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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1–22:24) 
 
Essay 15. Fire and brimstone 
 
“The L-rd rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the L-rd out of 

Heaven.”  

– Gen. 19:24 

 

"וְהִנְנִי מַשְׁחִיתָם אֶת־הָאָרֶץ", מָשָׁל לְמֶלֶ˂ שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ בֵּן וּמָסַר   וְטַעַם הֲפִיכַת הֶעָרִים, הוּא דּוּמְיָא לְמַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּדוֹר הַמַּבּוּל

ב טוֹבָה שֶׁהָיְתָה וֹ קָּר חֶטְאָם לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא מֵחֲמַת ריוְאַף כָּאן הוֹאִיל שֶׁעִ   .פֵדָגוֹגוֹ נִלְקָה  ?מִי נִלְקָה   ,כְּשֶׁסָּרַח הַבֵּן  .אוֹתוֹ לְפֵדָגוֹג

קֵּן יאֶלָּא דְּהָתָם שֶׁהָיָה קִלְקוּל כְּלָלִי מִשּׁוּם הָכִי חָזַר וְתִ   .עַת לָהֶם אַרְצָם, לָכֵן לָקְתָה אַף הִיא, "לאֹ תִזָּרַע וְלאֹ תַצְמִחַ"מִשַּׁפַּ 

 . , וְכָאן אַדְרַבָּא אַרְבַּע דַיָּינֵי הֲווֹ בִּסְדוֹם וְכוּ'הָעוֹלָם, מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן הָכָא שֶׁהָיָה קִלְקוּל פְּרָטִי. וְעוֹד שֶׁהָאָרֶץ עוֹמֶדֶת עַל הַמִּשְׁפָּט

  

The reason for the overthrow of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah is similar to what 

was said for the generation of the Flood: 

“I have decided to put an end to all flesh, for the earth is filled with 

lawlessness because of them; I am about to destroy them with the earth.”1 There 

is a parable of a king who had a son, and he delivered him to his tutor. When 

his son offended, who was flogged? The tutor was flogged. 

- Gen. Rabbah 31:7  

So too here, in the case of Sodom and Gomorrah, since the main sin of theirs was only 

because of the great goodness that affected their land, therefore it too was crippled, “it would 

neither sow nor produce.”2 Rather, there, regarding the Flood, there was a general corruption; 

because of this, [G-d] returned to active involvement and repaired the world so that the people 

and animals on Noah’s ark could repopulate the world. That is something that is not the case 

here in Sodom and Gomorrah where there was a private corruption; i.e., as a localized 

destruction, it could be rendered inhabitable and there would still be plenty of other places in the 

world where people could flourish.  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 6:13. 
2 Deut. 29:22. 
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Also, the land stands for justice, as it is said, “By justice a king sustains the land,”3 but 

here to the contrary, “There were four judges in Sodom: Shakrai [‘a liar’], and Shakrurai [‘a 

habitual liar’], Zayfai [‘a forger’], and Matzlei Dina ]‘a perverter of justice’].”4 

 

רִים, לְפִי שֶׁחָטְאוּ בְּעַיִן, שֶׁהָיָה  ודּוֹנּוּ כְּדוֹר הַמַּבּוּל. וּמַכַּת הַסַּנְוֵ ירָה וּבְרוֹתְחִין נִ י, עַל שֶׁבְּרוֹתְחִין קִלְקְלוּ בָּעֲבֵ "גָּפְרִית וָאֵשׁ"וְ 

וּמִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה לָקוּ בְּעַיִן. וְזֶהוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁהַמֶּלַח סְדוֹמִית    נְשֵׁי חֲבֵירֵיהֶם,  לָהֶם עַיִן רָעָה וְחוֹמְדִים מָמוֹן אֲחֵרִים וְחוֹמְדִים נָמֵי

רְעָנוּת הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁלּאֹ הֵגִין עֲלֵיהֶם הַמֶּלַח הָיְתָה וּ, וְהַפּוּ˂רְעָנוּת כְּדִלְקַמָּן בְּסָמ וּ, לְפִי שֶׁהַמֶּלַח מָגֵין עַל הַפּמְסַמֵּא אֶת הָעֵינַיִם

   רִים.ימַכַּת הַסַּנְוֵ 

 

And “brimstone and fire.” Why were they punished with fire? For they were corrupted 

by sin with hot water [i.e., semen], and with hot water they were judged,5 as was the 

generation of the Flood.  

Also, they were punished by being struck with blindness, for they sinned with the eye, 

for they had an evil eye, and coveted the money of others and also coveted the women of their 

friends, and measure-for-measure they were struck in the eye. This is the reason that 

Sodomite salt blinds the eye.6 The salt placed on a table shields against calamities, as discussed 

in the following essay, i.e., Essay 16, but the first calamity that the salt did not shield them 

from was being struck with blindness. 

  

.  , כָּ˂ הִטְעִימָן רָעָה מֵעֵין גֵּיהִנֹּם שֶׁהוּא "חֹשֶׁ˂ וְצַלְמָוֶת"עֵין עוֹלָם הַבָּא כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"לוְעוֹד כְּשֵׁם שֶׁהִטְעִימָן הקב"ה טוֹבָה מֵ 

עַל פָּסוּק   דְאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ רַבָּהוהִמְטִיר עֲלֵיהֶם אֵשׁ אִשּׁוֹ שֶׁל גֵּיהִנָּם, וְגָפְרִית לְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ הִרְגִּישׁוּ בְּחַיֵּיהֶם לַעֲשׂוֹת תְּשׁוּבָה, כִּ 

יחַ גָפְרִית וְנַפְשׁוֹ סוֹלֶדֶת עָלָיו, לָמָּה מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהִיא יוֹדַעַת שֶׁהִיא נִידּוֹנֶת  אָמַר ר' יוּדָן מִפְּנֵי מָה אָדָם מֵרִיחַ רֵ   . וְכוּ'  "וַה' הִמְטִיר"

לָבוֹא[בָּהּ   שֶׁכֵּן   .עכ"ל   7]לֶעָתִיד  וּמִכָּל  הָרֵיחַ,  שֶׁל  בַּחוּשׁ  דַּוְקָא  לִגְהִינָם  רֶמֶז  שֶׁהוּא  דָּבָר  הַזֶּה  בָּעוֹלָם  נִשְׁאַר  לָמָּה  וְקָשֶׁה 

  יוֹתֵר מְעַט מִשְּׁאַר הַחוּשִׁים.  שֶׁבְּזֶה הַחוּשׁ הֵםרוֹת ישֶׁהָעֲבֵ 

 

Just as the Holy One, Blessed be He, gave them a taste of goodness from the World-

to-Come, as the rabbis of blessed memory said,8 so too did he give them a taste of bad from 

Gehenna, which is “darkness and the shadow of death.”9 He rained down upon them the fire 

of Gehenna, and brimstone, because they didn’t feel the need in their lives to repent, as is 

brought in Midrash Gen. Rabbah 51:3 on the verse, “The L-rd rained upon Sodom and 

Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the L-rd out of Heaven.”  

 
3 Prov. 29:4. 
4 Sanhedrin 109b. 
5 Sanhedrin 108b. 
6 Eruvin 17b. 
7 The first edition read “לעולם”, and the translator has corrected it to match the text of the Midrash. 
8 Zohar I:109a. 
9 Job 10:21. 
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Why were they punished with brimstone? The Midrash states: “Rabbi Yudan said: Why 

does a person smell the stench of sulfur and his soul abhors it? Why? Because [the soul] 

knows that it will be condemned by [sulfur] in the future [i.e., in Gehenna].” It is difficult to 

understand why there remains in this world something that is a hint precisely of Gehenna in 

the sense of smell, and all the more so that the transgressions in this sense are the least of the 

senses.  

 

שֶׁנִּשְׁמָתוֹ שֶׁל    אֵיזֶהוּ דָּבָר שֶׁהַנְּשָׁמָה נֶהֱנֵית מִמֶּנּוּ וְאֵין הַגּוּף נֶהֱנֶה מִמֶּנּוּ? הֱוֵי אוֹמֵר זֶה הָרֵיחַ. עוֹד אָמְרוּ  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל

אֲבָל הַגּוּף מוּטְבָּע בְּתַאֲווֹת הָעוֹלָם וּלְעוֹלָם חוֹשֵׁב "וְהָיָה כָזֶה יוֹם מָחָר גָּדוֹל  .  שֶׁנִּפְרָעִים מִמֶּנּוּיוֹדַעַת  אָדָם מְעִידָה בּוֹ בְּכָל יוֹם וְ 

נִשְׁאַר בּוֹ רֶמֶז שֶׁל גֵּ   . יֶתֶר מְאֹד" נֶהֱנֵיתָ מִמֶּנּוּ  לַבַּד  כְּדֵי שֶׁתִּזְכּלָכֵן בְּחוּשׁ הָרֵיחַ שֶׁהַנְּשָׁמָה  וּכְשֶׁתַּעֲשֶׂה   .נֶשׁ יוֹתֵרוֹר הָעוֹ יהִנָּם 

 .הַתְרָאָה אֵל הָאָדָם תִּתֵּן לוֹ סִימָן זֶה, וְכֵיוָן שֶׁמַּרְגִּישׁ אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה תְּשׁוּבָה

 

It can be said that the rabbis of blessed memory said: “What is it from which the soul 

derives benefit, but the body does not derive benefit from it? You must say: That is a 

fragrance.”10  

They also say that, “A person’s soul will testify against him” every day,11 and knows 

that punishment will be exacted from him for his sins. But the body is sunk in desires of the 

world and always thinks, “And tomorrow will be just the same, or even much grander!”12 

Therefore, in the sense of smell, which the soul alone enjoys, a hint of Gehenna remains, in 

order that it remembers the punishment. When you create a warning for man, give him this 

sign, and since he senses that, it is possible for him to repent.  

 

* * * 

 
10 Berachot 43b. 
11 Ta’anit 11a. 
12 Isaiah 56:12. 


