
PAUL AND THE DEADLY VIPER 
(LESSON FIVE) 

 
 Paul and 275 others had been on a very difficult journey when they climbed up the 
sandstone rocks of the island of Melita (Malta).  While the citizens of Malta did not speak the 
passengers’ language, they did provide hospitality that transcends any language barrier, and 
which the tired and wet passengers no doubt found inviting.  A big warm fire was kindled to dry 
them from the rain, and heat their cold bodies (Acts 28:2).  As Paul was lending a hand to keep 
the fire going, the sticks he picked up apparently had a poisonous snake hiding within.  When the 
warm fire awakened the serpent’s senses, he struck Paul and attached himself to the hand of Paul 
with a venomous bite (Acts 28:3-4).   

 Many days before, Paul had been given leave of Agrippa in Caesarea to appeal his case to 
Caesar in Rome.  The trip by ship would be very treacherous, scary and tiring.  The winds were 
against their west to north passage route so they had to seek protection off the coast line. 
Fighting the winds, they traveled close to the coast lines instead of the open sea, and came to 
Myra where the centurion placed Paul on an Alexandrian ship headed for Rome.  Due to the 
winds, they sailed directly south to Crete.  They were able to find safe harbor from the winds out 

of the west at Fair Havens on the southeast 
portion of the Island.  After many days, it 
was already into the month of October – the 
fast of the yearly atonement remembrance 
had passed (Lev. 23:26-27).  Paul warned 
that traveling at this time would be costly 
and life threatening.  But those controlling 
the ship (its owner and commander) would 
not listen so they were determined to sail. As 
they were traveling westward along the coast 
of Crete, a storm called Euraquilo lashed 
upon the land and sea from the mountains of 
Crete.  This storm is like the Nor’easter that 

occurs sometimes in our country. Not able to withstand the winds, the ship was driven to open 
sea and for two weeks made a 480 mile journey with the aid of currents to the Island of Melita 
(Malta).  Beaching the ship the best they could, but where two seas meet, the ship was tossed 
about and broken into pieces.  The 276 passengers and crewmen, including Luke and Paul, either 
swam unto the Island are paddled themselves on the broken pieces of the ship to safety.   

 Anyone, the good or evil, can be bitten by a snake.  Apparently, the inhabitants of the 
island knew that Paul was a prisoner of some crime.  When the snake struck Paul’s hand and 
would not let him go, they believed the goddess Justice was guiding the proceedings.  Paul may 



have escaped the shipwreck, but he would not escape “Justice.”   The venomous snake, instead 
of the churning sea was his apparent executioner (Acts 28:4).   

 When Paul did not swell up and die due to the snake’s poison now in his body, the people 
changed their mind. He went from being a murderer to being “a god”.  They knew mere humans 
do not survive such snake bites.  He was bitten, but “nothing amiss” was happening to him.  

Therefore, he must be a god.  Publius, who occupied the official title as 
“the chief man” of the Island entertained and treated Paul courteously for 
three days.  When Publius’ father became sick with fever and dysentery, 
Paul healed the sick man by laying his hands on him and praying over him.  
When the rest of the sick inhabitants heard what Paul had done, they came 
to Paul and were healed.   

 Luke speaks of the extraordinary events on the island by highlighting 
“kindness” received by the shipwrecked passengers and the kindness 
returned by the actions of Paul.  Miracles were occurring, and we should 
not forget their purposes of confirming the gospel message and exalting the 

Savior Jesus Christ were no doubt in place over the next three months of Paul’s stay on the 
island.  Paul, not being harmed by the snake bite, and healing the sick were occurrences Jesus 
predicted in connection with the preaching of the Gospel.  “And these signs shall accompany 
them that believe: in my name shall they cast out demons; they shall speak with new tongues; 
they shall take up serpents, and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall in no wise hurt them; they 
shall lay hand on the sick and they shall recover” (Mark 16:17-18).   These were signs, for they 
pointed to something greater than themselves.  They pointed to the fact that God was behind the 
messenger and the message, and through these miracles, He was “confirming the word.”  This is 
what occurred when the apostles went about preaching the Gospel, and among believers upon 
whom the apostles would lay their hands in the first century (Mark 16:20, Acts 8:17-18).  While 
Luke is emphasizing “reciprocal kindness”, no doubt Paul’s miraculous healing of Publius’ 
father and the sick inhabitants of the island had the confirming effect of the gospel that Jesus 
predicted.  

 Some seem to misunderstand the purpose and duration of these miracles in the New 
Testament.  There are those today claiming to be “faith healers” who handle poisonous 
rattlesnakes and copperheads.  Some being bitten refuse medical treatment, to “prove their 
piety”.  If they truly believe, then God will heal.  Sadly, some have died in refusing medical 
treatment. After all, Paul did not need medical treatment did he?  They fail to consider the gospel 
message was completed and confirmed in the first century, and there are no living apostles today 
or believers upon whom the apostles laid their hands.  With the message fully delivered today, 
these miracles have ceased, exactly as Paul predicted (I Corinthians 13:8-10).  Sadly, it seems 
the faith healers are focusing more upon proving that they are believers, than confirming the 
saving gospel of Christ which Jesus in Mark 16 focused upon.   



 Paul’s experience on his trip to Rome also illustrates for us God’s providence.  Paul had 
prayed that he would come to Rome (Romans 15:30-33).  God had cheered the heart of Paul by 
promising him he would “bear witness” of Him in Rome as he had done in Jerusalem (Acts 
23:11).  And now, from this island, he was not far away from the promise being fulfilled.  

 How the events unfolded bringing him to Rome probably were not expected, and 
certainly the way it occurred would not be the wishes of prayer.  He 
was not free to travel, but traveled as a “prisoner” (Acts 27:1).  
During great turbulence of the sea, God through his angel promised 
no loss of life for Paul and for those on ship (Acts 27:22-26).  But 
notice how the events unfolded.  When the ship was doomed to be 
beached and probably broken up, Paul warns the soldiers to not 
abandon the ship or “ye cannot be saved” (Acts 27:31).  Paul 
encourages all on board to “take some food, for this is your safety: 
for there shall not a hair perish from the head of any of you” (Acts 
27:34).  A noble centurion comes to the aid of Paul in saving his life 
by not allowing the soldiers to follow through their plan to kill the 
prisoners so they do not swim away and escape (Acts 27:42-43).  The 

ship did break up violently, and some swam and others paddled on broken ship planks, but all 
were saved.  Not one of the 276 passengers died, just as God promised.  Now shipwrecked, Paul 
and the passengers received the kindness of the inhabitants on the island and given “such things 
as needed” as they boarded a new ship for Rome (Acts 28:10).   

 God works behind the scenes in our lives working things out in answer to our prayers.  
By seeing the events unfold and the prayers of Paul and the intercessory prayers of his fellow 
Christians being answered, our hearts should be encouraged as we pray.  God has promised to 
provide our necessities in life if we seek first God’s kingdom and His righteousness.  And, He 
exhorts us to pray for our daily bread (Matthew 6:33,31,11).  We believe God will fulfill his 
promises and we pray. Like Paul, we do not know how God will bring his promises and our 
requests to pass. But He continues to bless His people, and continues to do so through sometimes 
interesting and unpredictable circumstances.   

 Miracles and God’s providence are certainly seen in Paul’s journey to Rome.  Paul did 
not die as one might expect from the poisonous snake bite, but miraculously, he suffered no harm 
at all.    Providentially, Paul was saved from death through his nephew warning of a death plot 
that he had happened to hear (Acts 23:16-35); of a noble centurion overruling a plan to kill 
prisoners when facing a ship wreck (Acts 27:42-43); of eating food to keep up one’s strength 
(Acts 27:34-35); and swimming or floating on planks of a ship to shore (Acts 27:43-44).  
Miracles of not being harmed at all- with no swelling or death when bitten by serpents, or by 
drinking any deadly thing- have ceased.  The word of God has now been confirmed.  But  
God still works in our life providentially in answering our prayers.   



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:  

1. With winds constantly against them, how could the sailors travel west from Crete some 
480 miles to the island of Melita (Malta)? 

 

2. On his trip to Rome as a prisoner, upon how many ships did Paul travel?  

 

3. How many were on board the ship with Paul, and how many died with the shipwreck?  

 

4. What is meant by the inhabitants of the island of Melita being characterized as 
“barbarians”?   

 

5. Why did not Paul suffer any harm when the poisonous snake bit him?  

 

 

6. What do modern so called “faith healers” fail to understand today?  

 

 

7. How in Paul’s safe journey to Rome can we distinguish between God’s miracles and 
God’s providence?   

 

 

8. Can God answer our prayers today without working a miracle?   
   

   

 
 


