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Israelites Bitten By Fiery Serpents by Phillip Medhurst

Why Did Nephi Say Serpents Could Fly?
He sent fiery flying serpents among them

1 Nephi 17:41
The Know

When Nephi’s brothers were mocking him for attempt-
ing to build a boat, Nephi reminded them of the mir-
acles the Lord worked for their ancestors when they 
wandered in the wilderness, after having been led out 
of Egypt (1 Nephi 17:17–42). As Nephi told the story of 
the brazen serpent, he spoke of “flying fiery serpents” 
(1 Nephi 17:41),1 instead of simply “fiery serpents” as 
found in the biblical narrative (Numbers 21:6, 8; Deu-
teronomy 8:15).

Although the biblical accounts of the brazen serpent in 
the books of Numbers and Deuteronomy do not men-
tion flying serpents, Isaiah twice mentions “fiery flying 

ch
serpents” (Isaiah 14:29; 30:6; 2 Nephi 24:29). One of 
these is in reference to “the beasts of the south,” (Isaiah 
30:6), meaning the Negev desert—the very place where 
the Israelites were when the brazen serpent incident 
happened.2

In every case in Isaiah, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, 
the Hebrew uses seraphim for fiery serpents.3 This is the 
same word used in Isaiah 6 to describe the fiery, winged 
beings protecting the throne of God (Isaiah 6:2, 6; 2 Ne- 
phi 16:2, 6), leading many scholars to suspect that the 
seraphim of Isaiah’s vision were winged, serpent-like 
creatures.4
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Winged serpents are commonly depicted on artifacts 
in Egypt and Israel from the eighth and seventh centu-
ries BC.5 One noteworthy example is a stamp seal with 
a four-winged serpent, found in a seventh century BC 
home on the slopes of the western hill in Jerusalem.6 
This region of Jerusalem was settled by refugees from 
the northern Israelite tribes in the late 8th century BC,7 
leading some LDS scholars to believe that this is where 
Lehi and his family lived (cf. 1 Nephi 5:14–16; Alma 
10:3).8

Most scholars believe that the “winged snake, cobra-like 
hybrid” depicted on these artifacts should be “identified 
with the Biblical saraf,” or “fiery serpent.”9 Some schol-
ars even think Moses’s brazen serpent mounted on a 
pole was a winged serpent.10

According to J.J.M. Roberts, these winged serpents were 
seen as “protective spirits closely associated with Judah’s 
imperial god, and hence protectors of his chosen Da-
vidic kings,” and were thus sometimes used “to symbol-
ize Judean kingship.”11

The Why
As attested by the many artifacts from Israel, Nephi was 
likely immersed in imagery of winged serpents while 
growing up in Jerusalem. These winged serpents were 
probably associated with the “fiery serpents” mentioned 
in biblical passages, and although the brazen serpent 
had already been destroyed before Lehi’s lifetime (2 
Kings 18:4), its form—probably with wings—was likely 
still remembered. So when Nephi rehearsed the story of 
the Israelites being bitten by snakes in the wilderness, 
he naturally called them “flying fiery serpents.”

Given the protective role of the seraphim, one way to 
interpret the role of the serpents in the wilderness was 
as protectors of the promised land—keeping the wicked 
away from those sacred grounds. But the Lord provided 
a way for the Israelites to enter the promised land—re-
pent, and look to the brazen serpent, raised upon a pole 
(Numbers 21:4–9).

When Nephi told the story a second time, he drew par-
allels between the brazen serpent and Jesus Christ (2 
Nephi 25:20). Later Nephite prophets “saw the raised 
brass serpent as a prophetic metaphor for Jesus’ cruci-
fixion” (see Alma 33:19–23; Helaman 8:14–15).12 Such 
associations make sense in light of the Israelite connec-
tions between the winged serpent and the Davidic king. 

Nephi understood that it was ultimately a sign of the 
Messiah—the true Davidic king.

The people of Jerusalem had become wicked, and were 
going to be destroyed. Like the Israelites of Moses’ day, 
Lehi’s family had fled into the wilderness and needed to 
look to the Messiah—“lifted upon the cross” (1 Nephi 
11:33)—to live.
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