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“Now the serpent was more subtle than any beast of the field which the Lord God had made.”    

Gen. 3:1 

 

Of all animals it seems as if the serpent is the most feared and loathsome.  Why, do you 

suppose?  Certainly, not because it is a disease carrier as the rat; nor because it is vicious (for 

only one species is known to actually pursue man—the others will fight only in self-defense).  

Possibly, we fear them because of the prevalent idea that snakes are poisonous; whereas in 

reality, only a very few are.  Perhaps we are prejudiced because of their stealthy approach and 

piercing beady eyes or their subtle methods of capturing prey.  It may be that we despise this 

lowly creature because of the association with man’s fall and the curse. 

Why is the snake used on the emblem of the Medical Corp?  In the days of the Greeks, 

snakes were reputed to be gifted with power to discern medicinal herbs.  Since in those days 

medicine consisted largely in the administration of herb potions, the serpent was considered 

invaluable.  According to legend, Aesculapius, the god of medicine, appeared on various 

occasions in the form of a serpent, and it is said that snakes were kept and tamed in his temples.  

Frequently, the sick went to these temples to be cured, and, consequently, the Aesculapian 

temples were the forerunners of the modern hospitals.  For many centuries, because of its 

historical association, the snake was considered as the emblem of health. 

Many “quack medicines” were associated with snakes; for example, the venom of rattle 

snakes was recommended for yellow fever, the venom of Cobra for heart disease and the venom 

of the bushmaster for diphtheria, while reptile flesh was often prescribed either in the raw or 

dried form for various other illnesses.  In China a “snake wine” was made by placing a living 

rattlesnake in a vessel of rice wine.  The more viciously the animal sought its escape, and the 

longer it lived, the more potent the drink; in fact, the drinker usually became ferocious and 

dangerous! 

There are approximately 23,000 different species of snakes in the universe.  Their habits 

vary: some are terrestrial; others are arboreal (tree); others are subterranean; and still others are 

aquatic.  Although they have no eyelids, the small keen eyes are protected by thin transparent 

scales which are discarded when the skin is shed.  Because they lack external ears, the snake’s 

hearing is very poor and only vibrations from the ground are discerned. 

An interesting question which confronts us in “Why does the snake always flick its 

tongue when it is approached?”  Contrary to popular opinion, the small bifurcated (forked) 

tongue is not used for stinging, for it is very soft, and merely functions as a feeler, the rapid 

movement of which aids in locating the approaching prey or intruder.  Only a snake can extend 

its tongue when its mouth is closed, for it has a small aperture in the anterior end of the lip thru 

which it is projected.  What a strange phenomena to observe a tongue protruding from a pair of 

tightly closed lips! 

The creature’s conical shaped teeth are bent posteriorly like a hook.  Although they are of 

no assistance in chewing, they certainly enable the snake to grasp its captive firmly.  When an 

animal is once seized by the snake, it is almost impossible to extricate itself from these hook-like 

teeth which continue to bury themselves more deeply. 



The serpent is able to devour an animal of much greater diameter than itself.  This is 

made possible by the fact that its upper and lower jaws are attached by elastic ligaments which 

enable them to expand greatly.  In addition, the jawbones of the lower jaw separate at the chin, 

due to the ligamentous attachment, while the bones in the upper jaw are moveable.  The prey is 

swallowed whole, since chewing is impossible, and this process may require several hours—

sometimes more than 48 hours are needed to swallow a single frog!  A copious flow of saliva 

assists the creature in swallowing.  But how do they breathe with a mouthful of food, especially 

over a period of several hours?  The anterior end of the windpipe (called the glottis) is moveable 

and can be extended forward, sometimes beyond the open mouth so that a goodly supply of 

oxygen is always available.  Their chief foods are frogs, birds, insects, rodents and small 

mammals.  Generally, they do not eat frequently, but when they do indulge, they consume large 

quantities.  Fasting is not an uncommon practice; for example, records reveal that a captive 

python fasted for three years while a boa constrictor refused food for more than four years! 

In the next issue of the Beacon Lights we hope to continue this discussion on serpents. 
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