Acts 28:3



 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “But” plus the genitive absolute construction, which includes the genitive masculine singular aorist active participle from the verb SUSTREPHW, which means “to gather up; to bring together”
 plus the genitive ‘subject’ of the participle form the masculine singular article and proper noun PAULOS, meaning “Paul.”

The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact but emphasizes the completion of the action.  This emphasis is done in English by use of the auxiliary verb “had.”


The active voice indicates that Paul produced the action.


The participle is temporal, preceding the action of the main verb, and translated by the word “when” or “after.”

This is followed by the descriptive genitive from the neuter plural noun PHRUGANON, which means “of pieces of dry wood/brushwood; of kindling Acts 28:3.”
  Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter singular adjective TIS, meaning “some; a certain” and is often not translated into English (because it makes the English expression sound awkward) plus the noun PLĒTHOS, meaning “a large number; a great quantity.”
“But when Paul had gathered a certain large number of pieces of dry wood”
 is the additive/continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the genitive masculine singular aorist active participle from the verb EPITITHĒMI, which means “to lay upon; to put upon.”  There is no object in Greek here, but we must add the word “them” in English for clarity, referring back to the large number of pieces of kindling.  The morphology of the participle is the same as the previous participle, since it is used in conjunction (KAI) with it.  Then we have the preposition EPI plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular article and noun PURA, meaning “on the bonfire.”  Since the word PUR means “fire,” I think the word PURA means a bigger fire than a campfire in this context, since we are dealing with a fire large enough to warm and dry 267 persons while it is raining.  This also makes sense with what is said next about a snake coming out from the bottom of the woodpile because of the heat.  Had it been a small campfire, the snake would have already felt the heat and left by the time Paul arrived with a large number of pieces of kindling.  This would not be true of a large bonfire.
“and had laid [them] on the bonfire,”
 is the nominative subject from the feminine singular noun ECHIDNA, which means “a snake, our texts do not permit identification of species, but the term ordinarily suggests a poisonous one: probably vipera ammodytes, commonly known as a sandviper Acts 28:3 (present-day Malta has no poisonous snakes). Figuratively the word was used of persons in the expression: brood of vipers Mt 3:7; 12:34; 23:33; Lk 3:7.”
  Then we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of cause
 from the feminine singular article and noun THERMĒ, meaning “because of the heat.”
  This is followed by the nominative feminine singular aorist active participle from the verb EXERCHOMAI, which means “to come out.”

The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which views the past action in its entirety as a fact, but emphasizes the completion of the action.  This emphasis is brought out in the English translation by the use of the auxiliary verb “have.”


The active voice indicates that the snake produced the action.


The participle is circumstantial, preceding the action of the main verb and translated “having come out.”
“a sandviper, having come out because of the heat,”
 is the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb KATHAPTW, which means “to take hold of, seize; it fastened on his hand Acts 28:3.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the entire past action as a fact.


The active voice indicates that snake produced the action.  But this is the Classical Greek active voice, in which the active voice is used for the Classical middle voice, where a reflexive relationship indicated by the context can be left unexpressed.”
  Thus the justification for the reflexive pronoun “itself” in the translation.

The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the adverbial genitive of place (verbs of touching are followed by the genitive case) from the feminine singular article and noun CHEIR with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “on his hand.”
“fastened itself on his hand.”

Acts 28:3 corrected translation
“But when Paul had gathered a certain large number of pieces of dry wood and had laid [them] on the bonfire, a sandviper, having come out because of the heat, fastened itself on his hand.”
Explanation:
1.  “But when Paul had gathered a certain large number of pieces of dry wood and had laid [them] on the bonfire,”

a.  Luke continues the story of the events on the island of Malta immediately after the shipwreck by telling us what happened in contrast to the kindness of the native peoples of the island.  The natives were kind, but a certain animal was not.

b.  The natives had built a bonfire (see the notes above for the probable difference between the word PUR = fire and PURA = a great fire, a large fire, a bonfire) in order to warm and dry 267 people.  This could not be done with a little campfire.  In order to keep the fire going, many people had to gather dries pieces of wood.  Paul was one of those gathering wood for the fire.


c.  Notice that it was not beneath the great apostle to do whatever little he could to help others in need.  They didn’t need Paul’s words of encourage or a gospel message at this moment.  They needed the physical help and comfort of a warming fire to keep them from having hypothermia.


d.  Paul cares about the physical needs of people just as he cared about the spiritual needs of people.  We need to remember that people need both, especially those people who are in real physical need from hunger, disease, or persecution.


e.  God was about to get these people’s attention with a miracle, but first Paul demonstrates his genuine humility by doing the menial task of gathering firewood.

f.  Notice also that Paul didn’t just go get a few sticks of wood, he came back with a large bundle of sticks.  It didn’t matter to Paul how tired he was from swimming ashore or how cold he was from the sea and rain.  What mattered to Paul was the need of those 260 plus unbelievers.  Paul didn’t separate himself from them, but provided for them their most immediate need.

2.  “a sandviper, having come out because of the heat, fastened itself on his hand.”

a.  While Paul was in the process of putting his pieces of wood on the fire, a snake, probably the sandviper, which is native to Sicily (but no longer found on Malta), came out from the bottom of the wood pile because of the growing heat from the fire.  “The snake which bit Paul is traditionally held to be the common viper, which is still found on Sicily and other islands, though not on Malta.”


b.  The viper struck at Paul’s hand and latched on tight, spitting its venom into Paul’s body.


c.  We can allegorize this event as a satanic attack on Paul, attempting to prevent Paul from getting to Rome and thus making out God to be a liar, since his promise to Paul was not fulfilled.  But even though this may be true, it is difficult to read this into the intent of what Luke is saying.  It is doubtful that Luke had all this in his mind when he wrote this, though it is still a very real possibility.


d.  What Luke relates here about a snake coming out from underneath a fire in the sand because of the heat and latching itself on to someone’s hand that is near the fire is a very natural description of real events and not some contrived story to create a miracle event.  In other words, Luke is not making this up as some liberal commentators suggest.
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