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Chapter XXXIX: Chukat (Num. 19:1–22:1) 
 
Essay 12. Man can conquer his evil inclination 
 
In Num. 21:4–9, the Israelites became upset with their food, and complained against G-d. 

As punishment, they were attacked by deadly snakes. They repented, and those who were still alive 
were spared. This essay discusses another incident involving snakes and sin.  

 

אָמַר לָהֶם:   .לְרַבִּי חֲנִינָא בֶּן דּוֹסָא הָיָה מַזִּיק אֶת הַבְּרִיּוֹת. בָּאוּ וְהוֹדִיעוּעָרוֹד פֶּרֶק ה' מַעֲשֶׂה בְּמָקוֹם אֶחָד שֶׁהָיָה בּוֹ  בְּרָכוֹת

מֵמִית אֶלָּא חֵטְא הֶעָרוֹד  שֶׁאֵין  רְאוּ  מַר לָהֶם  אָ   .וְכוּ'הֶעָרוֹד  וּמֵת    ,נְשָׁכוֹ  ,יָצָא  .חוֹרוֹעֲקֵבוֹ עַל    וְהִנִּיחַ .  וְכוּ'  אֶת חוֹרוֹהִרְאוֹנִי  
  מֵמִית ע"כ.  

  
In tractate Berachot, the fifth chapter, it is written:  

[There was] an incident in one place where a snake1 was harming the 
people. They came and told Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa [and asked for his help]. 
He told them: “Show me its hole.” They showed him its hole. He placed his heel 
over the mouth of the hole. It came out, bit him, and the snake died! [Rabbi 
Chanina ben Dosa] placed it over his shoulder and brought it to the study hall. He 
said to them: “See, it is not the snake that kills, rather sin kills.” [I.e., the snake 
has no power over one who is free of transgression.]  

- Berachot 33a 
 

וְלַעֲנִיּוֹת דַּעְתִּי נִרְאֶה אֵין זוֹ קוּשְׁיָא,  .אֵי סָמַ עַל הַנֵּס בְּמָקוֹם דִּשְׁכִיחַ הֶזֵּיקָא, וְכֵן הִקְשׁוּ מְפָרְשִׁים אֲחֵרִים מַהַרְשָׁ"אוְהִקְשָׁה 
חַ גַּם עַל נֵס שֵׁנִי, כְּמוֹ דָּוִד וּמָרְדְּכַי וֹהקב"ה לַעֲשׂוֹת לְצַדִּיקִים נֵס בְּתוֹ נֵס, דְּכְּשֶׁעוֹשֶׂה לָהֶם נֵס אֶחָד יֵשׁ לָהֶם לִבְט  שֶׁהֲרֵי דֶּרֶ

יַין דֵּובֵי בְּקַרְנַיְיהוּ דְּהוּא נִיסָּא רַבָּה כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ דְעִיזֵי דְּר' חֲנִינָא בֶּן דּוֹסָא הַוָּו מַתְ .  תַּן לָהֶם רֶמֶז וְחָשׁוּישֶׁנִּ 
 .כִי סָמַ עַצְמוֹ אַף עַל נֵס זֶה מִשּׁוּם שֶׁהָיָה רָאוּי לְכָט' דִּמְצִיעָא (דַּף ק"ו) ועיי"ש, מִשּׁוּם הָ 

 
The Maharsha2 asks how [Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa] relied upon a miracle in a place 

where a harmful [snake] was present, and other commentators have similarly asked this, for 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 The word arod [עָרוֹד] appears once in the Bible, in Job 39:5, where it is considered to be a wild donkey. In this 

context in the Gemara, it is considered to be a venomous snake or lizard. 
2 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555–1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei 

Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot. 
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we are not supposed to place ourselves in a dangerous situation, expecting a miracle. In my poor 
opinion, this does not seem to be a difficulty, for we see the way of the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, is to perform a miracle within a miracle for the righteous, that  when He performs one 
miracle for them, then they can trust there will be a second miracle, as with David and 
Mordechai who were each given a hint about something and took it into account.3 (Esther 
Rabbah 6:5). Since we find that the goats of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa brought bears [impaled 
on] their horns, which was a great miracle, as it says in the ninth chapter of tractate Bava 
Metzia (page 106a),4 because of this first miracle, he relied on this second miracle that he would 
be saved from the snake, because it was fitting for him to benefit from miracles. 

 
וַהֲלאֹ מִקְרָא מָלֵא הוּא  ?מֵמִית אֶלָּא הַחֵטְא מֵמִיתהֶעָרוֹד שֶׁאֵין רְאוּ נָתוֹ בַּמֶּה שֶׁאָמַר וקַשְׁיָא, דְּמַה הָיְתָה כַּוָּ אֲבָל אִי קַשְׁיָא הָא 

הַנָּחָשׁ בְּלוֹא־לָחַשׁ" בְּזֶהנוּ שֶׁהַנָּחָשׁ אֵינוֹ נוֹשֵׁ אֶלָּא לְמִי שֶׁנִּגְזַר עָלָיו  ידְּהַיְ .  "אִם־יִשֹּׁ  כֵּן מַה הוֹסִיף  וְאִם  וְעוֹד    ?מִלְּמַעְלָה, 
 ? הַלּאֹ הָיָה דַּי שֶׁלּאֹ יִנְשֹׁכֶנוֹ? הֶעָרוֹדרֶ הָיָה שֶׁיָּמוּת וֹמֵמִית וְכוּ' מַה צהֶעָרוֹד שֶׁלְּפִי דְּבָרָיו שֶׁאֵין 

 
But if there is a difficulty, this is the difficulty: that what was [Rabbi Chanina ben 

Dosa’s] intent when he said, “See, it is not the snake that kills, rather sin kills”? For isn’t 
there a full verse about this: “If the snake bites before it is charmed, there’s no profit for the 
charmer” (Eccl. 10:11)? That is, a snake’s nature is to bite people, though that can sometimes be 
overcome by a snakecharmer. The snake only bites one whom is decreed upon from above, if 
so, what is added by this statement of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa? Also, according to his words, 
that it is not the snake that kills, rather sin kills, what need what there for the snake to die? 
Wouldn’t it have been enough for it to have not bitten him? In other words, while he didn’t die 
from the snakebite, the snake did still bite him. If a miracle was going to happen for Rabbi Chanina 
ben Dosa, why did the snake bite him at all? 

 

 
3 Esther Rabbah 6:6: “. . . Four righteous were given a hint. Two recognized it and two did not recognize it. A 

hint was given to Moses and he did not recognize it. A hint was given to Jacob and he did not recognize it. A hint was 
given to David and Mordechai and they did recognize it.  

The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Jacob, ‘I will protect you wherever you will go’ (Gen. 28:15), but he was 
afraid—a man that the Holy One, blessed be He, promised him was afraid, as it says, ‘Jacob was greatly frightened.’ 
(Gen. 32:8). Rather, he said, ‘Perhaps when I was in the house of Laban, the impurity ruined me and I became impure.’ 

[Regarding] Moses, [it is written] ‘place it in the ears of Joshua,’ that is to say that you [i.e., Moses] will die and 
Joshua will enter the people to the Land, but it is written, ‘and I pleaded with the L-rd’ (Deut. 3:23). [I.e., Moses didn’t 
take the hint, and continued to plea.] 

But David and Mordechai were given a hint and they recognized it. David said, ‘Your servant has killed both lion 
and bear’ (I Sam. 17:36). David said, ‘What distinction do I have that I have slain wild beasts? But perhaps something 
is destined to happen to Israel, and they are destined to be saved by me.’  

[Regarding] Mordechai: ‘and each and every day Mordechai went before the courtyard of the harem’ (Esther 
2:11). He said, ‘is it possible that this righteous woman will be married to a non-Jew for naught? Rather a great future 
thing will happen to Israel and she will conquer this future thing.’ ” 

4 The story is explained more fully in Taanit 25a: “Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa had some goats. [His neighbors] said 
to him: [Your goats] are damaging [our property by eating in our fields]. He said to them: If they are causing damage, 
let them be eaten by bears. But if [they are] not [eating your property], let each of them, this evening, bring a bear 
[impaled] between its horns. That evening, each one brought in a bear [impaled] between its horns.” 
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שׁ אֶפְשָׁר דַּאֲנָא עֲבִד כְּלוּם אֶלָּא  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִי מִקְרָא דְּ"אִם־יִשֹּׁ הַנָּחָשׁ" וְכוּ' וְאִיתָא בַּמִּדְרָשׁ רֵישׁ פָּרָשַׁת אֱמֹר שֶׁאוֹמֵר הַנָּחָ 
 ,כָּ הַיֵּצֶר הָרַע  ,הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים יִשְׂרָאֵל לוֹמַר כְּשֵׁם שֶׁהַנָּחָשׁ נוֹשֵׁ כְּשֶׁאוֹמְרִים לוֹ מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם.  יוּתָא עכ"לאִם מִתְאַמַּר לִי מִן עֶלְ 

 וּמֵעַתָּה אָנוּ כְּמוֹ אֲנוּסִים.  .וְכָ אָמְרוּ לוֹ מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם ,מָּנוּתוֹ וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה נִבְרָאוּלְפִי שֶׁכָּ א שֶׁבָּנוּ נוֹשֵׁ בָּנוּ
 
It can be said on the verse, “If the snake bites before it is charmed . . . ,” and it is 

brought in the Midrash on parshat Emor (Vayikra Rabbah 26:2), that the snake said, “Is it 
possible for me to do anything without me being told from on High?” Israel could theoretically 
say, “Just as the snake bites, when they tell him from Heaven to do so, so too is the evil 
inclination, which is within us biting us, i.e., inciting us to sin. For thus is [the evil inclination’s] 
nature and for this reason it was created, and this is what they told [the evil inclination] from 
Heaven, and from now on we are like people who are compelled [to sin].” 

 
נָמֵי הֶעָרוֹד  אֲבָל עַכְשָׁו שֶׁאָנוּ רוֹאִים שֶׁזֶּה   וְהָלַ  לְהַזִּיק הַבְּרִיּוֹת דִּשְׁמַע מִינָהּ שֶׁשָּׁלְחוּ אוֹתוֹ שָׁם מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם  שֶׁבָּא שָׁם כְּדֵי 

נָּה שֶׁאַף הַיֵּצֶר הָרַע הַנּוֹשֵׁ  ישָׁמַע מִ   .לָּא אַדְרַבָּא מֵת הֶעָרוֹדוְלאֹ דַּי שֶׁלּאֹ עָשָׂה לוֹ שׁוּם נֶזֶק אֶ   .לִישּׁוֹ לר' חֲנִינָא בֶּן דּוֹסָא עַצְמוֹ 
וְלִבִּי חָלַל  , "שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ בְּדָוִד דִּכְתִיבאֶת הָאָדָם כְּדֵי לְהַחְטִיאוֹ אֵין מַמָּשׁ בִּנְשִׁיכָה זוֹ אֶלָּא הָאָדָם יָכוֹל לְהִנָּצֵל מִמֶּנּוּ וְלְהָרְגוֹ, כְּמוֹ  

  .וֹל בּוֹשׁכִי אָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּקִידוּשִׁין וְאִם אַתָּה רוֹצֶה אַתָּה תִּמְ הָ וְאָמְרוּ זַ"ל שֶׁדָּוִד הָרְגוּ לַיֵּצֶר הָרַע, וְ  ".קִרְבִּיבְּ 
 
But now that we see that this is the snake that came there in order to injure people, 

we hear from it that they sent it there from Heaven, and it came also to bite Rabbi Chanina 
ben Dosa himself. It’s not enough that it didn’t do any harm to him; rather, to the contrary, 
the snake died! Hear from this that even the evil inclination, which bites the man in order to 
make him sin, has nothing within its bite that the man is not able to conquer and destroy, as 
we find with David, as it is written, “my heart is pierced within me” (Ps. 109:22), meaning 
that the evil inclination in his heart was nullified, as if his heart had died. [The rabbis] of blessed 
memory said that David destroyed his evil inclination,5 and thus it says in the first chapter 
of Kiddushin (30b), “and if you wish, you will rule over it, as it is stated, ‘But you may rule 
over it’ (Gen. 4:7).’ ” Thus, Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa’s statement recognized the snake was 
analogous to the evil inclination. The snake biting him showed that he had an evil inclination, but 
the fact that the snake died showed that he was able to conquer his evil inclination. The rest of 
Israel should also recognize that we can conquer our own evil inclination. 

 
 

* * * 

 
5 Yerushalmi Berachot chapter 9, halacha 5. 


