשה אותו.

 

 

 And so, it is our duty to recognize the divine image that inheres in every human being on 

Earth and to act in accordance with that realization – to care for one and other, to be charitable to 

those in need – to those, for example, whose physical, mental, or financial distress challenges 

their ability to live with the dignity that they deserve.  We must avoid causing anyone 

embarrassment and shun causing dishonor to anyone.  As we quoted from Rabbi Heschel above, 

                                                                                                                                                             
9
ה כיצד נתנו"שה ח דדבחדש פר' מס - מכילתא דרבי ישמעאל יתרו   . 

10
 Leviticus Rabbah 34:3. 

11
 P. 125. 

12
 Proverbs 14:31. 

13
 Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 58b. 

14
 Genesis Rabbah 24:7.  Note that Ben Azai is commenting on Genesis 5:1.  His comment is juxtaposed against the 

better known comment of Rabbi Akiva that “Love your neighbor as yourself” is the major principal of Torah.  Rabbi 

Avraham Steinberg, “Midrash Hamevoar” ( תשמ"דבואר, ירושלים: מכון מדרש המ ) sees Ben Azai as clarifying Rabbi 

Akiva’s statement.  One might read Rabbi Akiva’s statement to approve of acting against someone who acted 

wrongly toward a person. However, Ben Azai teaches that when one acts against a person, one is also acting against 

God. 
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the divine image is God’s gift, not humanity’s achievement, and therefore there is no price of 

admission for a human being to be entitled to be treated with the same dignity owed to God. 

 Fortunately, and sometimes we lose sight of this, we live in a time of unprecedented 

opportunity to realize the ideal of universal human dignity.  We live in a nation, the most 

powerful and prosperous nation on earth, which declares unequivocally the equality of all 

humanity and has a now close to 250 year history of difficult, but at least partially successful, 

struggles to gradually live up to that value.  Our world provides more opportunity and dignity to 

individuals with special needs than could possibly have been imagined even a century ago.  In 

just the past 20 years the percentage of people in the world living in extreme poverty has fallen 

by more than half.
15

   

Most excitingly, each of us has the excellent opportunity to take part in this effort through 

wonderful charitable opportunities that can have remarkable impacts on human dignity, such as 

the American Jewish World Service, which takes inspiration from the Jewish belief “that all 

human beings are created b’tzelem Elohim” to “strive to end poverty and promote human rights 

in the developing world”
16

 or Givewell which identifies a select few charitable organizations that 

have the greatest impact per dollar donated.
17

  As an example, last year I donated a substantial, 

but not outlandish amount of money through givewell.org, and I learned that my donation was 

passed along to the Against Malaria Foundation and would buy 630 long-lasting insecticidal nets 

and protect 1,140 people from malaria – that’s two entire villages!   

 The truth be told, human dignity is on the rise.  But challenges still remain. Poverty 

persists.  Our society doesn’t do everything it can to provide for the mentally ill.  Race still 

presents tremendous challenges, though fortunately at least many more people are accepting that 

significant racial bias exists, which hopefully will help us continue to move in the right direction.  

I am not here to tell you, politically, exactly what the best way to deal with these problems are – 

that’s above my pay grade, though I do think it is worthwhile for us to consider these values 

when we make our personal political decisions.  What I would like us all to think about is what 

each of us can do to help increase human dignity in this world.  It starts with us recognizing that 

no matter how similar to or different from us, whether rich or poor, regardless of race or religion, 

whether the person agrees or disagrees with us politically, each has a להים-צלם א  tselem Elohim, 

an image of God inherent in him or her and that it behooves each of to treat each person 

accordingly, to care for each person, to avoid embarrassing anyone, and to lift each person up 

when the need arises.  It means we have to work to recognize and to combat overt and inherent 

bias in ourselves and others.  It means learning to engage in civil discourse and to love our 

combatant as much as we love our ally.  It means seeing someone in a place of human indignity 

and feeling an obligation to help that person out of that place no matter how he or she got there.   

 Rabbi Heschel tells us that God created all of humanity with a divine image.  This image 

is the right of each human being, and not the privilege of a few.  As we come together on this 

Yom Kippur to give honor to God and to reinvigorate our commitment to God’s immutable 

values, may we in turn learn to treat all of God’s creations with the honor and respect that they 

deserve. 

                                                 
15

 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/01/opinion/nicholas-kristof-the-most-important-thing-and-its-almost-a-

secret.html.  
16

 https://ajws.org/who-we-are/resources/what-inspires-us/ and https://ajws.org/what-we-do/ accessed 10/9/16. 
17

 http://www.givewell.org/giving101/quickstart accessed 10/9/16. 


