
The Viper of Copper  
Numbers 21:4-9

They marched from Hill’s Hill  
by the Reed Sea Road,  
to go-around the land of Edom,  
and the people [became] short-tempered on the way.

The people spoke against Elohiym and against Moshe:  
“Why did you bring us up from Egypt  
to die in the wilderness?  
For there is no food and no water,  
and our throats loathe the despicable food!

So Yhwh sent upon the people vipers, burning-snakes;  
they bit the people,  
and there died many people of Israel.

The people came to Moshe and said:  
“We have sinned!  
For we have spoken against Yhwh and against you.  
Intercede to Elohiym,  
so that he may remove from us the vipers!”

So Moshe interceded on behalf of the people.

And Yhwh said to Moshe: “Make yourself a burning-snake and 
put it on a banner-pole; it shall be: whoever has been bitten 
and then sees it, will live.”

So Moshe made a viper of copper,  
and he put it on a banner-pole,  
and it was:  
if a viper bit a man  
and he looked upon the viper of copper,  
he would live. 

“When the Gospels or the Apostle or the Psalms are read, another 
person joyfully receives them, gladly embraces them…But if the 
book of Numbers is read to him, and especially those passages 
we have now in hand, he will judge that there is nothing helpful, 
nothing as a remedy for his weakness or a benefit for the salvation 
of his soul. He will constantly spit them out as heavy and burden-
some food.” — Origen ~225 C.E.

Reading/Translation Notes 
Translation and notes by Everett Fox:

“The strange events surrounding the ‘viper of copper’ that 
follow provide a reminder, even amid the progress of the march 
and military successes, of the Israelites’ usual waywardness. As 
usual, the problem is food; several things, however, make this 
brief story unusual amid the rebellion narratives. For one, the 
punishment is unique—in a manner more reminiscent of Pha-
raoh of Egypt, with the Plagues, than of previous Israelite be-
havior. Finally, there is the Bible’s record of what happened to 
the copper object: it was preserved in the cult and worshiped 
by the people, until it was smashed during the large-scale reli-
gious reform under King Hezekiah of Judah (late eighth century 
B.C.E.). One might note that the divine punishment for sin, once 
accomplished, clears the way for the Israelite victories that fol-
low immediately.”

• Hill’s Hill: Others, “Mount Hor;” Hebrew: hor ha-har.

• vipers: Heb. nehashim, “snakes,” altered here in English be-
cause of the rhyming “viper of copper” (nehash nehoshet) in 
v.9 below.

• burning-snakes: Heb. obscure; perhaps linking up with the 
body’s reaction to the bite of this particular snake.

• copper: Elsewhere translated as bronze.



Journey through the Wilderness (Interpretation Commentary)

• Hebrew title for book: In the Wilderness. A book of transition.

• The 4th book in the Torah/Pentateuch, taking the Isralites 
from the revelation at Mount Sinai through 40 years of 
forced wandering before depositing them back at the door-
way of Caanan, the promised land.

• Wilderness is a common theme throughout the Bible: “being 
outside or on the margins of society.” Our postmodern society 
is disconnected from tradition, wandering in the wilderness.

Structure

• The book is divided in two at chapter 26; the Old Generation 
of Rebellion transitions to the New Generation of Hope.

• Chapter 21 is near the end of the old generation.

• 6 Rebellions: 11-12; 16, 17, 20, 21, 25. This is the penultimate.

• Questions: “How is faith transferred from one generation 
to another? What are the boundaries and polarities of life?”

• Connect to the Babylonian context: new generation return-
ing to the land?

The Bronze Serpent

• Background: The Israelites are back at Hormah where they 
had run from the Caananites before. This time they destroy 
them, and do it all properly. The high priest Aaron has just 
died and was buried.

• Heading out to the Red Sea (leaving Caanan?) and routing 
around Edom which controls the primary route. Annoying?

• Direct complaint against God, a first!

• The people confess their sin for only the second time, where 
in 13-14 they immediately acted against their confession 
showing it was invalid.

• The individual “looking to God” is required for life.

• Tradition has it that the bronze snake was kept and later 
worshipped (II Kings 18:4).

• Serpent symbol: evil power and chaos from underworld AND 
fertility, life, healing. Sympathetic magic.

• The snake symbolizes both death and life—comes from 
earth, sheds skin, reoccurring youthfulness; superhuman 
wisdom.

Notes from the Jewish Study Bible:

21:4-9: This incident is the final recurrence of wilderness 
murmuring. Complaints again center around a lack of water and 
poor food. The bronze serpent as an apotropaic (evil-averting, 
from Greek “turn from”) symbol seems to be the etiological ac-
count for the bronze serpent, Nehushtan, which was worshipped 
in Jerusalem until the late 8th century when King Hezekiah de-
stroyed it (2 Kings 18.4). Winged serpents associated with the 
divine are attested in Isaiah (6.6-7; 14.20-30) and elsewhere in 
the ancient Near East. In Egypt, the uraeus, an amulet of an up-
reared cobra, symbolized kingship and divinity. It was worn on 
the pharaoh’s forehead and was believed to protect him with its 
fiery saliva. A serpent attached to a staff brings to mind the ca-
duceus symbol of the modern medical profession.

21.4: This verse continues 20.21; ‘from Mount Hor’ is a Priestly 
interpolation. ‘The Sea of Reeds’ here must refer to the Red Sea.

21.5: Once again, the people revolt against God and Moses. 
‘This miserable food’ refers to the manna.

21.6: ‘Seraph serpents,’ based on the verb, means “burning ser-
pents,” because of their poisonous bite.

21.9: ‘A copper serpent’ more likely refers to one made of 
bronze, a copper-tin alloy. Heb nehoshet (copper) resembles the 
word for snake, nahash. Rabbinic interpreters were disturbed by 
the magical nature of this cure, and suggested that it was the 
glance of the afflicted to their father in heaven, rather than the 
snake, which effected the cure (‘b. Rosh Hash.’ 29a, cited in Rashi).
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