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Fiery Serpents and Retzon 
Hashem: Nesivos Shalom 1

rabbi moshe j. yeres

1. Source: Nesivos Shalom, Bamidbar pp. 123–125

במדבר כא:ד-ט
אלִֹקים  ר ָהָעם ֵבּ ֶרְך: ַוְיַדֵבּ ָדּ ְקַצר ֶנֶפׁש ָהָעם ַבּ ֶרְך ַים סּוף ִלְסֹבב ֶאת ֶאֶרץ ֱאדֹום ַוִתּ ְסעּו ֵמֹהר ָהָהר ֶדּ ַוִיּ
לֵֹקל:  ֶחם ַהְקּ ֶלּ נּו ָקָצה ַבּ י ֵאין ֶלֶחם ְוֵאין ַמִים ְוַנְפֵשׁ ר ִכּ ְדָבּ ִמּ ְצַרִים ָלמּות ַבּ ה ָלָמה ֶהֱעִליֻתנּו ִמִמּ ּוְבמֶֹשׁ
ַוָיֹּבא ָהָעם ֶאל  ְשָׂרֵאל:  ַוָיָּמת ַעם ָרב ִמִיּ כּו ֶאת ָהָעם  ָׂרִפים ַוְיַנְשּׁ ים ַהְשּ ָחִשׁ ָעם ֵאת ַהְנּ ח ה׳ ָבּ ַלּ ַוְיַשׁ
ַעד  ה ְבּ ל מֶֹשׁ ֵלּ ְתַפּ ָחׁש ַוִיּ ל ֶאל ה׳ ְוָיֵסר ֵמָעֵלינּו ֶאת ַהָנּ ֵלּ ְרנּו ַבה׳ ָוָבְך ִהְתַפּ י ִדַבּ ה ַויֹּאְמרּו ָחָטאנּו ִכּ מֶֹשׁ
ׁשּוְך ְוָרָאה ֹאתֹו ָוָחי: ַוַיַּעשׂ  ל ַהָנּ ה ֲעֵשׂה ְלָך ָשָׂרף ְוִשׂים ֹאתֹו ַעל ֵנס ְוָהָיה ָכּ ָהָעם: ַויֹּאֶמר ה׳ ֶאל מֶֹשׁ

ת ָוָחי: ֹחֶשׁ יט ֶאל ְנַחׁש ַהְנּ ָחׁש ֶאת ִאיׁש ְוִהִבּ ְך ַהָנּ ס ְוָהָיה ִאם ָנַשׁ ת ַוְיִשֵׂמהּו ַעל ַהֵנּ ה ְנַחׁש ְנֹחֶשׁ מֶֹשׁ
They set out from Mount Hor by way of the Sea of Reeds to skirt the land of Edom. But the people 
grew restive on the journey, and the people spoke against G-d and against Moses, “Why did you 
make us leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread and no water, and we have come 
to loathe this miserable food.” The LORD sent seraph serpents against the people. They bit the 
people and many of the Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, “We sinned by speaking 
against the LORD and against you. Intercede with the LORD to take away the serpents from us!” 
And Moses interceded for the people. Then the LORD said to Moses, “Make a seraph figure and 
mount it on a standard. And if anyone who is bitten looks at it, he shall recover.” Moses made 
a copper serpent and mounted it on a standard; and when anyone was bitten by a serpent, he 
would look at the copper serpent and recover.

The IsraelITes’ encounTer with the fiery (venomous) serpents in Numbers chapter 2, 
stands out in a unique fashion from other events of Israelite sinful behavior in the Desert. 
Their actual sin is not clearly defined. The people were restless and tired, but that was 
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neither necessarily unreasonable nor rebellious. The land of Canaan was in sight, and now 
they were told they needed to significantly detour around the land of Edom to get there. 
Why punish them for something you and I may have questioned ourselves? And why punish 
them with death by fiery venomous serpents? 

Additionally, how and why was the cure built into the copper serpent crafted by Moses? 
In previous situations of sin, Moses prayed to the Almighty for Israelite forgiveness, which 
was granted in one degree or another. Why here was the response for cure and forgiveness 
built into making a copper image of the punishment, and required for the bitten Israelites 
to actually gaze at this? Why the need for this additional action by Bnei Yisrael? Why did 
the Almighty withhold forgiveness without carrying out this ritual? Furthermore, this event 
follows soon after the death of Aharon Hakohen; is there a connection?

The most often quoted Rabbinic interpretation for gazing at the copper serpent is found 
in the Mishnah, Masechet Rosh Hashanah, end of chapter 3: 

ׁשּוְך ְוָרָאה אֹותֹו ָוָחי ְוִכי ָנָחׁש  ים אֹותֹו ַעל ֵנס ְוָהָיה ּכׇל ַהּנָ ָרף ְושִׂ ה ְלָך שָׂ ה אֹוֵמר ֲעשֵׂ ָבר ַאּתָ ּדָ ּיֹוֵצא ּבַ ּכַ
ם ַלֲאִביֶהם  ִדין ֶאת ִלּבָ ְעּבְ י ַמְעָלה ּוְמׁשַ ַלּפֵ ִלין ּכְ ּכְ ָרֵאל ִמְסּתַ שְׂ ּיִ ְזַמן ׁשֶ א ּבִ ה ֶאּלָ ֵמִמית אֹו ָנָחׁש ְמַחּיֶ

ִאין ְוִאם ָלאו ָהיּו ִניּמֹוִקים. ַמִים ָהיּו ִמְתַרּפְ ָ ּשׁ ּבַ ׁשֶ
Similarly, the verse states: “Make for yourself a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole; and it shall 
come to pass, that everyone that is bitten, when he sees it, he shall live” (Numbers 21:8). 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.

Looking up at the serpent was really looking up to the Almighty. 
But how did this help correct the sin; and as importantly – why is this found here and 

not in other sins of the Israelites in the Wilderness? 
The Slonimer Rebbe in Nesivos Shalom states that one of the worst theological deficiencies 

(p’gamim) that the Jewish people can do is to deny the role of retzon Hashem (the will of G-d) 
and Hanhagat Habore’ (the role of the Creator) in our lives. This is exactly what happened 
at this juncture to the Israelites. The Bible ascribes no specific sin here, for their sin was a 
more general defect: not seeing and not accepting the will of Hashem and the leadership of 
G-d in their lives. They were fixated on reaching Israel as quick as they could. Any obstacle 
or detour placed in their way was not acceptable and could not be reconciled with their 
life plan. They refused to accept a retzon Haboreh which they could not understand, which 
inconvenienced their lives. They could not entertain that there were some bumps and 
obstacles inserted by Hashem on their road to Israel, for which they could not plumb the 
reason. 

To correct this it was necessary and required of them to look up through the serpent at 
the vast heavens to visualize the role of Hashem they could not see, to cause themselves to 
recognize that life included accepting the retzon Hashem that is given to us. Without that, 
life and faith are not complete, even when we do not understand why or how. 
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Pirke Avot chapter 6 says clearly ֶחְלקֹו ֵמַח ּבְ יר, ַהּשָׂ  Who is rich? He who rejoices ,ֵאיֶזהּו ָעׁשִ
in his lot. The purpose of the life of a Jew is to be happy and satisfied with our lot in this 
world – chelko. That includes says the Nesivos Shalom – cheilek Hashem ‘amo, accepting retzon 
Hashem as an integral part of our life goals.

The sin of the primordial serpent in the Garden of Eden was to reject retzon Hashem. The 
original serpent received no benefit from biting Man, but still played the role as the inciter 
that leads to denying retzon Hashem. If such is that retzon Habore is to eat from all the trees of 
the Garden of Eden sans one, then by eating from that fruit of the etz hada’at, I am stepping 
away from the will of the Almighty. Bnei Yisrael in the Desert had manna, water from the 
well, protectives clouds of glory. But their unhappiness stemmed from their inability to 
fully integrate retzon Hashem into their lives. 

Pirke Avot Chapter 5 notes that Avraham Avinu was subjected by the Almighty to Ten 
Divine tests (nisyonot):

ל ַאְבָרָהם  תֹו ׁשֶ ה ִחּבָ ּמָ ם, ְלהֹוִדיַע ּכַ ֻכּלָ לֹום ְוָעַמד ּבְ ָ ה ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו ָעָליו ַהּשׁ ָרה ִנְסיֹונֹות ִנְתַנּסָ ֲעשָׂ
לֹום. ָ ָאִבינּו ָעָליו ַהּשׁ

With ten trials was Abraham, our father (may he rest in peace), tried, and he withstood them all; 
to make known how great was the love of Abraham, our father (peace be upon him).

The Nesivos Shalom points out that a number of Avraham’s nisyonot (tests) entailed his 
making conscious choices, such as deciding between the furnace of Ur Kasdim, denial of 
the Almighty, deciding between taking Isaac up Mount Moriah or not. Yet many of the tests 
were situations that Abraham simply found himself in a no way out situation: it was not 
in his own volition, he had no choice. When there was a famine in Canaan and Avraham 
went down to Egypt, should he instead have chosen to stay and perish and not go to Egypt? 
Upon arrival when Sarai was abducted by Pharoah and later by Abimelech, what choice 
did Avraham have to make? What sort of tests was Avraham being rewarded for? What 
kind of tests were these? 

The Slonimer Rebbe says that Avraham was being tested if he would willingly accept the 
retzon Hashem in his life, without complaint. Abraham passing the test was in his realizing 
that even when I do not understand the plan of G-d, I still will accept the retzon Hashem 
and hanhagat Habore. 

The yetzer hara works on us not only to sin, but more insidiously to get us to deny that we 
are subject to a personal Divine plan for each of us. The ultimate success of the yetzer hara 
is causing us to fail in our life mission by rejecting the retzon Habore in our lives, causing us 
to feel that we often live lives of random events, with no purpose, no goal and no destiny 
that allows us to come closer to the Almighty. 

Finally: to accept retzon Hashem in my life means I need to reach out and connect to 
members of the Jewish faith community. Love of Hashem is sustained and strengthened 
by love of fellow Jews. That is why the gateway that led to denial of retzon Haboreh at the 
incident of the fiery serpents was the death and loss of Aharon Hakohen who lived the 
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value of – ohav shalom rodef shalom ohev et habriyot umekarvan leTorah – lover and pursuer of 
peace and friendship and connectivity to G-d and Torah. 
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