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undertaken, reserving the bulk of specific instances of serpent symbol-

ism for upcoming sections. Generally speaking, the serpent is negative 

symbol in the Scriptures, but it has a positive thrust in the Ancient 

Near East as a whole.3 

Divine Powers and Attributes 

The serpent symbolizes life itself and in this regard the fertil-

ity and growth of all vegetation. In locales where the sun was viewed 

as the source of all life, the sun's rays were pictured as individual 

serpents.
4 The connection between the sun and its serpent-rays is prob-

ably part of the religious scene at Beth-shemesh (see below). The ser-

pent(s) spent the winter months in the underworld, completely hidden 

away from view. As the spring sun warmed the ground, snakes reappeared, 

and simultaneous with their appearance were the fresh sprouts of the new 

spring crops. Possibly this springtime picture gave rise to the worship 

of serpents as chthonic (underworld) deities
.5 

The powers of spring were 

personified in the Mesopotamian gods Ningizzida and Tammuz, who were 

celebrated in the first two months of spring.
6 

This life motif goes 

hand-in-glove with the various "tree of life" symbols and their simpli-

fied successor, the caduceus wand of healing. The Phoenician regions 

3
John Skinner, Genesis, The International Critical Commentary 

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1963), p. 72. 

4
See the throne of Tut-ankh-Amen, James B. Pritchard, The Ancient  

Near East in Pictures (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954), 
plate 415, p. 145. Hereafter cited as ANEP. 

5
Albright, "Goddess of Life," p. 277. 

6
A. L. FrothinghaM, "ThelHabylonian-Origin-of Hermes the Snake God 

and of the CaduceuS," American Journal of Archaeology 20 (1916):191. 
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were places where life and healing came to be emphasized and symbolized 

by the serpent.7 

Along with fertility of the soil the serpent also symbolizes hu-

man fertility, or fecundity. Perhaps human and agricultural fertility 

are fused in the prevalent earth-mother goddess of Canaan. Fertility 

gods may have found their way into Canaan primarily through Mesopotamia; 

Egyptian serpent symbolism deals very little with the subject. The 

Assyrian mound at Tepe Gawra and the Assyrian relief of Bel fighting the 

Dragon both give evidence of the serpent as a phallic cymbol,
8 
but many 

scholars believe that such serpent phallicism is overemphasized.9 It is 

as the source of life that the serpent takes on this symbolism. The 

chief expression of divine powers of fertility in Canaan is the goddess 

Asherah. 

Because the serpent molts or sloughs its skin, it became a symbol 

of immortality similar to the phoenix.IO  Immortality is possible through 

reincarnation or through life in another world, which is the mainstay of 

Egyptian mythology. Undoubtedly there is a connection between immortal-

ity symbolism and the serpent being used as a totemic symbol. As we 

shall see, Nehushtan is thought by some to be a symbol of David's ances-

try. The Gilgamesh epic is a classic example of how the serpent repre-

sents immortality. It says of the tree of life: 

7lbid., p. 191, 204. 

8 
Karen R. joines, "The Bronze Serpent in the Israelite Cult," 

Journal of Biblical Literature 87 (1968):247. 

9
Murison, "The Serpent," p. 116. 
10

Karen R. Joines, Serpent Symbolism in the Old Testament (Haddon-
field, NJ: Haddonfield House, 1974), p. 97; Albright, "Goddess of life," 
p. 277. 
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A serpent smelled the fragrance of the plant, came up from the water, 
and took the plant. On its return, it shed (its) slough.11  

The Wachaga people of South Africa (!) share to this day a legend to the 

effect that human beings in the beginnings of history actually did shed 

their skin and were thus immortal. But one day a boy, who had been sent 

away on a fishing trip, accidentally caught his mother "in the act," 

half in and half out of her skin. The mother promptly died, and immor-

tality became a lost art.
12 

The serpent symbolized or embodied divine protection over this 

current human existence. The Egyptian uraeus was the protective amulet 

of the pharaohs.13 Many of the pottery or terra cotta shrines which 

were found in private homes are thought to be the houses of pet snakes 

that silently patrolled the home and afforded a guarantee of divine pro-

tection. Thus, the serpent came to be known as a friend of man: Ross 

G. Murison believes that this aspect of serpent symbolism should be our 

number one consideration.
14 

But the serpent was also a destructive symbol, perhaps because 

of its stealth and its lightning-fast death strike.15  In the epics of 

the colossal, primordial struggle between good and evil, the foe to be 

11
As quoted in Albright, "Goddess of Life," p. 278. 

12
Mardiros Ananikian and Alice Werner, Mythology of All Races, 7 

vols. (Boston: Marshall Jones Co., 1925), vol. 7:Armenian and African, 
p. 170. 

13
J. D. Douglas, The New Bible Dictionary (London: Intervarsity 

Fellowship, 1962), p. 1165. 

14
Murison, "The Serpent," p. 116. 

15
Skinner, Genesis, p. 72. 



6 

vanquished is the serpent-dragon, known by such names as Rahab, Levi-

athan, or the Canaanite form, Lotan. Because the snake is legless, it 

suggests that water is its natural habitat, and that it is "a fish out 

of water," so to speak.16 The Egyptian god Apep (Apopis) was evil 

personified, and in Canaan the high place at Gezer was filled with the 

skeletons of infants approximately one week old.17 Some Mesopotamian 

deities are a curious mixture of cruelty and benevolence. 

If the serpent was at once a symbol of destruction and protec-

tion, of life and death, it could also be said to possess the power to 

distinguish between the two, that is, wisdom.18 Positively, the ser-

pert was considered to know the answer to many mysteries; on the negative 

side, it was subtle enough to stage a surprise attack on its victims.19 

The possibly related verb nahash (Gen. 30:27, Lev. 19:26, Num. 23:23) 

means to practice divination. If so, by charming the snake the enchanter 

showed his own wisdom in that he was able to outwit the snake. One can-

not help but think here of how wisdom is personified in the Book of 

Proverbs (1:20).20 

16
Joines, Serpent Symbolism, p. 97. 

17
R. A. S. MacAlister, Bible Sidelights from the Mound of Gezer  

(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1906), p. 76. However, this massacre 
cannot be conclusively linked to the serpent symbolism. 

18
Joines, Serpent Symbolism, p. 97. 

19
Kittel, Gerhard, and Friederich, Gerhard, eds., Theological  

Dictionary of the New Testament 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerd-
mans, 1980), 5:566. Hereafter cited as TDNT. 

20
Murison, "The Serpent," pp. 117-18. 
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The serpent is also a symbol of healing. The primary witness 

to this is the cadnceus, which became the staff of Aesculapius, the 

Greek God of healing and medicine.
21 

Its relationship to Ningizzida 

and Tammuz, as well as to the Tree of Life, has already been mentioned 

above. The exact origin of the caduceus is open to speculation. K. R. 

Joines feels that it comes from Egypt, while A. L. Frothingham thinks it 

is of Semitic origin.
22 

Frothingham has a most interesting presentation 

on this subject, tracing it down to the serpent god Hermes.23 Perhaps 

the Phoenician god Eshmun, who represents healing, is a combination of 

Egyptian and Mesopotamian myths, since it stood at a kind of midpoint 

between the two cultures. 

Relationships to Other Religious Symbols 

In speaking of the serpent's connection with other symbols, the 

most that can be definitively said is that they existed side-by-side. 

Beyond that, one can only speculate about possible relationships. 

The serpent and the bull appear together on many ancient sites. 

One possible reason for this is that the bull, like the serpent, symbol-

izes fertility. King Gudea of Lagash (an ancient city of Sumer, the mod-

ern name of which is Telloh- flourishing in the twenty-fourth century 

B.C.) is said to have placed a serpent and a bull to stand guard at the 

local temple.
24 

In the Pyramid Texts (twenty-fifth to twenty-third 

21Joines, Serpent Symbolism, P• 86; TWNT, 5:569. 

22
Joines, Serpent Symbolism, P• 86; Frothingham, "Hermes,' p. 195 

23
Frothingham, "Hermes," p. 175-204. 

24
Joines, "The Bronze Serpent," p. 248. 
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century B.C.) the serpent is given the nickname: "Bull."
25 

The thirty-

nine foot high Ishtar Gate of Babylon had serpents in conjunction with 

bulls.
26 

This association could very well have a direct bearing on 

Hezekiah's reform, if the surmise is true that Judah adopted serpent 

worship in the form of Nehushtan to counteract Jeroboam's bull symbol 

in the Northern Kingdom. 

The serpent's association with the dove appears to be a Mesopo-

tamian idea. The dove served as a harbinger of spring and the return to 

life of the natural world. Shrine-house models at Asshur and Beth-shan 

conjoin the two symbols.
27 

The gift of life seems to be the common 

ground between them. We are reminded of how the dove symbolized the 

world's return to life for Noah (Gen. 8:6-12, and also of Jesus' words: 

"Be wise as serpents and innocent as doves" (Matt. 10:16).28 

Water, which stands as a religious symbol in its own right, is 

undoubtedly the most common symbol associated with the serpent. A com-

monality is found by considering water to be the source of life. Water 

jars ornamented with serpents have been found all over Canaan at many 
29 

archaeological sites. Mesopotamia is probably the chief source of this 

symbolism: life comes up from the water in the person of Ningizzida 

(Ningishzida).
30 

In Mesopotamian art, water can be seen to flow in all 

25
Ibid. 26Ibid., p. 67-8. 27Ibid., p. 71-2. 

28
W. C. Graham and H. G. May, Culture and Conscience (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1936),'p. 84. 

29
See Joines, "Bronze Serpent," p. 249 for a listing of sites. 

30
Joines, Serpent Symbolism, p. 71. 



9 

sorts of strange courses which defy the law of gravity. But lest we 

get too enthusiastic about water-serpent associations, there are also 

many natural explanations to this pairing. Wells and cisterns were the 

haunts of many snakes which naturally seek wet areas.
31 

Also, snakes 

"flow" along the terrain and follow a serpentine path just as rivers do. 

W. C. Graham and H. G. May suggest that this is why the Garden of Eden 

includes a serpent and is located by four rivers.32 

Trends in Biblical Serpent Symbolism  

There are in Palestine nine different families of snakes repre-

sented by as many as thirty-six species. These snakes are referred to in 

the Old Testament under seven or eight Hebrew words, depending upon one's 

translation. Since there was no standard technical terminology, we can 

only guess which variety of snakes is being referred to.33 In all, the 

Old Testament mentions snakes eighty-five times with twenty-one of these 

occurrences in Isaiah.
34 

Thus, only certain points of interest and gen-

eral trends will be treated. Most Biblical references to snakes carry a 

connotation of evil. 

The word nahash is the generic term for serpents, but in places 

where the Biblical author has no clear knowledge of the nature of the 

31
Siegfried Horn, Seventh-Day Adventist Dictionary (Washington, 

D.C.: Review and Herald Publishing Associates, 1960), p. 983. 

32
Albright, "Goddess of Life," p. 277; Graham and May, Culture, 

p. 84, 87. 

33
Joines, Serpent Symbolism, p. 1; Murison, "The Serpent," p. 119. 

34
Joines, Serpent Symbolism, p. 11. 
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beast, the word tannin is used.
35 

Often tannin is confused with tannim, 

the plural form of tan ("jackal"). (The term saraph (me'opheph) will be 

discussed in the following excursus.) The zohelim, or "crawlers," is a 

term which may have its roots in the Arabian word for Saturn zuhal, in-

dicating remoteness.
36 

The sheph1phon (Gen. 49:17) is translated as 

"viper" which lies in ambush along the highways in the person of the 

tribe Dan. The eph'eh, probably a viper which lives on the sandy plains, 

and the siph'oni, perhaps the most dreaded of all because of its size or 

poison, both appear to be onomatopoetic words for the hissing sound of 

snakes.
37 

The akhshubh may be the horned serpent which was so sacred to 

Jupiter disciples, who buried it in his temple, but it is possible that 

the word should be transposed to the forMsakhabhish, a word for a native 

poisonous spider.
38 

The pethen (hence the word python?) was a favorite 

of snake charmers and thus probably a cobra, although it is translated 

with the word aspis in the Septuagint and in the New Testament (Rom. 

3:13).
39 

Many of the Biblical references to serpents are simply negative 

symbols which carry no religious import whatever. The fact that most Pal-

estinian snakes are relatively harmless indicates that the people of the 

ancient world had many unjustifiable fears concerning them. Biblical 

symbols normally pick up on just one characteristic of an object or 

35
G. A. Buttrick, ed. Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible 4 

vols. (New York: Abingdon Press, 1962), 4:289. Hereafter cited as IDB. 

36M
urison, "The Serpent," p. 119. 37  Ibid. 38

IDB, 4:289. 

39Joines,  Serpent Symbolism, p. 3. 
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animal and then draw a comparison. For example, only the whiteness of 

sheep (not their wooliness) is the point of comparison with the teeth of 

Solomon's beloved (Song of Sol. 4:2). The serpent symbols are no diff-

erent. The coming conquerors of Israel and Judah are compared with ser-

pents who resist charming and bite instead (Jer. 8:17). The flicking 

tongue of a snake may help suggest that it "eats the dust" (Gen. 3:14): 

Yahweh's subjugation of all the pagan nations will cause them to "bite 

the dust" (Micah 7:17). The effects of alcohol are likened to the sting 

of an adder (Prov. 23:32). 

Some serpent symbols carry more religious freight. Moses' rod, 

which can turn into a serpent, is the "sacramental" presence of the power 

of Yahweh prior to the construction of the tabernacle and the Ark of the 

Covenant. The scene before Pharaoh (Ex. 7:8-13) shows that Yahweh him-

self, not the Egyptian uraeus, is our protection. The most frequent ser-

pent symbol in the Scriptures is the Leviathon-Rahab-Tannin picture of a 

draconic monster of the deep and its parallel in the Yam-Tiamat-Lothan 

conception in pagan mythology. However, the Bible affords no unified 

picture on this subject. In some places the sea monster is described as 

having been already crushed (Ps. 74:14; 89:10), in other verses it is 

merely a neutral part of God's creaturely world (Ps. 104:26; perhaps Job 

41:1), and in still other places it is an eschatological figure, or 

Saton himself, that will be defeated in the final conflict (Is. 27:1; 

Rev. 12:9-15). Volumes could be written on the serpent in Eden, where 

it uses its wisdom and allure for evil ends. Julius Wellhausen opined 

that Eve herself was pictured originally as a serpent,40 but it has 

40 Quoted in Murison, "The Serpent," p. 130. 
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been considered shaky at best to see Eve paralled in the Phoenician ser-

pent goddess Chavva.
41 

Historical critics of the Old Testament have run amuck on discov-

ering parallel serpent symbols in ancient pagan literature and symbology. 

However, from a conservative point of view, the serpent figures in the 

above paragraph are not true symbols at all; they indicate realities in 

God's created world. Indeed, it is equally possible that Mesopotamian 

creation myths are imperfect, tainted reflections of the true Biblical 

original. Genesis one to three is the norm: from this position we can 

account for the fact that there is no pagan parallel to the story of the 

fall of man into sin.
42 

The overwhelming Biblical picture of the serpent 

is that it is just one part of God's creation and under his total control. 

Excursus: the Nature of the Seraphim  

A separate discussion of the seraphim is in order, because it is 

possible that Nehushtan was fashioned after such a creature. The word 

saraph appears seven times in the Bible. First Chronicles, which mentions 

a descendant of Judah by that name (4:22), need not concern us here. The 

story of the "Brazen Serpent" in Numbers 21 (retold in Deut. 8:15) con-

tains two references which will be discussed more fully in a later chap-

ter. Two verses in Isaiah (14:29 and 30:6) use the term in connection 

with me'opheph, meaning "flying serpents." The call of Isaiah in chapter 

six of his book is the only place where the word is used specifically of 

angelic, heavenly beings. 

41
TWNT, 5:573, 

42
Ibid. 
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If we assume an etymological connection, the basic meaning of 

saraph is "to burn." This sense is reflected in Sharrapu, the Babylonian 

fire god, which is representative of the corona' rays of the sun.43 

But it is also possible that there is a cognate which has the simple 

meaning of "serpent." There is a cuneiform word siru, which means "ser-

pent;" another possible derivation is the Arabian sharafa, meaning 

"princes." Later Jewish tradition adopts the cognate meaning: the author 

of Enoch 20:7 speaks of the "serpents (seraphim?) and cherubim of Para-

dise."
44 

The starting place in the search for a counterpart to the Biblical 

seraphim must be Egypt, where the winged serpent was a commonplace symbol. 

It stood for the sacral and royal authority of the pharaohs. The throne 

of Tut-ankh-Amen (mentioned above) has arms in the shape of winged ser-

pents. The tomb of Ramses VI is guarded by similar creatures.45 As early 

as the Fifth Dynasty, there appears the mythical griffin, a creature with 

a lion's body and a falcon's or eagle's head. The possible connection 

with the seraphim lies in its wings and its serpentine tail. By the 

time of the Eleventh Dynaaty, the griffin is called by the name seref  

(or srrf), a burning creature. At Mari, Phoenicia, and Syria the 

griffin is named in connection with the Sacred Tree, and thus serpent-

associations are further strengthened.46 In the Twenty-first Dynasty 

43
James Hastings, Dictionary of the Bible 4 vols. (Philadelphia: 

Charles Schribners Sons, 1900), 3:887. 

44 
Karen R. Joines, "Winged Serpents in Isaiah's Inaugural Vision," 

Journal of Biblical Literature 86 (1967):410; Hastings, Dictionary, 3:887. 
45

Joines, "Winged Serpents," pp. 412-13. 

46
R. D. Barnett, The Nimrud Ivories, (London: The Trustees of the 

British Museum, 1957):73-4. 
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(ca. 1200 B.C.) The Book of Pylons (Gates), and The Book of the Under-

world, both speak of winged serpents. The Tenth Hour (chapter) of 

Pylons is guarded by Sethu, a winged uraeus. Similarly, The Underworld, 

in the Fourth and Eleventh Hours, describes serpents with four human legs 

and one pair of wings.
47 

In general, the flying serpents of Egypt serve as guardians of 

the Pharaoh, their graves, temples, and the underworld. Some think that 

the griffin is more representative of the cherubim (also winged) than 

the seraphim.
48 

Another possibility is that the winged serpent is a myth-

ical magnification of the cobra, whose hood resembles miniature wings. 

Each appendage to the Egyptian serpent symbol illustrates a task of the 

serpent. For example, the wings could describe the universality of a 

pharaoh's reign, and the feet could be used for towing Re's boat along 

its daily course.
49 

Egyptian influence upon Canaan was always signifi-

cant. Scarabs depicting winged serpents have been found at Gezer, 

Megiddo, Lachish, and Beth-shemesh.50 In Isaiah's time, Egypt still ex-

ertedconsiderable influence, even though she was politically weak. 

Moving eastward, Arabia appears to be the "proper home" of 

winged serpents. HerOdotus is our primary source of information here. 

He talks about winged serpents that guard all the spice-bearing trees 

47
E. A. Wallis:Budge; The'GOdSof the Egyptians, 2 vols. (New 

York: Dover Publications, 1969), 1:218, 251. 

48
Graham and May, Culture, p. 251; Joines; Serpent Symbolism, p. 

44. 

49
Joines, pent Symbolism, p. 52. 

50
Ibid. 



15 

of Arabia. These serpents must be driven off by burning storax, a gum 

which produces an acrid smoke.51 Herodotus even describes the mating 

habits of the winged serpents. In copulation the female devours the male, 

but in revenge the newborn serpent devours its mother's womb. In spite 

of such belligerent mating practices, Herodotus says that winged serpents 

still abound, but only in Arabia.52  In one last reference of Herodotus, 

he speaks of a narrow mountain pass near the Arabian town of Buto. 

Each spring the winged serpents wend their way toward Egypt through this 

pass, but the ibis birds attack the serpents in this place and kill 

them off. The pile of backbones at Buto, to which Herodotus claims to 

have been an eye-witness, is evidence of the heroic efforts of the 

ibis.53 

We move last to Mesopotamia for evidence of seraphim-like crea-

tures. In the Babylonian epic of Adapa, the god Anu sends out his 

winged messenger Ilabrat (Sumerian Papsukkal) to investigate the where-

abouts of Adapa.54 There is, however, no mention of Ilabrat's bodily 

shape. The most significant find in relation to the seraphim has been 

located at Tell Halaf (biblical Gozan, ca. 1000-800 B.C.). A stone slab 

was found which contains the relief of a six-winged creature. The figure 

51
T. E. Page, E. Capps, and W. H. D. Rouse, Herodotus, 2 vols., 

trans. A. D. Godley, Loeb Classical Library (London: William Heinemann, 
1933), 2:135. 

52
Ibid., 2:137 

53
Idem, Herodotus (1931), 1:361-2. 

54
James B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1955), p. 101. Hereafter cited as ANET. 
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has a human face and body, but it holds a serpent in each hand. The re- 

ligious import of the figure is unknown, but it has been speculated 

that it was a symbol of royalty or purification.
55 

The bottom pair of 

wings, incidentally, cover the figure's feet (compare Is. 6:2). 

With all this background, we shall briefly look at the saraph  

passages in Isaiah. In the "flying serpent" verses (14:29, 30:6) some 

ofiae.culture of Tell Halaf may have been adapted, or, because of the 

parallelism in the second verse, it is thought that Isaiah had in mind 

the eph'eh, the desert viper, which "flies" with terrifying velocity when 

it strikes at a prey,-56  Still others think that the referent is the god 

Acirab-emelu, the scorpion-god of the Gilgamesh epic.57 

In Isaiah's call (chapter 6) there are at least two seraphim who 

sing the Trisagion to each other while they stand above the throne of 

Yahweh. If "burning" is inherent in the word seraphim, it is because of 

their appearance, which reflects the glory of Yahweh. If there is any 

earthly counterpart to these seraphim, it would have to be found in the 

Egyptian model of the flying serpent. Like Egypt's serpents, the sera-

phim are stationed at the "temple" (verse 1), they are in direct service 

of the "King" (verse 5), and they affirm the King's all-embracing 

authority. Also, the seraphim do the King's bidding by serving as his 

messenger.
58 

One naturalistic explanation of the seraphim is possible: 

that we have here a poetic image of the Glory-cloud, where the seraphim 

55 
Horn,  Adventist Dictionary, p. 982, fig. 429. 

56
IDB, 4:289 57

Ibid. 

58
Joines, "Winged Serpents," p. 410. 
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symbolize the serpentine lightning bolts. In this image the cherubim 

would be billows of the Cloud itself.
59 The "living creatures" in Ezek- 

iel and St. John's Revelation may be a combination of the cherubim and 

seraphim. 

59Hastings, Dictionary, p. 837. 



CHAPTER TWO 

SERPENT SYMBOLISM IN MESOPOTAMIA 

In the following sections only serpent worship and symbolism 

will be discussed, and the respective pantheons of each kingdom will be 

named only in connection with serpents. The task of isolating each Mes-

opotamian kingdom is a difficult one because of ill-defined boundaries, 

areas of political control, and organizational time periods. There is 

also a very fluid situation in the cultures and religions of the Meso-

potamian kingdoms: one civilization slowly develops into another, pass-

ing through an intermediate stage, and there is a great deal of carry-

over from one to the next. Thus, the categories below are more general 

in nature. 

Sumerian Symbols  

Sumer provides us with the first examples of writing as well as 

one of the earliest examples of serpent symbolism. At the site of Jem-

det Nasr, dating to the beginning of the third millennium or even earlier, 

seals on tablets have been found upon which the serpent predominates. 

The most common picture on these seals is that of a man holding a ser-

pent in his hands.1 

1 
Stephen H. Langdon, Mythology of All Races 7 vols. (Boston: 

Marshall Jones Co., 1931), vol. 5: Semitic, p. 89. 

18 
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Arriving on the scene apparently shortly afterwards is the god 

Kur, which perhaps is a prototype of the Babylonian sea monster Tiamat. 

The Sumerians formed a sort of trinity comprised of the heaven god An 

(Assyrian Anu), the earth god Enlil, and the water god Enki, which became 

Ea, the Assyrian "god of the house of water."
2 

Enki, likened to Poseidon, 

slew Kur, the mythical dragon of the deep, in a Sumerian tale of crea-

tion. Two other Sumerian creation stories name Ninurta (the Babylonian 

Marduk) and Inanna (Ishtar) as the conquering hero, but in each case Kur 

is the dragon that was slain. Kur is a winged creature, but too remote 

in time to be connected with the winged seraphim.3 

It is thought that Sumer is the birthplace of the Mesopotamian 

stories about the Tree of Life in a garden Paradise. Three artifacts 

traceable to Sumerian times picture this theme: a bowl with a serpent 

next to a tree, another bowl with a serpent standing erect behind a 

woman, and a roll cylinder that shows a woman seated beside a date palm 

with a snake standing behind her.4  In a most interesting fashion W. F. 

Albright attempts to trace the serpent and the Tree of Life in the Bible 

back to Sumerian origins.
5 

Assyrian Symbols  

Standing as the middle chapter in the history of Mesopotamian 

2lbid., pp. 89, 103. 

3
S. N. Kramer, Sumerian Mythology (Philadelphia: The American 

Philosophical Society, 1944), p. 76-9. 

4
Langdon, Mythology: Semitic, pp. 177-79; fig. 68-70.-  

5W. F. Albright, "The Goddess of Life and Wisdom," American Jour-
nal of Semitic Languages and Literature 36 (1920):271-79 
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theology and mythology, Assyria and its religion are particularly dif-

ficult to pinpoint, especially when it comes to defining what is peculi-

arly Assyrian. Although we cannot properly speak of an Assyrian Empire 

until the beginning of the First Millenium B.C., Assyrian cultural and 

religious influence extends back in time several hundred years, and the 

story of Assyria's development as a civilization goes back to still 

earlier times. By the time Assyria comes to full flower, Akkadian civ-

ilization has long since waxed and waned, and the epic Enuma Elish of Old 

Babylon has been told and retold for hundreds of years. Hence, the ser-

pent symbols below stem from Assyrian culture, but not necessarily from 

Assyria as a homogeneous political unit. The task of drawing together 

the strands of Mesopotamian serpent symbolism will be reserved for the 

section on Babylon. 

To speak about Assyrian serpent symbolism we move past Asshur, 

the head of the pantheon, and Nabu, "the Chief of the Scribes." The be-

ginnings of serpent worship can be traced to the mound of Tepe Gawra, 

which is associated with Assyria because of its location, but not because 

of its time frame (3300-2500 B.C.). There, in an Early Bronze strata of 

the mound, have been found seventeen bronze (brass?) serpents, a potent 

example of serpent symbolism in its most raw form.6 

As was stated above, Assyria adopted a Sumerian-style triad or 

"trinity" in the form of the heaven god Anu, the earth god Enlil, and the 

water god Ea. Ea was the patron of the arts and was depicted as having the 

head of a serpent.7 Another adaptation from Sumerian theology is the 

6
Karen R. Joines, "The Bronze Serpent in the Israelite Cult," 

Journal of Biblical Literature 87 (1968):246. 

7Langdon, Mythology: Semitic, pp. 89, 103.- 
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serpent deity Mush, who came to be identified with Tammuz as a vegetation 

deity. Mush was pictured with a human torso, but below the waist ap-

peared in the form of a serpent. Mush-Tammuz was associated with Ningiz-

zida, a male tree-serpent deity that received some prominence in Assyr-

ian culture.
8 

One more serpent symbol has been located at Der, a city that had 

cultural connections with Assyria. There reliefs illustrate the worship 

of Sachan, a serpent god whose worship continued into Neo -Babylonian 

times.9 

Omen literature, religious texts which observe the natural world, 

flourished in Assyria. These texts are based upon a form of panentheism, 

whereby the gods send messages to man through the actions of animals and 

other natural phenomena. This literature was a driving force behind 

astrology, but the serpent does not play a significant role in these 

texts. 

Babylonian Symbols  

Neo-Babylon, with its roots in the Old Babylon of Hammurabi, is 

a final step in the canonization of Mesopotamian religious mythology. 

Babylon had no deities that did not have some background in Mesopotamian 

tradition; indeed, Babylonian mythology seems to be a conscious effort to 

harmonize the various traditions. The Gilgamesh story of the serpent in 

the primeval garden has already been quoted (page 5 above), and it shows 

8
Ibid., p. 90.  

9
W. Emery Barnes, The Second Book of the KinRs, The Cambridge 

Bible, vol. 13 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 94. 
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that the serpent was a symbol of immortality;
10 
 however, fertility is 

the primary emphasis of the Babylonian deities. 

For a start we look at the city of Babylon itself. In the north 

wall was the Ishtar Gate, the imposing main entrance to the city. Flank-

ing the archway were serpents set against a lapis lazuli background. 

These serpents were a strange combination of various animals; they had 

serpent-like tails, heads, scales, and forked tongues, but they had 

the hind feet of an eagle, the front paws of a lion, and the overall 

shape of a horse.
11 

These serpents appear to be representations of 

Mushussu, who was the strongest of the eleven helpers of Tiamat in his 

struggle against Marduk. The gate was built by Nebuchadnezzar II, who 

mentions no less than four temples that were decorated with bronze bulls 

and snakes.
12 

The beautiful Esagila Temple (Esagila is the name of the temple 

proper, not a deity) had four entrances all flanked- by a pair of serpents, 

who apparently were temple guardians.13 These eight serpents were made 

of bronze, and may pose a possible purpose for the stationing of Nehushtan 

at Solomon's temple. 

Diodorus of Sicily recounts how the Babylonian Queen Semiramis 

authorized the construction of some large monuments at the Temple of 

Zeus (Belus), an edifice devoted to observing the stars. Three statues 

1
0
Gaalyahu Cornfeld, Adam to Daniel (New York: The Macmillan Co., 

1961), p. 20. 

11
Robert Koldewey, The Excavations at Babylon (London: McMillan 

and Co., 1914), p. 46; fig. 31. Langdon, Mythology: Semitic, p. 127; 
fig. 56. 

12
Joines, "Bronze Serpent," p. 248 13

Ibid. 



23 

of hammered gold were built: a forty foot high standing figure of Zeus, 

a figure of Rhea seated on a golden throne, and a Hera statue which holds 

a serpent by the head (was it charmed?) in its right hand. Nearby there 

were two hugh silver serpents, each weighing thirty Babylonian talents. 

Even if Diodorus is guilty of epic magnification, we will never know for 

sure, because he adds that all these figures were carried off as spoil 

by the Persians.
14 

The temple program for the Babylonian New Year 

Festival talks about the artisans who were commissioned for this pro-

ject.15  

There are a few other deities which involve serpent imagery. 

Ninlil, the Babylonian mother-god, is pictured holding a baby in her arms, 

and she is covered from the waist down with serpent scales. Nidaba, the 

goddess of corn, is also pictured as a serpent.
16  

Ningizzida has already been mentioned several times, and this 

deity is an excellent example of how mythological figures developed over 

the centuries. Originally Ningizzida was represented by a single snake 

and viewed as a mother-goddess even though she was often thought of as 

a male deity. (Myths are not very rigid regarding the gender of a deity.) 

King Gudea of Lagash mentions her already in Sumerian times as a guardian 

of the sun, although she was also thought to be a principle of arboreal 

life. By the time Ningizzida became associated with her twin Tammuz, she 

14
T. E. Page, E. Capps, and W. H. D. Rouse, Diodorus Siculus, 2 

vols., trans. C. H. Oldfather, Loeb Classical Library (London: William 
Heinemann, 1933), 1:379-383. 

15
James B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1955), p. 331. 

16Langdon, Mythology: Semitic, pp. 78, 111. 


