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Before the Serpent Became Satan
By Jim Myers

It is absolutely amazing how
dramatic the results can be
when you simply change the
role of one character in a story
–especially when that story
affects the beliefs of over
2,000,000,000 people. The
story took place in the Garden
of Eden. The characters were
God, Adam, Eve and the
serpent.

Most of us were taught that the
story of the Garden of Eden
was an account of a cosmic struggle between God
and Satan. The outcome of that battle directly
affected the lives of every person who has ever
lived since the beginning of time. Without this
event there would have been no original sin and
no need for a universal savior.

The focus of this article is the character called
“the serpent.” Christian doctrine teaches that the
serpent is really the Devil -- Satan himself. The
way we understand this character will make a
very big difference in how we understand the
story. We will use our linguistic approach to
Bible study and do our best to let our Bible tell its
own story.

The story begins in Genesis chapter 2 verse 19
where we discover information about the origin
of the serpent:

So out of the ground the LORD
God formed every beast of the
field and every bird of the air,
and brought them to the man
to see what he would call them;
and whatever the man called
every living creature, that was
its name.

God made the beasts of the field,
(which included the serpent) from
the ground. The serpent wasn’t an 
angel, he belonged to a specific
group of animals. His name came

from the man, not God. In the ancient world the
power of knowing the name was significant.

Now let’s jumpback one verse and find out why
God decided to make these creatures:

Then the LORD God said, "It is not
good that the man should be alone; I will
make him a helper fit for him."

In this creation account the man was created
alone, without a mate. God declares that it was
NOT GOOD for man to be alone. This is unlike
the creation account in chapter 1, in which every
act of creation was said to be “good.”  The
creation of man and woman was the crowning
achievement and we were told that this was“very
good.”In this account we have a man without a
mate, God busily creating animals to fill the void
and the man naming each new animal. Why would
he be considered alone–he was with God?
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The man named one of those animals NACHASH

which was translated as “serpent.”  You will find
this word in the Holladay Lexicon on page 235a:

(1) snake
(2) crocodile
(3) dragon

Now let’s turn to the verb form for more insight 
into the etymology and meaning of the root form
of this word:

(1) seek & give omen
(2) practice divination
(3) bewitchment
(4) magic curse

In order to understand the next comment I want to
remind you that the chapter and verse numbers
were not in the ancient manuscripts, they were
added over a thousand years later. Let’s insert 
the chapter break at the end of chapter 2 verse 24
and combine verse 2:25 with 3:1a–

And the man and his wife were both
naked, and were not ashamed. Now the
serpent was more subtle than any other
beast of the field that the LORD God
had made.

This is one of those cases that makes it very clear
why it is much better to use an interlinear Bible
for your studies. Look at the two Hebrew words
below–

(2) (1)

The Hebrew word on the right (#1) is the one that
was translated as “naked.”  Thesecond word was
the one translated as “subtle.”  You will notice 
that the first four letters (right to left) of both
words are the same. Word #1 has a masculine
plural suffix added, which accounts for the
additional letters. The point I want to make is
that these words are from the same root and
therefore should be translated the same. Below
are our choices:

And the man and his wife were both
naked, and were not ashamed. Now the
serpent was more naked than any other
wild creature that the LORD God had
made.

or

And the man and his wife were both
subtle, and were not ashamed. Now the
serpent was more subtle than any other
wild creature that the LORD God had
made.

The key to determining the correct translation
may be the last word in verse 25, which may also
reveal the beliefs of the translators.

The definitions for the root word (Brown-Driver-
Briggs) are as follows:

(1) ashamed
(2) delayed
(3) confused

There are examples in which it is used in parallel
to others words–ashamed / confused and
ashamed / confounded.  Therefore let’s check out 
the other options for the Hebrew word translated
as“naked” (word #2 - Holladay 283a) and then
retranslate:

(1) subtle
(2) shrewd
(3) clever

And the man and his wife were both
clever, and were not confused. Now the
serpent was more clever than any other
beast of the field that the LORD God
had made.

The author is clearly making us aware of the fact
that the man, woman and serpent were all clever
–but which would prove to be the most clever –
the man, the woman or the serpent?The stage
was set in the minds of the ancient audience for
the next scene. We will find out what happens in
the next part of this article–coming soon in part
2. Don’t miss it!!!
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The Biblical Heritage Center Guiding Principle

Our respective systems of beliefs serve as the foundation for our security, the basis for our values and
way of life, and the standard to which we turn when faced with important decisions. Such beliefs are
primary factors in forming the way we see the world–our reality.

Living in a post September 11th era, we are now facing a challenge that hits at the very heart of our
spiritual foundation–the potential deadly consequences of religious belief systems. History reveals that
people who blindly follow dogmatic religious belief systems represent a threat to civilized society and
the quality of life of their fellow man. Religious beliefs have been at the heart of countless conflicts
ranging from interfamily fights to bloody wars between nations. This cycle of conflict has been repeated
countless times throughout the history of mankind.

The Biblical Heritage Center has concluded that the only healthy solution to this situation is the
voluntary incorporation of factual information by individuals who sincerely desire and search for
spiritual truth. The result of the inclusion of factual information is that the belief system is expanded and
the person becomes more open to examining their personal beliefs, as well as becoming more willing to
change when error or incomplete information is discovered. Those who follow this principle become
more compassionate and tolerant, thereby making our world a safer and happier place.

You are invited to become part of the Biblical Heritage journey by using our information, sharing it with
others, sharing your information with us and financially supporting BHC’s work.  You are encouraged to 
make copies of the attached article and distribute it (or e-mail it) to as many as you wish. If you find any
errors or feel that additional information should have been included, please send it to us so that we may
review it and update the article if needed. We appreciate and value your input.

Please use the back of this page to make other comments or suggestions.

Please make check or money orders to–Biblical Heritage Center.

___ I will keep BHC in my daily prayers; enclosed is my gift of $ __________________.
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Print this form and mail it to: BHC –P. O. Box 79 –Cleburne, TX 76033-0079.
If you prefer to make an online donation -- go to http://www.biblicalheritage.org .


