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What evidence do we have 
to support the fact that 
this event happened?

On the other hand, the huge impact of this famous shipwreck 
on Maltese culture and identity is undeniable.

ST PAUL’S SHIPWRECK
PRESENTS A PROBLEM IN HISTORY...
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The historian’s 
tools are

Can something with such a huge legacy today have no basis 
in reality? Where did it all come from? 

Let’s go on a journey and investigate this mystery...

First of all, if we are going to investigate the past we must 
know how history works. Historians are like detectives they 
search for evidence of what might have happened. They get 
their clues from sources.

Historians work mainly with primary sources. These are 
things coming from the time the historian is studying and 
there are four different types:

All these sources give us evidence on the past.

SOURCES

VISUAL
SOURCES
Pictures,
paintings,
photos...

WRITTEN
SOURCES

Old documents, 
letters, diaries...

ORAL
SOURCES
Old radio 

programmes, 
interviews with 

people who lived 
at the time...

ARCHEAOLOGICAL
SOURCES

Old buildings, 
artifacts (objects 
made by human 

beings)...
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THIS IS THE

SCIENTIFIC METHOD

1
B.C.E.
Before

Christian Era 60A
A.C.E.

After
Christian Era

870A 2017

WORK OUT HOW 
LONG AGO ST PAUL 
WAS SHIPWRECKED

The year you are 

living in today 

minus 60A.C.E.

=  years ago

•	 What	type	of	Primary	sources	can	we	use	for	
60A.C.E	and	which	ones	are	no	good	for	60A.C.E.?

•	 How	much	importance	should	a	historian	give	to	
local	traditional	tales,	religious	beliefs,	legends	
and	to	folklore	in	general?

LET’S
THINK!

A historian must also know round about 
when the event happened.

?
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Another historian very much against using any kind of folklore 
in history is Leopold	von	Ranke who in the 19th century said

“The strict presentation of the facts… 
is undoubtedly the supreme law”

On the other hand today some historians do find folklore 
and traditions helpful in history. They bring in local 
legends and tales to explain the past. 

Two historians who interpret history through folklore:

Which ever approach one uses in history one must always ask:

• How good is the source? How much can one rely on the 
information in the source? 

• A good historian has to always ask how reliable the source is.

HENRY GLASSIE
The Stars of Ballymenone

ROGER ABRAHAM
African American Folktales

As early as the 5th century B.C.E. Thucydides warned historians against 
using poetry, intervention by gods, traditions and folklore to explain history. 
He, himself used very strict methods of evidence gathering and analysis.

Thucydides
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Acts 27
Paul Sails for Rome
1 When it was decided that we would sail for Italy, Paul and some other 
prisoners were handed over to a centurion named Julius, who belonged 
to the Imperial Regiment. 2 We boarded a ship from Adramyttium about to 
sail for ports along the coast of the province of Asia, and we put out to sea. 
Aristarchus, a Macedonian from Thessalonica, was with us.

3 The next day we landed at Sidon; and Julius, in kindness to Paul, allowed 
him to go to his friends so they might provide for his needs. 4 From there 
we put out to sea again and passed to the lee of Cyprus because the winds 
were against us. 5 When we had sailed across the open sea off the coast of 
Cilicia and Pamphylia, we landed at Myra in Lycia. 6 There the centurion 
found an Alexandrian ship sailing for Italy and put us on board. 7 We made 
slow headway for many days and had difficulty arriving off Cnidus. When 
the wind did not allow us to hold our course, we sailed to the lee of Crete, 
opposite Salmone. 8 We moved along the coast with difficulty and came to a 
place called Fair Havens, near the town of Lasea.

9 Much time had been lost, and sailing had already become dangerous 
because by now it was after the Day of Atonement.[a] So Paul warned them, 
10 “Men, I can see that our voyage is going to be disastrous and bring great 
loss to ship and cargo, and to our own lives also.” 11 But the centurion, 
instead of listening to what Paul said, followed the advice of the pilot and 
of the owner of the ship. 12 Since the harbor was unsuitable to winter in, the 
majority decided that we should sail on, hoping to reach Phoenix and winter 
there. This was a harbor in Crete, facing both southwest and northwest.

EARLIEST WRITTEN

EVIDENCE?
The Bible. Acts of the Apostles Chapters 27 and 28.

Historians do not look at the Bible in the same way 
Theologians do. They do not view it as a ‘Holy’ book but try to 
analyse all the historical details, facts and events mentioned 
which are sometimes also backed by archaeological evidence.

This is what the Bible says about St Paul’s shipwreck.
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The Storm
13 When a gentle south wind began to blow, they saw their opportunity; so they 
weighed anchor and sailed along the shore of Crete. 14 Before very long, a wind 
of hurricane force, called the Northeaster, swept down from the island. 15 The ship 
was caught by the storm and could not head into the wind; so we gave way to it and 
were driven along. 16 As we passed to the lee of a small island called Cauda, we 
were hardly able to make the lifeboat secure, 17 so the men hoisted it aboard. Then 
they passed ropes under the ship itself to hold it together. Because they were afraid 
they would run aground on the sandbars of Syrtis, they lowered the sea anchor[b] 
and let the ship be driven along. 18 We took such a violent battering from the storm 
that the next day they began to throw the cargo overboard. 19 On the third day, they 
threw the ship’s tackle overboard with their own hands. 20 When neither sun nor 
stars appeared for many days and the storm continued raging, we finally gave up 
all hope of being saved.

 21 After they had gone a long time without food, Paul stood up before them and 
said: “Men, you should have taken my advice not to sail from Crete; then you 
would have spared yourselves this damage and loss. 22 But now I urge you to 
keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the ship will be 
destroyed. 23 Last night an angel of the God to whom I belong and whom I serve 
stood beside me 24 and said, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul. You must stand trial before 
Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.’ 25 So 
keep up your courage, men, for I have faith in God that it will happen just as he 
told me. 26 Nevertheless, we must run aground on some island.”

The Shipwreck
27 On the fourteenth night we were still being driven across the Adriatic[c] Sea, 
when about midnight the sailors sensed they were approaching land. 28 They 
took soundings and found that the water was a hundred and twenty feet[d] deep. 
A short time later they took soundings again and found it was ninety feet[e] deep. 
29 Fearing that we would be dashed against the rocks, they dropped four anchors 
from the stern and prayed for daylight. 30 In an attempt to escape from the ship, the 
sailors let the lifeboat down into the sea, pretending they were going to lower some 
anchors from the bow. 31 Then Paul said to the centurion and the soldiers, “Unless 
these men stay with the ship, you cannot be saved.” 32 So the soldiers cut the ropes 
that held the lifeboat and let it drift away.

33 Just before dawn Paul urged them all to eat. “For the last fourteen days,” 
he said, “you have been in constant suspense and have gone without food—
you haven’t eaten anything. 34 Now I urge you to take some food. You need it to 
survive. Not one of you will lose a single hair from his head.” 35 After he said this, 
he took some bread and gave thanks to God in front of them all. Then he broke it 
and began to eat. 36 They were all encouraged and ate some food themselves. 37 
Altogether there were 276 of us on board. 38 When they had eaten as much as they 
wanted, they lightened the ship by throwing the grain into the sea.
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39 When daylight came, they did not recognize the land, but they saw a bay with a 
sandy beach, where they decided to run the ship aground if they could. 40 Cutting 
loose the anchors, they left them in the sea and at the same time untied the ropes that 
held the rudders. Then they hoisted the foresail to the wind and made for the beach. 
41 But the ship struck a sandbar and ran aground. The bow stuck fast and would not 
move, and the stern was broken to pieces by the pounding of the surf.

42 The soldiers planned to kill the prisoners to prevent any of them from swimming 
away and escaping. 43 But the centurion wanted to spare Paul’s life and kept them from 
carrying out their plan. He ordered those who could swim to jump overboard first and 
get to land. 44 The rest were to get there on planks or on other pieces of the ship. In this 
way everyone reached land safely.

Acts 28
Paul Ashore on Malta
1 Once safely on shore, we found out that the island was called Malta. 2 The islanders 
showed us unusual kindness. They built a fire and welcomed us all because it was 
raining and cold. 3 Paul gathered a pile of brushwood and, as he put it on the fire, a 
viper, driven out by the heat, fastened itself on his hand. 4 When the islanders saw the 
snake hanging from his hand, they said to each other, “This man must be a murderer; 
for though he escaped from the sea, the goddess Justice has not allowed him to live.” 
5 But Paul shook the snake off into the fire and suffered no ill effects. 6 The people 
expected him to swell up or suddenly fall dead; but after waiting a long time and seeing 
nothing unusual happen to him, they changed their minds and said he was a god.

7 There was an estate nearby that belonged to Publius, the chief official of the island. 
He welcomed us to his home and showed us generous hospitality for three days. 8 His 
father was sick in bed, suffering from fever and dysentery. Paul went in to see him and, 
after prayer, placed his hands on him and healed him. 9 When this had happened, the 
rest of the sick on the island came and were cured. 10 They honored us in many ways; 
and when we were ready to sail, they furnished us with the supplies we needed.

Paul’s Arrival at Rome
11 After three months we put out to sea in a ship that had wintered in the island—it was an 
Alexandrian ship with the figurehead of the twin gods Castor and Pollux. 12 We put in at 
Syracuse and stayed there three days. 13 From there we set sail and arrived at Rhegium. 
The next day the south wind came up, and on the following day we reached Puteoli. 14 
There we found some brothers and sisters who invited us to spend a week with them. And 
so we came to Rome. 15 The brothers and sisters there had heard that we were coming, 
and they traveled as far as the Forum of Appius and the Three Taverns to meet us. At the 
sight of these people Paul thanked God and was encouraged. 16 When we got to Rome, 
Paul was allowed to live by himself, with a soldier to guard him.
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The original text of the Bible where Malta is mentioned was 
not written in English but in Greek. The word for Malta used 
in the Bible was Melite. This causes a slight problem because 
the Greeks and Romans called another island Melite in the 
Mediterranean sea! 

This is the Croat island of Meleda called Mljet in Slavic language 
and the locals there claim that it was on their island that St Paul 
was shipwrecked and not on Malta. They have also called one of 
their harbours after St Paul and celebrate him as their saint!

MLJET Croat island of Meleda MALTAVS

•	 Why	do	you	think	it	is	more	probable	that	
Malta	was	the	island	St	Paul	landed	on?

 Look at what the Bible says about St Paul’s final 
journey to Rome after his shipwreck.

LET’S
THINK!
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Look at the two maps below. The Bible states that St Paul’s 
ship encountered the storm just as they passed the island of 
Cyprus on his way to Italy. Map A shows his journey if his ship 
had been blown off course and shipwrecked in Meleda. Map 
B shows his journey if shipwrecked in Malta.

Salmone

Lasea

Syracuse

Puteoli

Salmone

Lasea

Syracuse

Puteoli

A

B

EVIDENCE NOT FOUND
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• The	islanders	were	not	Christian.	How	do	we	know	
this?	Hint What does the Bible tell us they thought when the viper 
was caught around Paul’s hand?

•	 What	did	they	think	when	Paul	shook	off	
the	snake	and	did	not	die?

• The Bible does not say that Paul converted the Maltese 
into Christians. Many people today assume this 
happened.	Do	you	think	this	really	happened?	Why?

LET’S
THINK!

Strong traditional belief always assumed the Maltese became 
Christian and remained so right up to present times.

But historical evidence does not back this up.

Whether some (or all the Maltese, or none of them) converted 
in 60A.C.E. we shall never know. However, a number of 
historical facts and events have occurred since 60A.C.E. 
which break the continuity link.

FACTS • The first evidence 
of Christianity we 
have, comes from 
the 4th century A.C.E.

• Some day maybe 
archaeologists will 
unearth new evidence 
but up to now they have 
not found any Christian 
artefacts in Malta for the 
time period between the 
1st Century A.C.E. (when 
St Paul was shipwrecked 
in Malta) and the 4th 
Century A.C.E. (300 years 
after his visit).

EVIDENCE NOT FOUND
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870A.C.E

HOW 870A.C.E.
CHANGED MALTA

The earliest known association of Malta with St Paul is 
a poem written by Arator. Arator, a poet and an orator 
recited his poem in 536A.C.E. at St Peter’s in Rome in 
front of an audience that included Pope Vigilius. He talks 
about the island of Malta as the place where St Paul’s 
shipwreck occurred. Malta was definitely Christian during 
the Byzantine period but then in 870A.C.E. Malta was 
taken over by the Arabs.

• The Maltese language also seems to back the Arab 
writers who said that there was nobody left on the island 
in 870 A.C.E. Usually when a new language is introduced 
one finds traces of other languages used before. We 
call this a substrate. In the case of Malta before the 
Arab period the languages used were Punic, Latin or 
Greek. According to Prof Joseph Brincat, a scholar of 
languages, in the Maltese language there is no trace of 
these. Therefore in Maltese there does not seem to be 
any influence of any other languages before Arabic.

A number of Arab historians some living many years after 
this event while others living very close to 870A.C.E. all agree 
that Malta was completely depopulated and used just as a 
hunting ground for over 100 years. 

This means there were no Maltese, Christian or pagan, left!

Eventually the Arabs repopulated the Islands with their own 
people and these became the new Maltese community.

Not all Maltese historians agree with this.

FACTS
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Malta and Gozo did eventually change back to Christianity but 
very slowly. Christian Count Roger raided the islands in 1091 and 
30 years later his son King Roger took over the island. Slowly the 
locals converted to Christianity.

One primary source that seems to indicate that the change to 
Christianity occurred very slowly is a poem written by a Sicilian 
poet exiled on Gozo around the middle of the 1100s. That is, over 
60 years after the Christian rulers had first arrived on the island. 
This is what he has to say:

“But I, wretched me,
To what end have I been flung in the midst of tactless seas

Where the children of godless Hagar live,…
I, woe betide me, not drinking any wine, 
Not even for the good of my stomach”

So as late as the 12th century, we find a Christian poet 
complaining that he is surrounded by Moslems (he calls them 
children of godless Hagar since Hagar was the slave wife 
of Abraham and mother of Ishmael, from whom Moslems 
are said to have descended) and this poor man is very upset 
because he cannot drink any wine on Malta, since of course it 
is forbidden for Moslems to drink wine.

This same poet knew his Bible well for later on in his poem he 
quotes almost word for word the story of St Paul’s shipwreck in 
Acts 27 and 28.

This is the first reference to St Paul we know of from after the 
Arab period.

NO!
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SAN PAWL MILQI
ST PAUL’S ARRIVAL

The	local	folklore	says	that	St	Paul	landed	here.

Today it is called St Paul’s Bay and the two small islands 
close to the shore are called St Paul’s Islands.

Close to St Paul’s Bay is a place known as San Pawl Milqi 
(translated ‘St Paul welcomed’). The Bible says:

“There was an estate nearby that belonged to 
Publius, the chief official of the island. 

He welcomed us to his home and showed us 
generous hospitality for three days.8”

Locals believe that San Pawl Milqi was the place where 
Publius’ house stood.

LET’S
THINK!

Let’s	see	how	reliable	this	claim	is.

There is today in San Pawl Milqi a small chapel 
dedicated to St Paul. This chapel was built in 1616 on 
another older chapel. Archaeologists went to work on 
this site in the 1960s and excavated many artefacts. 
Many of these artefacts are connected to olive oil 
making and it would seem that this site was used by the 
Romans for olive oil production.

Meanwhile archaeologist found several Roman ship 
anchors outside Salina Bay as well as the remains of a ship 
wreck dated 2nd and 3rd century in Mellieha Bay.

San
Pawl
Milqi
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WE KNOW THE ROMANS HAD
TAKEN OVER MALTA IN 218 B.C.E.

218B.C.E. + 60A.C.E. 
= 278	years	before	St	Paul	arrived

Why	were	the	dates	added	not	subtracted	
to	see	how	many	years	had	passed	
between	218B.C.E.	and	60A.C.E.?

LET’S
THINK!

We cannot say if this was Publius’ house 
and whether it is the place where the Bible 
tells us St Paul stayed for three days. But 
what we can say is that in 60A.C.E. (1st 
century) this was definitely a site where 
Roman buildings stood and it is also a site 
very close to a harbour where several ship 
wrecks had indeed occurred during Roman 
times. A period very close to the time the 
Bible says St Paul arrived in Malta!

Earliest visual evidence?

A slab which had been one of the blocks 
of the wall was found under the chapel 
at San Pawl Milqi by the archaeologists in 
1965. This slab is similar to other drawings 
of the 7th century (600A.C.E.). So one 
archaeologist said that this might be a 
drawing of St Paul and the ship he arrived 
in, especially since the word Paulos was 
scratched on one of the wallblocks.
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Pauline tradition really seems to take off in the Late Middle 
Ages. In 1536 Grand Master l’Isle Adam’s secretary the Abbe 
Jean Quintin d’Autun said:

“The natives believe as firmly and with certainty 
that St Paul has been in Malta just as much as they 

believe that St Peter has been in Rome.”
Other 
archaeologists 
and historians are 
very suspicious 
and do not 
accept that the 
sketchings are 
that of St Paul. 

Why do you think 
they might be 
suspicious?

LET’S
THINK!

And indeed from the 16th century onwards we start 
finding an avalanche of paintings, sculptures, medallions 
and engravings of St Paul. It would seem that especially 
with the arrival of the Order of St John in Malta the 
Pauline tradition consolidated and became stronger and 
stronger as the years went by.
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“The poor thing did 

not know that St 

Paul removed the 

poison from all living 

creatures in Malta.”

Today we also have churches and feasts all over the island.

The casting of the viper by St Paul into the fire has given 
rise to some strange beliefs and myths. The main one 
being that St Paul removed venom from snakes as well as 
all other creatures in Malta.

Some people take this snake 
story very seriously.

In a letter in the Times of Malta 
Saturday, August 17, 1991 one reader 
described how he watched a scorpion 
aim its tail and try to jab and give itself 
poison. But the reader continues this 
did not happen because:

GLOSSOPETRE

Fossilized snake 
teeth known in 
Malta as ‘Ilsien 
San Pawl’ (St 
Paul’s Tongue)

Paul’s
Churches and Chapels
on Malta and Gozo

Victor Mallia-Milanes
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Another legend is the magical powers of ‘Glossopetre’.

They are the teeth of charcaradon megaladon which was a 
giant prehistoric shark. It has been extinct for millions years 
however these fossilized shark teeth can still be found today. 

In Malta they are known as ‘Ilsien ta’ San Pawl’ 
(St Paul’s Tongue) These were for hundreds of 
years thought to be serpents’ teeth which when 
grinded produced a miraculous powder which 
could save a person from a deadly snake bite. 

The powdered rocks that came from Malta were believed 
to be particularly special since they were supposed to be 
blessed by St Paul himself, and St Paul’s Grotto in Rabat 
where St Paul is said to have lived was one of the main 
sources from where this terra was exported.

Maempel’s Seals of Medicinal Terra Sigillata 
Melitensis and Pauline Traditions in Malta

Dr George Zammit
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