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The 13 Attributes of Mercy: A Double-Edged Sword 
(or: The Best Way to Receive Atonement) 

Source Sheet by Rabbi Ilan Kogan with a touch of his father, Rabbi Manes Kogan 

 

What Are the 13 Attributes of Mercy? 

The 13 Attributes of Mercy (Shelosh-’Esreh Middot HaRakhamim) are the foundational divine 
qualities revealed by God to Moses on Mount Sinai after the sin of the Golden Calf. Recorded 
in Exodus 34:6–7, these attributes represent the ultimate framework for forgiveness, 
compassion, and divine grace within Judaism. They are prominently chanted during Selichot 
(penitential prayers) and High Holiday services like Yom Kippur. 
 

Exodus 34:5-7 

  ׃הוָֽהֹיְ םשֵׁ֖בְ ארָ֥קְיִּוַ םשָׁ֑ וֹמּ֖עִ בצֵּ֥יַתְיִּוַ ןנָ֔עָבֶּֽ ה֙וָהֹיְ דרֶ יֵּ֤וַ
  ׃תמֶֽאֱוֶ דסֶחֶ֥־ברַוְ םיִפַּ֖אַ Rרֶאֶ֥ ןוּנּ֑חַוְ םוּח֖רַ לאֵ֥ הוָ֔הֹיְ ׀ הוָ֣הֹיְ א֒רָקְיִּוַ ו֮ינָפָּ־לעַ ׀ הוָ֥הֹיְ רבֹ֨עֲיַּוַ
ֹל ה֙קֵּנַוְ האָ֑טָּחַוְ עשַׁפֶ֖וָ ןוֹ֛עָ אשֵׂ֥נֹ םיפִ֔לָאֲלָ ד֙סֶחֶ֙ רצֵ֥נֹ ־לעַ םינִ֔בָ ינֵ֣בְּ־לעַוְ ם֙ינִבָּ־לעַ תוֹב֗אָ ןוֹ֣עֲ ׀ דקֵ֣פֹּ הקֶּ֔נַיְ א֣

  ׃םיעִֽבֵּרִ־לעַוְ םישִׁ֖לֵּשִׁ
 ׃וּחתָּֽשְׁיִּוַ הצָרְאַ֖ דקֹּ֥יִּוַ השֶׁ֑מֹ רהֵ֖מַיְוַ

 
5 Now the Lord descended in the cloud and stood with him there and proclaimed the name 
of the Lord. 6 And the Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord God, 
merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in goodness and truth, 7 keeping mercy 
for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, yet not remitting all punishment, 
but visiting the iniquity of parents upon children and children’s children, upon the third and 
fourth generations.”  

Numbers 14:1-20 

 וּר֨מְאֹיּוַֽ לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֣בְּ לכֹּ֖ ןרֹ֔הֲאַ־לעַֽוְ השֶׁ֣מֹ־לעַ וּ֙נc֨יִּוַ  ׃אוּהֽהַ הלָיְלַּ֥בַּ םעָ֖הָ וּכּ֥בְיִּוַ םלָ֑וֹק־תאֶ וּנ֖תְּיִּ וַֽ הדָ֔עֵהָ֣־לכׇּ א֙שָּׂתִּוַ
 ת֙אֹזּהַ ץרֶאָ֤הָ־לאֶ וּנתָ֜אֹ איבִ֨מֵ ה֠וָהֹיְ֠ המָ֣לָוְ  ׃וּנתְמָֽ־וּל הזֶּ֖הַ רבָּ֥דְמִּבַּ וֹא֛ םיִרַ֔צְמִ ץרֶאֶ֣בְּ וּ֙נתְמַ֙־וּל הדָ֗עֵהָ־לכׇּ םהֶ֜לֵאֲ
ֹר הנָ֥תְּנִ ויחִ֑אָ־לאֶ שׁיאִ֣ וּר֖מְאֹיּוַ ׃המָיְרָֽצְמִ בוּשׁ֥ וּנלָ֖ בוֹט֦ אוֹל֧הֲ זבַ֑לָ וּי֣הְיִ וּנפֵּ֖טַוְ וּנישֵׁ֥נָ ברֶחֶ֔בַּ לפֹּ֣נְלִ  הבָוּשׁ֥נָוְ שׁא֖
  ׃המָיְרָֽצְמִ
 
  ׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִ ינֵ֥בְּ תדַ֖עֲ להַ֥קְ־לכׇּ ינֵ֕פְלִ םהֶ֑ינֵפְּ־לעַ ןרֹ֖הֲאַוְ השֶׁ֛מֹ לפֹּ֥יִּוַ
 
ֹיּוַ  ׃םהֶֽידֵגְבִּ וּע֖רְקָ ץרֶאָ֑הָ־תאֶ םיִ֖רתָּהַ־ןמִ הנֶּ֔פֻיְ־ןבֶּ ב֙לֵכָוְ ןוּנ֗־ןבִּ עַשֻׁ֣וֹהיוִ  רמֹ֑אלֵ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ־ינֵֽבְּ תדַ֥עֲ־לכׇּ־לאֶ וּר֔מְא֣
ֹזּהַ ץרֶאָ֣הָ־לאֶ וּ֙נתָ֙אֹ איבִ֤הֵוְ הוָ֔הֹיְ וּ֙נבָּ֙ ץפֵ֥חָ־םאִ ׃דאֹֽמְ דאֹ֥מְ ץרֶאָ֖הָ הבָ֥וֹט הּתָ֔אֹ רוּת֣לָ הּ֙בָ וּנרְבַ֤עָ רשֶׁ֨אֲ ץרֶאָ֗הָ  תא֔
 וּנמֵ֖חְלַ יכִּ֥ ץרֶאָ֔הָ םעַ֣־תאֶ וּ֙ארְיתִּֽ־לאַ םתֶּ֗אַוְ וּ֒דרֹ֒מְתִּ־לאַ ה֮וָהֹיבַּ Rאַ֣ ׃שׁבָֽדְוּ בלָ֖חָ תבַ֥זָ אוהִ֛־רשֶׁאֲ ץרֶאֶ֕ וּנלָ֑ הּנָ֖תָנְוּ
  ׃םאֻֽרָיתִּ־לאַ וּנתָּ֖אִ הוָ֥הֹיוַֽ םהֶ֛ילֵעֲמֵ םלָּ֧צִ רסָ֣ םהֵ֑
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ֹיּוַ   ׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִ ינֵ֖בְּ־לכׇּ־לאֶֽ דעֵ֔וֹמ להֶאֹ֣בְּ ה֙אָרְנִ הוָ֗הֹיְ דוֹב֣כְוּ םינִ֑בָאֲבָּ םתָ֖אֹ םוֹגּ֥רְלִ הדָ֔עֵהָ֣־לכׇּ וּ֙רמְאֽ
 
ֹיּוַ   ׃וֹבּֽרְקִבְּ יתִישִׂ֖עָ רשֶׁ֥אֲ תוֹת֔אֹהָֽ ל֙כֹבְּ יבִ֔ וּנימִ֣אֲיַ־אֹל ה֙נָאָ֙־דעַוְ הזֶּ֑הַ םעָ֣הָ ינִצֻ֖אֲנַיְ הנָאָ֥־דעַ השֶׁ֔מֹ־לאֶ ה֙וָהֹיְ רמֶא֤
  ׃וּנּמֶּֽמִ םוּצ֖עָוְ לוֹד֥גָּ־יוֹגלְ s֔תְאֹֽ ה֙שֶׂעֱאֶֽוְ וּנּשֶׁ֑רִוֹאוְ רבֶדֶּ֖בַ וּנּכֶּ֥אַ
 
ֹיּוַ  ת֒אֹזּהַ ץרֶאָ֣הָ ב֮שֵׁוֹי־לאֶ וּר֗מְאָוְ  ׃וֹבּֽרְקִּמִ הזֶּ֖הַ םעָ֥הָ־תאֶ s֛חֲכֹבְ תָילִ֧עֱהֶ־יכִּֽ םיִרַ֔צְמִ וּע֣מְשָׁוְ הוָ֑הֹיְ־לאֶ השֶׁ֖מֹ רמֶא֥

 התָּ֨אַ ןנָ֗עָ דמֻּ֣עַבְוּ םהֶ֔לֵעֲ דמֵ֣עֹ s֙נְנָֽעֲוַ הוָ֗הֹיְ התָּ֣אַ ׀ האָ֣רְנִ ןיִעַ֜בְּ ןיִעַ֨־רשֶׁאֲ הזֶּ֑הַ םעָ֣הָ ברֶקֶ֖בְּ הוָ֔הֹיְ התָּ֣אַ־יכִּֽ וּ֙עמְשָֽׁ
־תאֶֽ וּע֥מְשָׁ־רשֶׁאֲ םיִ֔וֹגּהַ וּ֙רמְאָֽוְ דחָ֑אֶ שׁיאִ֣כְּ הזֶּ֖הַ םעָ֥הָ־תאֶ התָּ֛מַהֵוְ ׃הלָיְלָֽ שׁאֵ֖ דוּמּ֥עַבְוּ םמָ֔וֹי ם֙הֶינֵפְלִ Rלֵ֤הֹ
  ׃רבָּֽדְמִּבַּ םטֵ֖חָשְׁיִּוַ םהֶ֑לָ עבַּ֣שְׁנִ־רשֶׁאֲ ץרֶאָ֖הָ־לאֶ הזֶּ֔הַ םעָ֣הָ־תאֶ א֙יבִהָלְ הוָ֗הֹיְ תלֶכֹ֣יְ יתִּ֞לְבִּמִ ׃רמֹֽאלֵ s֖עֲמְשִׁ
 
ֹל ה֙קֵּנַוְ עשַׁפָ֑וָ ןוֹ֖עָ אשֵׂ֥נֹ דסֶחֶ֔־ברַוְ ם֙יִפַּ֙אַ Rרֶאֶ֤ הוָ֗הֹיְ ׃רמֹֽאלֵ תָּרְבַּ֖דִּ רשֶׁ֥אֲכַּ ינָ֑דֹאֲ חַכֹּ֣ אנָ֖־לדַּגְיִ התָּ֕עַוְ  דקֵ֞פֹּ הקֶּ֔נַיְ א֣
  ׃םיעִֽבֵּרִ־לעַוְ םישִׁ֖לֵּשִׁ־לעַ םינִ֔בָּ־לעַ ת֙וֹבאָ ןוֹ֤עֲ
 
  ׃הנָּהֵֽ־דעַוְ םיִרַ֖צְמִּמִ הזֶּ֔הַ םעָ֣לָ ה֙תָאשָׂ֨נָ רשֶׁ֤אֲכַוְ sדֶּ֑סְחַ לדֶגֹ֣כְּ הזֶּ֖הַ םעָ֥הָ ןוֹ֛עֲלַ אנָ֗־חלַֽסְ
 
ֹיּוַ  ׃sרֶֽבָדְכִּ יתִּחְלַ֖סָ הוָ֔הֹיְ רמֶא֣

 
1 So all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the people wept that night. 2 And 
all the children of Israel complained against Moses and Aaron, and the whole congregation 
said to them, “If only we had died in the land of Egypt! Or if only we had died in this 
wilderness! 3 Why has the Lord brought us to this land to fall by the sword that our wives and 
children should become victims? Would it not be better for us to return to Egypt?” 4 So they 
said to one another, “Let us select a leader and return to Egypt.” 
5 Then Moses and Aaron fell on their faces before all the assembly of the congregation of the 
children of Israel. 
6 But Joshua the son of Nun and Caleb the son of Jephunneh, who were among those who 
had spied out the land, tore their clothes; 7 and they spoke to all the congregation of the 
children of Israel, saying: “The land we passed through to spy out is an exceedingly good 
land. 8 If the Lord delights in us, then He will bring us into this land and give it to us, ‘a land 
which flows with milk and honey.’ 9 Only do not rebel against the Lord, nor fear the people of 
the land, for they are our prey (they shall be as food for our consumption); their protection 
has departed from them, and the Lord is with us. Do not fear them.” 
10 And all the congregation said to stone them with stones. Now the glory of the Lord 
appeared in the tabernacle of meeting before all the children of Israel. 
11 Then the Lord said to Moses: “How long will these people reject Me? And how long will they 
not believe Me, with all the signs which I have performed among them? 12 I will strike them 
with the pestilence and disinherit them, and I will make of you a nation greater and mightier 
than they.” 
13 And Moses said to the Lord: “Then the Egyptians will hear it, for by Your might You brought 
these people up from among them, 14 and they will tell it to the inhabitants of this land. They 
have heard that You, Lord, are among these people; that You, Lord, are seen face to face and 
Your cloud stands above them, and You go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and in a 
pillar of fire by night. 15 Now if You kill these people as one man, then the nations which have 
heard of Your fame will speak, saying, 16 ‘Because the Lord was not able to bring this people 
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to the land which He swore to give them, therefore He killed them in the wilderness.’ 17 And 
now, I pray, let the power of my Lord be great, just as You have spoken, saying, 18 ‘The Lord is 
slow to anger and abundant in mercy, forgiving iniquity and transgression; yet not remitting 
all punishment, but visiting the iniquity of parents on the children to the third and fourth 
generation.’ 19 Pardon the iniquity of this people, I pray, according to the greatness of Your 
mercy, just as You have forgiven this people, from Egypt even until now.” 
20 Then the Lord said: “I have pardoned, according to your word; 

 When reciting the 13 attributes of mercy, we cut the verse in 
half, leaving out the attributes of strict justice.  
 

Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 17b 

 ףטֵּעַתְנִּשֶׁ דמֵּלַמְ .וֹרמְוֹאלְ רשָׁפְאֶ יאִ ,בוּתכָּ ארָקְמִ אלֵמָלְאִ :ןנָחָוֹי יבִּרַ רמַאָ .״ארָקְיִּוַ וינָפָּ לעַ ׳ה רוֹבעֲיַּוַ״
 וּשׂעֲיַ — ןיאִטְוֹח לאֵרָשְׂיִּשֶׁ ןמַזְ לכׇּ :וֹל רמַאָ .הלָּפִתְּ רדֶסֵ השֶׁמֹלְ וֹל האָרְהֶוְ ,רוּבּצִ חַילִשְׁכִּ אוּה Rוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ
 םדָאָהָ אטָחְיֶּשֶׁ רחַאַלְ אוּה ינִאֲוַ ,םדָאָהָ אטָחְיֶּשֶׁ םדֶוֹק אוּה ינִאֲ — ״׳ה ׳ה״ .םהֶלָ לחֵוֹמ ינִאֲוַ הזֶּהַ רדֶסֵּכַּ ינַפָלְ
 תוֹרזְוֹח ןנָיאֵשֶׁ תוֹדּמִ הרֵשְׂעֶ שׁ{שְׁלִ התָוּרכְּ תירִבְּ :הדָוּהיְ ברַ רמַאָ .״ןוּנּחַוְ םוּחרַ לאֵ״ — הבָוּשׁתְּ השֶׂעֲיַוְ
 .״תירִבְּ תרֵוֹכּ יכִנֹאָ הנֵּהִ״ :רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,םקָירֵ

 
The verse states: “And the Lord passed by before him and proclaimed…” (Exodus 34:6). 
Rabbi Yoḥanan said: Were it not explicitly written in the verse, it would be impossible to 
say this, as it would be insulting to God’s honor. The verse teaches that the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, wrapped Himself in a prayer shawl like a prayer leader and showed Moses 
the structure of the order of the prayer. He [the Holy One, Blessed be He] said to him: 
Whenever the Jewish people sin, let them act before Me in accordance with this order, 
and I will forgive them. 

The verse continues: “The Lord, the Lord,” and it should be understood as follows: I am He 
before a person sins, and I am He after a person sins and performs repentance, as God 
does not recall for him his first sins, since He is always “God, merciful and gracious” 
(Exodus 34:6).  

Rav Yehuda said: A covenant was made with the thirteen attributes that they will not 
return empty-handed, meaning that if one mentions them, he will certainly be answered, 
as it is stated in this regard: “Behold, I make a covenant” (Exodus 34:10). 
 

Rashi on Rosh Hashanah 17b 

 :םקיר תורזוח ןניא םתינעת תלפתב לארשי םוריכזי םאש וללה - תודמ הרשע שלשל התורכ תירב

A covenant was made with the thirteen attributes - These, that if Israel remembers them in 
the prayer of their fasts, they will not return empty handed. 
 

Tzror HaMor on Torah, Exodus 34:5 

Sefer Tzror HaMor (Bundle of Myrrh) is a classical, multi-layered commentary on the Torah written by 
the Spanish Kabbalist and scholar Rabbi Avraham Sabba (1440–1510). It bridges the gap between 
literal text and hidden Jewish mysticism, making complex spiritual ideas approachable.  
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 ינארה תלאש תבושת איה תאזו .םיאטוחל רפכמו םחרמ םבש תודמ רשע השלש רדס ודמל ןאכב הנהו...
 וירחא םיכשמנהו אוה .תודמ ג"יה ולא רדסי ךאיה ודמלל .וינפ לע 'ה רובעיו רמא ןכלו .ךדובכ תא אנ
 ףטעתנ לוכיבכ .ורמואל רשפא יא ביתכ ארקמ אלמלא ל"ז םרמואכ .תונועה תרפכלו תורזגה לוטיבל
  .תירב תרוכ יכנא הנה 'אנש .םקיר תורזוח ןניא הזה רדסכ םישוע לארשיש ז"כ ול רמאו ותילטב
 
 ןוצרה לבא .ןינענ ונא ןיאו תילטב םיפטועמ ונאש וניתונועב םימעפ הברה םיאור ונא ירהש עודי ושוריפו
 םע ולא דסח תושעלו םיפא ךיראהלו םילד ןנחל םחרל .השוע ינאש הזה רדסכ םישוע לארשיש ןמז לכ
  .םקיר תורזוח ןניאש םיחטבומ םה זא .'וכו ויתודמ לע ריבעמה לכ םרמואכ ןהיתודמ לע רובעלו .ולא
 
 .ןוחא רשא תא יתונחו והזו .ןיספתנ םה תודמ ג"י תרכזהבש ןכש לכ .העשר ישועו םירזכא םה םא לבא
 ...וילע םחרלו ןוחל יוארש ימ
 

Now here we are taught the order of the Thirteen Attributes by which He [God] shows mercy 
and grants atonement to sinners. And this is the answer to the request [by Moses] "show me 
now Your glory." Therefore it says "and the Lord passed before his face" — to teach him 
[Moses] and those who follow after him how to arrange these Thirteen Attributes, in order to 
annul harsh decrees and atone for sins — as our Sages of blessed memory said: "Were it not 
written in the verse, it would be impossible to say it — as it were, He [God] wrapped Himself 
[in a prayer shawl] like a prayer leader and said to him: 'As long as Israel performs [this 
invocation] in this order, they will not return empty-handed,'" as it is said, "Behold, I am 
making a covenant." 

The meaning of this [teaching] is well known, as we [all] see many times, because of our sins, 
that we wrap ourselves in the prayer shawl [and recite the Thirteen Attributes] and yet we are 
not answered.  

But the true meaning [of this teaching] is that whenever Israel acts in this pattern that I [God] 
Myself act — i.e. to show mercy, to be gracious to the poor, to be slow to anger, to do kindness 
with one another, and to overlook one another's faults, as they [the Sages] taught: "whoever 
forgoes strict justice toward others..." — then they are assured that they [their prayers] will 
not return empty-handed.  

However, if they are cruel and act wickedly, all the more so that when the Thirteen Attributes 
are invoked, they are held accountable [strictly]. This is the meaning of “and I will be gracious 
to whom I will be gracious” — to one who deserves to be shown grace and mercy. 

 

A Challenging question to the Tzror HaMor  How can we explain that we see good 
people who show mercy, are gracious to the poor, are slow to anger, do kindness with 
one another, and overlook one another's faults, and yet their prayers are not answered? 

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________________________ 
Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________________________ 
Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________________________ 
Answer 4 ___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix: Be gracious and give the benefit of the doubt (the lesson Rav Ashi learned in 
a dream) 

Mishna Sanhedrin 10:2: 

 .השֶּׁנַמְוּ ,באָחְאַ ,םעָבְרָיָ ,םיכִלָמְ השָׁ{שְׁ .אבָּהַ םלָוֹעלָ קלֶחֵ םהֶלָ ןיאֵ תוֹטוֹידְהֶ העָבָּרְאַוְ םיכִלָמְ השָׁ{שְׁ

Three kings mentioned in the Bible and four commoners have no share in the World-to-
Come. The three kings are: Jeroboam, son of Nebat, and Ahab, both of whom were kings 
of Israel, and Manasseh, king of Judea. 
 

Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 102b:2-4 

 ירֵיבֵחֲוַ Cרָבֵחֲ :רמַאָ .הּימֵלְחֶבְּ הּילֵ יזִחֲתְיאִ ,השֶּׁנַמְ אתָאֲ .ןירִבְחַבְּ חתַּפְנִ רחַמְלִ :רמַאֲ .םיכִלָמְ השָׁ.שְּׁאַ יקֵוֹא ישֵׁאָ ברַ
 איצִוֹמּהַ ארֵשְׁימִלְ תיעֵבָדְּ אכָיהֵמֵ :הּילֵ רמַאֲ .אנָעְדַיָ אלָ :הּילֵ רמַאֲ ?איצִוֹמּהַ ארֵשְׁימִלְ תיעֵבָּ אכָיהֵמֵ ?ןלַ תירֵקָ Cוּבאֲדַּ
 םירֵקָדְּ אכָיהֵמֵ :הּילֵ רמַאֲ .אקָרְיפִבְּ Cמָשְּׁמִ הּילֵ אנָשְׁירֵדָּ רחַמְלִוְ ,ילִ הּירֵמְגְאַ :הּילֵ רמַאֲ ?ןלַ תירֵקָ Cרָבֵחֲוַ ,תְּרַימִגְּ אלָ
 תוֵהֲ ,םתָהָ תוֵהֲ יאִ :הּילֵ רמַאֲ ?הרָזָ הדָוֹבעֲלַ וּתיחִלְפָּ אקָ אמָעְטַ יאמַ ,יאהַ ילֵּוּכּ תְּמַיכִּחַדְּ רחַאַמֵ :הּילֵ רמַאֲ .אלָוּשּׁיבִּ
 .אתָוֹובְּרַבְּ חתָּפְנִ :ןנַבָּרַלְ וּהלְ רמַאֲ רחַמְלִ .יארַתְבַּאַ תְּטַהֲרָוְ אמָילִגְּ ילֵוּפּישִׁבְּ תְּטַיקֵנָ

 
One day Rav Ashi ended his lecture just before reaching the matter of the three kings. He 
said to his students: Tomorrow we will begin the lecture with our colleagues the three 
kings, who, although they were sinners, were Torah scholars like us.  

Manasseh, king of Judea, came and appeared to him in his dream. Manasseh said to him 
angrily: You called us your colleague and the colleagues of your father? How dare you 
characterize yourself as our equal? Manasseh said to him: I will ask you, from where are you 
required to begin cutting a loaf of bread when reciting the blessing: Who brings forth bread 
from the earth? Rav Ashi said to him: I do not know.  

Manasseh said to him: Even this, from where you are required to begin cutting a loaf of 
bread when reciting the blessing: Who brings forth bread from the earth, you did not learn, 
and yet you call us your colleague?  

Rav Ashi said to Manasseh: Teach me this halakha and tomorrow I will lecture and cite it 
in your name during my public lecture delivered on the Festival.  

Manasseh said to him: One cuts the loaf from where it crusts as a result of its baking. 

Rav Ashi said to him: Since you were so wise, what is the reason you engaged in idol 
worship?  

Manasseh said to him: Had you been there at that time, you would have taken and lifted 
the hem of your cloak and run after me.  

The next day Rav Ashi said to the Sages as a prelude to his lecture: We will begin with the 
treatment of our teachers. 


