
 { א׳ }

 בס"ד

“The Laws of Nature” Do Not Apply to Klal Yisroel – Every Part of Their 

Existence Is A Result Of Their Actions!  
 

›› The Event Of The Snakes  

The Parshah relates how the people complained after 
Aharon’s death and spoke ill of Hashem and Moshe Rabenu, 
and how they demeaned the manna, which Hashem sent 
them miraculously from Heaven (21:5). They were punished 
with a scourge of venomous snakes, which attacked them 
and bit people. After the nation admitted their sin and 
repented, Hashem commanded Moshe to (ibid: 7-8): “Make 
for Me a serpent and place it on a pole and anyone who was 
bitten and sees it shall live.”  

Rashi explains: “Does a snake cause death or life? 
However, when Yisroel looked Heavenward and subjected 
their hearts to their Father in Heaven, they would be healed, 
but if not, they would rot away.” 

The Chasam Sofer asks why it was needed to make a 
snake to arouse the people to repent. It seems that the 
people had already regretted their sin and repented when 
they asked Moshe to pray for them and told him: “We sinned 
when we spoke against you and Hashem.” Why was it 
necessary to make a snake to arouse them again?  

We may further ask: Why was the punishment of snakes 
sent for speaking badly about Moshe and Hashem? We 
know that every punishment is “middah k’neged middah”, 
measure for measure. How was this punishment fitting for 
the sin, and how was looking at a snake on a pole a 
rectification for this sin?  

The Ohr Hachaim asks another question: Why does the 
verse change their verbiage when speaking about the 
plague of snakes that struck the nation and when speaking 
about the serpent Hashem Yisborach told Moshe to 
command the nation to make? Why are the snakes sent 
upon the nation by Hashem called “nechashim”, snakes, but 
the one made on the pole is called “saraf”, 
serpent?  

Finally, we may ask: If, as Rashi explains 
(and as is stated in Rosh Hashana 29A), the 
point of making a serpent on a pole was to 
cause the nation to look upwards towards 
Heaven, why were they commanded to look at 

a snake, rather than at the Heavens themselves?  

›› Klal Yisroel Complained Because They Had No 
Stored Food And Were Dependent On Hashem’s 
Constant Support  

The Rabenu Bechaya asks why the nation complained 
when they were provided with sufficient manna for 
sustenance every day and had all the water they could need 
from the stone. How could they say that they lacked food 
and water?  

He answers that their complaint was that they were 
living in what they saw as an unnatural way. Other nations 
had enough food and water to stock up a several days’ 
supply that they could depend and rely upon. They, 
however, had no supplies stored away. They only were given 
enough food every day for that specific day. Even water, 
which most nations had in abundance, was lacking for them 
after Miriam died and her be’er dried up. Therefore, they 
could never rely on any provisions they could store away and 
had to live with the knowledge that their daily sustenance 
was provided based upon whether they deserved to be 
rewarded or punished on that day.  

The Rabenu Bechaya continues by explaining what 
Hashem’s intentions were in creating this situation: The 
manna was sent every day to the great generation of the 
desert, just enough for that day, so that their eyes should 
constantly be turned towards Hashem, as is stated in Tehilim 
(123:2): “Like the eyes of servants towards their Master.” 
The purpose was to instill the nation with pure emunah in 
Hashem Yisborach. Because they sinned by speaking badly, 
they were punished with snakes, which is a symbol of evil 
speech. This is seen in the Medrash (Tanchuma 19): “The 
snake, which eats many kinds of foods and it all tastes the 
same, came as punishment upon the nation that ate on kind 
of food that had many tastes.”  

He adds that there were many snakes in the 
desert, but for the entire 40 years in the desert 
not one snake harmed one person from the 
nation because they were protected by the 
clouds of glory.  Now, in the 40th year, when they 
spoke badly about the gift Hashem provided 
them, He sent “the snakes that were poisonous.” 
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For this reason, it does not state that Hashem sent 
“poisonous snakes”. Rather, it says He sent, “the poisonous 
snakes” – meaning the same snakes that were in the desert 
the entire time and never harmed anyone.  

The intent of the Rabenu Bechaya is that after the nation 
complained and said they wanted to live in a “natural” way, 
like all other nations, Hashem responded by removing His 
Divine guidance over them, and allowing them to be 
susceptible to the poisonous snakes that were in the desert 
the entire time.  

The Ohr Hachaim states a similar idea to explain why 
Hashem chose to heal the nation in the unusual manner of 
having them gaze upon the image of a snake. 
He states that the purpose was to get the 
nation to think about why Hashem chose to 
lead them through a barren desert, rather 
than through a land of plenty, with abundant 
resources for their needs. This was because 
Hashem desired for them to be constantly 
turning their eyes towards Him alone for all 
their needs. As Chazal say, He healed them 
specifically through the snake placed high up 
on a pole as a means for them to look upwards 
and see that their sole salvation is through 
Him.  

This was the answer to their complaint 
about why He brought them into a desert 
where no provisions existed for their needs. 
He did it to force them to look upwards 
towards Him for their needs so that their 
hearts would always be near Him and they 
would be connected to Him at all times and 
recognize His Divine guidance.  

›› The Connection Between The Story Of 
The War With Amaleik And The Story Of 
the Snakes   

The Mishnah connects the stories of the 
war with Amaleik and the snakes, by stating: 
“And it came to pass, when Moshe held up his 
hand, that Yisroel prevailed, and when he let 
down his hand, Amaleik prevailed. It may be 
asked: Did the hands of Moshe make war 
when he raised them or break war when he 
lowered them? Rather, the verse comes to tell 
you that as long as the Jewish people turned 
their eyes upward and subjected their hearts 
to their Father in Heaven, they prevailed, but if not, they fell.  

“Similarly, you can say: The verse states: ‘Make for 
yourself a fiery serpent, and place it upon a pole, and it shall 
come to pass, that everyone that is bitten, when he sees it, 
he shall live.’ Once again it may be asked: Did the serpent kill, 
or did the serpent preserve life? Rather, when the Jewish 
people turned their eyes upward and subjected their hearts 
to their Father in Heaven, they were healed, but if not, they 
rotted from their snakebites.” 

What is the connection between these two stories? Why 
did Chazal lump them together?  

Rav Isaac Sher zt”l (in his Sefer Leket Sichos Mussar) 
states: We can see how Hashem Yisborach educated our 
forefathers in the desert to have perfect faith in Him. Pirkei 
D’Rebbe Eliezer explains that they prepared for the war with 
Amaleik by fasting and praying, with Moshe Rabenu leading 
the prayers and Aharon and Chur standing on his two sides 
as is done during a public fast.  The nation followed Moshe’s 
lead. When he bowed, they bowed. He prostrated himself, 
and they prostrated themselves. He raised his hands to the 
Heavens, and they raised theirs.  

Why did they need so much prayer? Chazal (Yalkut 
Reuveni Beshalach) state that Amaleik chose soldiers who 
their stargazers said would not die, or even come to any 

harm, that year. Thus, they could not defeat 
them by natural means. They knew they could 
only be victorious by rising above nature and 
clinging to Hashem.  

This is as the Rambam states (Moreh 
Nevuchim 3:51): “The only way to fight 
Amaleik…is through prayer and turning one’s 
eyes to Heaven, clinging to emunah and 
purifying one’s heart with trust in Hashem, 
and recognizing that nature and witchcraft 
have no power – for there is no power besides 
Him. 

Rav Sher continues: After 40 years of 
being on the level of recognizing that no 
power exists besides Him, the nation needed 
to be refortified in this realization. Hashem 
sent the venomous snakes as punishment for 
their evil speech about the manna. They 
repented and asked Moshe to pray for them 
to Hashem, and He then commanded Moshe 
to make an image of a snake on a pole.  

The Ramban explains that, according to 
the rules of medicine, it is dangerous for a 
person who was bitten by a poisonous snake 
to see the image of a snake. Hashem, 
however, specifically wanted to heal them in 
this way to instill in them the recognition that 
natural laws are meaningless. He was showing 
them that snakes do not kill people – sins kill 
people. And the actual knowledge that the 
snakes have no power to kill was the remedy 
for the ailment.  

This is comparable to the story in Brachos 
(33A): There was an incident in one place 

where an arvad (breed of serpent) was harming people. 
They came and told Rebbe Chanina ben Dosa and asked for 
his help. He told them: Show me the hole of the arvad. They 
showed him its hole. He placed his heel over the mouth of 
the hole and the arvad came out and bit him, and died. 
Rebbe Chanina ben Dosa placed the arvad over his shoulder 
and brought it to the study hall. He said to those assembled 
there: See, my sons, it is not the arvad that kills a person, 
rather transgression kills a person. The arvad has no power 
over one who is free of transgression. At that moment, the 
Sages said: Woe unto the person who was attacked by an 
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arvad and woe unto the arvad that was attacked by Rebbe 
Chanina ben Dosa publicized the miracle in order to show 
the people that a serpent has no power of its own to kill.  

Rav Sher concludes: We see that Hashem sent both 
these occurrences to teach the nation how to pray and live 
a life above the laws of nature – a life of tangible emunah. 
This level of emunah needs reinforcement to remain strong. 
Therefore, even after the war with Amaleik, Hashem need to 
send the snakes to remind the nation of this lesson.  

›› The Serpents Punishment: Hashem Does Not Want 
Its Prayers   

After the sins of seducing Chava to eat from the Tree of 
Knowledge, the verse states (Bereishis 3:14): “Hashem said 
to the serpent…and you shall eat dirt all the days of your 
life.” The Gemara in Yoma (75A) says that the actions of the 
Holy One Blessed be He are not like the actions of man. 
When a man is angry with his friend he takes away his 
sustenance. But when the Holy One cursed the snake He 
ordained that he would always have food.  The Gemara in 
Brachos states (57A): “When one sees a snake in his dream, 
it is a sign that he will have sustenance prepared for him.” 
Rashi explains that a snake symbolizes always having easily 
accessible food.  

The Chidushei Harim asks that this seems to be a 
blessing, not a curse. He answers that the fact that a person 
needs to rely on Hashem Yisborach to provide his 
sustenance creates a bond between him and Hashem. Even 
animals have this bond with Hashem when they ask Him for 
their food, as is stated in Tehillim (104:21). Hashem decreed 
that the serpent would have all the food he needed and 
would never have this bond with Him. This is the greatest 
curse imaginable.  

The Gemara (Yoma 76A) states: Rebbe Shimon bar 
Yochai’s students asked him: Why did the manna not fall 
only once for an entire year? He answered: I will tell you a 
parable. This is like a human king who has an only son. If he 
would give him food once for an entire year, he would only 
go to see his father once a year. He therefore gives him food 
every day, only enough for that day, so that he will come to 
see him every day. So too, the people of Yisroel were 
concerned that perhaps the manna would not fall the next 
day and their children would die of hunger. Therefore, they 
turned to Hashem in prayer every day. 

We see that Hashem sent manna every day because He 
desires the nation’s closeness and wants them to pray to 
Him every day. He wanted them to be the polar opposite of 
the snake.  

We can now understand why Hashem chose snakes as 
the specific punishment for the nation. As the Rabenu 
Bechaya explains, the nation did not wish to be dependent 
upon praying to Hashem every single day for sustenance, 
and wanted to have food stored away for the future like 
every other nation. Therefore, the punishment of the 
snakes was measure for measure. It was a symbol to the 
people that they sinned by desiring to live like the snake, 
with no constant connection to Hashem, and did not want 
the intimate connection of relying on Hashem to provide for 

them through praying to Him every day. And this is the 
reason the verse uses the word “nechashim” for these 
snakes – as a hint to the snake that seduced Chava.   

This also explains very well how making the image of the 
snake on the pole was a proper remedy for the sin. As Chazal 
explain, the snake was placed on a pole to remind the nation 
to look upwards and turn their hearts towards their Father in 
Heaven. The meaning of this is that the rectification for the 
desire to live like the snake, with no connection to Hashem, 
was to look upwards beyond the snake and renew the 
connection to Hashem by turning towards Him and recreating 
the intimate, daily relationship with Him that the nation 
previously had.  

This entire concept has already been explained in the 
Medrash (Shemos Rabbah 21:5): “When Yisroel was in 
bondage in Egypt they began to cry out and hang their eyes 
to the Holy One Blessed is He. Immediately, He began to 
take them out of there with a strong hand and an 
outstretched arm. The Holy One Blessed is He desired to 
hear their voices again, but they did not want. What did He 
do? He coerced Pharaoh to pursue them, as is states, “And 
Pharaoh drew close.” Immediately, the children of Yisroel 
cried out to Hashem. At that time, He said, ‘This is what I 
desired; to hear your voices.’” 

This concept is further seen in the explanation of the 
Rabenu Bechaya on the verse: “And Yitzchok prayed 
opposite his wife for she was barren.” The Rabenu Bechaya 
asks that the verse seemingly should first say, “And his wife 
was barren”, and then say, “and Yitzchok prayed.” Why 
does it first say that he prayed before saying what the 
problem was?  

He answers that the verse is teaching us that the entire 
reason that she was barren was in order to bring Yitzchok to 
prayer. Since the prayer is the main thing, and was the actual 
cause of the barrenness, it is mentioned first in the verse, 
before the actual problem is mentioned.  

The lesson of all of this is that the purpose of all 
sufferings and difficulties is because Hashem desires to hear 
our prayers.  

The Mashgiach Rav Yechezkel Levenstein zt”l used to 
say: People think that they have difficulties and therefore 
need to pray. The truth is the opposite. They need to pray, 
and Hashem therefore sends difficulties. If they would have 
prayed without any difficulties, they would never have 
needed the difficulty to occur. 

The sufferings Hashem sends people are actually a 
manifestation of His kindness and compassion. Hashem 
wants us to pray to Him so that we can draw closer to Him 
and become connected to Him in a constant and consistent 
way. Thus, because He desires our prayers for our own 
benefit, He sends us suffering and difficulties to lead us to 
pray and become connected to Him. 

If we would pray to Him and maintain our constant 
connection to Him on a daily basis, there would be no need 
for any suffering at all. If we would reach this level, we would 
merit to see full salvation immediately.   


