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Morbid jealousy may have been recognised in the Old Testament

George Stein

The Book of Numbers describes a horrific punishment called the sotah for women who were unfaithful to their husbands. The
priest puts some curses in writing, dishevels the woman’s hair and makes her drink the ‘water of bitterness’ (a mixture of dust
with holy water), which gives her severe abdominal pain. As a consequence, her womb discharges, her uterus drops and she may
be rendered infertile. Women who have not been unfaithful will retain their fertility despite this procedure. For further details of
the sotah the reader is referred to Num. 5:16–28.

But how is the unfaithful wife doomed to the punishment of the sotah to be identified? There appear to be three separate
categories of infidelity: (1) undiscovered but true infidelity; (2) discovered and true infidelity; (3) suspicion of infidelity where the
wife has not been unfaithful.

Num. 5:12 ‘If any man’s wife goes astray and is unfaithful to him, 13 if a man has had intercourse with her but it is hidden from her
husband, so that she is undetected, though she has defiled herself and there is no witness against her since she was not caught in
the act; 14 if a spirit of jealousy comes on him and he is jealous of his wife who has herself defiled herself; 15 or if a spirit of
jealousy comes on him and he is jealous of his wife, though she has not defiled herself then the man shall bring his wife to the priest’.

In this passage, v. 15 is the critical verse suggestive of morbid jealousy and it is of great interest that the more recent translations
of the Bible use the word suspicion instead of ‘spirit of jealousy’ in this passage.

Thus the Moffatt Bible (translated in 1941) has: ‘if he has a fit of suspicion [emphasis added], suspecting his wife even although she
may not have defiled herself, he must take his wife before the priest . . .’

The New International Version (translated 1973) has: ‘or if he is jealous or suspects her [emphasis added] even though she is not
impure – then he is to take his wife to the priest . . .’

The Jerusalem Bible (translated from Hebrew into French and then into English, 1973) has: ‘or again if this spirit of suspicion comes
over him [emphasis added] and makes him suspicious of his wife even when she is innocent – the man will bring his wife before
the priest’.

Such a description is remarkably close to the concept of morbid jealousy. The ancient Israelites clearly recognised that the
suspicion of jealousy was the main problem and that even if such suspicions were false, suspicious men needed urgent
mollification, as described later in the chapter. From the Moffatt Bible:

5:29 ‘Such is the ritual in cases of suspicion, when a woman has gone astray and made herself unclean while under her husband’s
authority, 30 or when a spirit of suspicion has come over a man and made him suspicious of his wife. When a husband brings such
a woman before Yahweh, the priest will apply this ritual in full. 31 The husband will be guiltless, but the woman shall bear the
consequences of her guilt.’

The ancient Israelites seem to have recognised that men afflicted by such suspicions (whether founded or unfounded) could not
be ignored. Morbid jealousy is currently classified as one of the delusional disorders and is recognised as a dangerous condition,
sometimes even associated with homicide. In the ancient world, it was the woman who bore the brunt of the punishment, even
when she had done nothing wrong and only formed the focus of the man’s delusional jealousy. Today there has been a small
advance in that the women are no longer blamed for this condition, but in a difficult case a marital separation is still sometimes
the only available treatment option.
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