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In discussing diseases referred to in the Bible we must remember that Biblical characters 

were essentially mortal as regards their physical ailments, and as such I shall consider them now. 

Their anatomy was identical with ours and, therefore, subject to the same pathological conditions 

resulting from use or abuse of the laws of nature, dependent on climate and seasons or on 

localities in which they lived. 

Racial idiosyncrasies undoubtedly play some part, as for example we find the susceptibility of the 

African to tuberculosis and to the exanthemata and their comparative immunity to yellow fever; 

while the Jewish race is especially susceptible to diabetes, although I can find no mention of any 

disease resembling that in the Bible. 

Probably Palestine was as healthy if not more so than other nations of the same latitude; there is 

little or no malaria, and as there are no harbors, and therefore no maritime commerce, imported 

diseases and epidemics are less common than they were in Egypt; as in Deut. vii, 15: "And the 

Lord will take away from thee all sickness and will put none of the evil diseases of Egypt which 

thou knowest upon thee; but will lay them upon all them that hate thee;" and in Deut. xxviii, 60, 

in naming the curses that will overtake the people if they do not harken unto the voice of the Lord, 

we find: "Moreover, He will bring upon thee all the diseases of Egypt which thou wast afraid of." 

The laws of the Priestly Code on sanitation were of great benefit in preventing the spread of 

disease. Under it there were no poor people subject to the diseases of destitution, no 

overcrowding of people, and no density of population. 

There were no physicians as such in Palestine except possibly a few Gentile physicians, whom it 

was unlawful to employ as it was thought their medicine contained blood; but if no qualified Jew 

were available, a Gentile could perform circumcision. The priests were the physicians of the 

people, not only healing the sick but, what is more important, preventing illness by assuming full 

charge of the public health and the rights of quarantine. 

There was a priest-physician in every town, and in the temple a physician for the priests. They 

were possessed of some empirical and traditional knowledge which gave them the right to 

diagnose and quarantine such cases as leprosy, and they had special formula for prayers while 

compounding medicaments. It was the duty of the priest to superintend the slaughter of animals 

for food and to inspect not only the flesh but also the entrails. 

This was of twofold benefit to the public health, in that the stringency of the laws and the detailed 

instructions to the inspector prevented the consumption of diseased meat, and also it gave the 

priests a considerable knowledge of anatomy and its pathological conditions. 



The priests could not touch the human body for the purpose of dissection and study until 100 A. 

D., when Rabbi Ishmael obtained permission to dissect that of a condemned criminal. However, 

the comparative anatomy of animals gave the priests a fair working knowledge on which to build 

their treatment of human ailments. 

There were schools of medicine in Egypt as early as the fifteenth century, B. C, but medical 

knowledge and knowledge of physiology were very meager and crude. Blood was life, and was 

therefore tabooed as food or medicine. The navel was considered the seat of health probably 

because it was the center of the body; the heart was the seat of emotion; the reins or kidneys, of 

feeling and passion and determination; the bowels was the seat of affection and sympathy. 

There are a few proverbial sayings that have come down to us and are still used in our daily 

conversation that had origin in old Biblical times; as, for instance, "Physician, heal thyself;" "It is 

a shame on a country whose surgeon is gouty or whose oculist is blind;" "A wise man will not live 

in a town where there is no physician;" and again, "Do not live in a town the chief officer of which 

is a physician." 

Disease was, then as now, considered a punishment for sin. I do not mean that at the 

present time we consider disease as a direct punishment for our sins of the mind, but rather the 

results of our wrongs in the flesh. But in Biblical times diseases were punishments inflicted by 

God on account of sin either personal or ancestral, or as a result of jealousy, gluttony, 

intemperance, and self-indulgent practices. 

Disease was also inflicted by Satan, as in the case of Job, "And the Lord said unto Satan, 

behold he is in thine hand, but save his life. So went Satan forth in the presence of the Lord and 

smote Job with sore boils from the sole of his foot unto his crown." The result of the idea that 

disease was punishment for sins was that healing was considered a token of divine forgiveness. 

God was the physician of His people, and therefore it was a sin to seek a human physician. Health, 

therefore, was considered the greatest of earthly blessings and regarded as a reward of service. 

Diseases Proper.—I shall classify diseases not as to time, whether Old Testament or New 

Testament diseases, but rather discuss them according to their anatomical arrangement, and shall 

take up first the diseases of the. Nervous System. We find frequent mention of nervous diseases 

in the Bible, both in the Old and New Testaments. A state in which the mind is so dominated by 

emotion and excitement that sensibility to external impressions, the free activity of the intellect, 

and the initiative and control of the will are in abeyance for the time being, was recognized by 

many and spoken of as a vision. 

Its significance as a medium of revelation is found precisely in this suppression of ordinary 

mental functions. Thus we have visions and dreams too numerous to mention, but recognized and 

understood as abnormal and as being connected in some mysterious manner with a nervous 

center that was not under the control of, nor explained by, anything material or normal in the 

mind proper. 

The disease of the nervous system of which we find most frequent mention is paralysis or palsy. 



Examples of central paralyses are not as common as the localized palsies, but we have a few. In 1 

Samuel xxv, 37 we read: "And it came to pass in the morning, when the wine had gone out of 

Nabal, and his wife told him these things, that his heart died within him, and he became as a 

stone." This was probably not a case of heart failure proper, for the next verse reads: "And it came 

to pass about ten days later, that the Lord smote Nabal, and he died," but rather one of apoplexy, 

due primarily to arteriosclerosis, and brought on by emotion by his wife telling him these things 

on the "morning after." Uzzah, who was killed for touching the ark, and the cases of Ananias and 

Sapphira were apoplexy due to sudden overpowering emotion. 

Examples of local paralyses are frequent; the man who was let down through the roof by his 

friends was a case of paraplegia. Eneas, whom St. Peter healed at Lyddia, was also a paraplegia. 

The man at the pool of Bethesda was probably suffering from the same condition, although some 

think this may have been tabes dorsalis; but this is not probable, as the condition was one of 

thirty-eight years' duration and, moreover, syphilis was practically unknown at that time. The 

centurion's servant who was sick of the palsy and grievously tormented was probably a case of 

spinal meningitis. The sudden paralysis or withering of Jeroboam's hand when he touched the 

altar was a case of monoplegia, due to a blood clot either in the brain or in the brachial plexus. 

In addition to nervous diseases we find several instances of mental diseases, the most frequent of 

which is trance. The trance or deep sleep that fell upon Adam at the making of Eve was like the 

sleep which fell on Abraham when God promised him the land of Canaan in a vision. The sleep of 

Saul in the cave, are all examples of trance. 

According to Easting's Dictionary of the Bible, Saul is a singular psychological study or, 

rather, a study of mental pathology. Naturally a shy, self-conscious man, easily exalted into a 

condition of ecstasy, and by this exaltation puffed up to tyrannical self-satisfaction, then filled 

with an irresistible impulse toward homicide, even turning against his own son, but liable under 

conditions suggesting it to return to the esthetic state, then falling into despondency and dying by 

suicide. 

It was the object lesson of Saul's insanity which prompted David to feign madness before Achish 

(1 Sam. xxi, 13), "And he changed his behavior before them, and feigned himself mad in their 

hands, and scrabbled on the doors of the gate, and let his spittle fall down upon his beard." A 

lunatic was sacred in the eyes of the Orientals, and David's malingering was therefore successful. 

There are frequent references in the Bible to demons, devils, and spirits possessing 

a man. These demons are supposed to be representatives of, and to owe allegiance to Satan. They 

are said to enter into a man as though they had a physical entity, and they may be forcibly 

expelled or driven out of their host, provided a power superior to theirs gives the command, or 

they may be compelled to pass into other animals. 

The man in the country of the Gadarenes was compelled by his devils to live among the tombs in 

filth and to live in the wilderness. The devils recognized in Jesus a superior authority and 

besought Him to leave them alone, or, if He must cast them out, not to send them into the sea, for 



demons seemed to have a strong objection to water and watery places, because of its association 

with purity. 

They are here endowed with physical properties, so that they can speak and even reason, but it is 

not the demon who speaks, rather the insane mind within the man; for these cases of demons, 

possession of devils, and evil spirits are no more or less than different forms of insanity. In Matt. 

xii, 43-45, we read: "When the unclean spirit is gone out of a man, he walketh through dry places, 

seeking rest, and findeth none. 

Then he saith, I will return into my house from whence I came out; and when he is come, he 

findeth it empty, swept, and garnished. Then goeth he and taketh with himself seven other spirits 

more wicked than himself, and they enter in and dwell there; and the last state of that man is 

worse than the first." This is not a specific case, but simply a possibility which Jesus has used to 

explain the dangers of incomplete reformation. 

I am not dealing with these conditions from a moral aspect, but rather from a purely material 

standpoint. Had this been an individual case, I would say that it was a condition of relapse 

following an apparent cure. I listened to a sermon on this subject not long ago, in which the 

preacher took the very decided ground that demons were demons, that they were under the 

control of the devil, that they possessed physical qualifications, could enter into a man and govern 

his actions, and could speak through his voice.. 

 He based his claims on the fact that Jesus recognized, spoke of, and attacked them as demons. 

My explanation of that fact is that, in teaching the people at that time, it was necessary to employ 

means that would be understood and appreciated by them. The time was not yet ripe for the old 

Hebrew race to put aside its hereditary and traditional superstitions, and as Christ had to accept 

conditions as He found them it was necessary to use these old superstitions to make His teachings 

plainer. 

In His method of procedure for casting out devils Jesus lays great stress on His own personality 

and declares that He does this by the finger or the Spirit of God. Faith is required on the part of 

the near relatives, and to this must be added the power of prayer. Jesus passes on to His 

disciples the power of delivering from unclean spirits "by naming the name of Jesus." 

Although He places His own expulsions on the same footing of equality as those worked by the 

Jewish exorcists, yet we can not fail to see the irony of His question, "By whom do your sons cast 

them out?" 

 In Matt. xvii, 15, we read: "There came a certain man kneeling down to Him and saying, Lord 

have mercy on my son, for he is a lunatic and sore vexed; for ofttimes he falleth into the fire and 

into the water." The same child is described in Luke: "A spirit taketh him and he suddenly 

crieth out, and it teareth him that he foameth again, and bruising him hardly departeth from 

him." 

  

This is a case of epilepsy, and it is interesting to note the difference in the descriptions. Matthew 

describes the attack as a layman would see it, the most important point being the falling into the 



fire or water; while Luke, the physician, gives a more detailed account of the seizure, describing 

the occurrences in their proper order. There was believed to be some connection between these 

attacks and the phases of the moon, as the verb used means literally "moonstruck." In connection 

with moonstruck we find some mention of sunstroke. 

  

In Psalms, "The sun shall not smite thee by day nor the moon by night." Also in Isaiah, "Neither 

shall the heat nor the sun smite thee." It was sunstroke that killed the Shunamites' son, 2 Kings iv, 

17-19: "And when the child was grown it fell on a day that it went out to its father to the reapers, 

and he said unto his father, My head, my head, and he said unto a lad, Carry him to his mother, 

and when he had taken him and brought him to his mother he sat on her knees till noon, and then 

died." 

Diseases Of The Digestive Organs.—These diseases were caused, then as now, by 

intemperance and excess; but in addition we find some very serious epidemics of acute ulcerative 

enterocolitis, and also some cases due to malaria and bad drinking water. The case of Jehoram in 

2 Chron. xxi, 19: "And after all this the Lord smote him in the bowels with an incurable disease. 

And it came to pass that in the process of time, after the end of two years, his bowels fell out by 

reason of his sickness; so he died of sore diseases." 

This was a case in the beginning of an ulcerative colitis, which probably developed into cancer, as' 

shown by the duration. In Acts xxviii, 8: "And it came to pass that the father of Publius lay sick of 

a fever and of a bloody flux." This was acute dysentery, accompanied by hemorrhage and probably 

some gangrene of the intestines. Publius' father lived in Malta, and Sir W. Aiken gives Malta as 

one of the six districts in which intestinal diseases and acute dysentery are most fatal. 

Some localities of Palestine are very conducive to such intestinal troubles, due to the low, swampy 

lands, the impure drinking-water, and the high general temperature favoring the growth of 

bacteria. Instances of digestive disorders, due to intemperance, are frequent; among them is Prov. 

xxiii, 31: "Look not on the wine when it is red," etc., "at the last it biteth like a serpent and stingeth 

like an adder." 

This, of course, may be taken as referring to the sting and bite of conscience; but from a human 

standpoint it could very easily refer to the pain and distress in the stomach which usually follows 

a night's debauch. And yet, in Prov. xxxi, 6, 7, we find: "Give strong drink unto him that is ready 

to perish, and wine unto those who be of heavy heart. Let him drink and forget his poverty, and 

remember his misery no more." 

Very little is known about the diseases of the liver, although many diseases were 

attributed to alterations of the bile. Timothy was afflicted with a flatulent atonic dyspepsia, due to 

an insufficient secretion of the bile, characterized by frequent attacks of acute indigestion which 

were relieved by alcohol, as in 1 Tim. v, 23: "Drink no longer water, but use a little wine for thy 

stomach's sake and thine often infirmities." And in the next chapter Paul warns him to be careful 

and "avoid profane and vain babblings and oppositions to sciences falsely so-called." 



The heart is mentioned more frequently than any other organ on account of its 

supposed connection with intellectual, moral, and spiritual life, but the physiology of the heart 

and blood vessels was very little understood. The ancients thought that the vessels carried air, and 

thus gave them the name arteries. There are very few heart diseases mentioned as such. We find 

cases of syncope, as Gen. xlv, 26: "Jacob's sons told him, saying, Joseph is yet alive and is 

governor over all the land of Egypt, and Jacob's heart fainted, for he believed them not." Eli 

fainted and broke his neck when he heard that the ark had been taken by the Philistines. 

When Samuel brought the message to Saul from the witch at Endor, Saul fainted, but this faint 

was caused by hunger and fear. Daniel fainted on receiving Gabriel's message. The mention of a 

broken heart is metaphorical of repentance. 

General Diseases.—The most frequent and probably the most fatal disease, especially in Old 

Testament times, was plague or pestilence. This was considered to be a judgment from God and a 

direct punishment for the sins of the people. 

There were four large and fatal outbreaks of plague. The first was at Kibrothhattaavah, where the 

people gathered quails and devoured them. Num. xxiii, 32: "And the people stood up all that day 

and all that night and all the next day, and they gathered the quails. And while the flesh was yet 

between their teeth, ere it was yet chewed, the wrath of the Lord was kindled against them, and 

the Lord smote the people with a very great plague." 

These quails had probably flown hither from some plague-stricken country, where they had 

become infected, just as rats carry plague germs to-day. The second outbreak occurred after the 

Rebellion of Korah, when the people were murmuring against Moses and Aaron, saying, "Ye have 

killed the people of the Lord." 

At this time the plague was stayed by Aaron, who took a censor and burned incense among the 

people, "And he stood between the dead and the living, and the plague was stayed. Now there fell 

of the plague 14,700 besides them that died about the matter of Korah." The third outbreak was 

not so extensive, but was limited to the spies sent out by Moses to explore the region of the Red 

Sea, who came back with evil reports. 

Probably the most disastrous plague was the fourth outbreak, which followed the iniquity of Baal-

peor, when the children of Israel became connected with the Moabitish women and began to 

worship Baal-peor. This was stayed by Phineas, who took a javelin in his hand, and he went after 

the man of Israel into the tent and thrust them both through the man of Israel and the woman. 

So the plague was stayed from the children of Israel. And those that died in the plague were 

twenty and four thousand. When David numbered his people and gave the results one hundred 

times greater than they were, the Lord sent Gad to David with three propositions for punishment: 

"either three years' famine, three months' retreat before his enemies, or three days' plague." 

David made choice of the latter, "and there fell of Israel 70,000. men." Another plague broke out 

in Jerusalem during the siege, and here too the Lord gives the people their choice. Jer. xxi, 9: "He 



that abideth in this city shall die by the sword and by the famine and by the pestilence, but he that 

goeth out and falleth to the Chaldeans that besiege you, he shall live." Again, among the fugitives 

from Jerusalem to Egypt, where they went against the warning advice of Jeremiah, the army of 

Sennacherib lost 185,000 in a night. 

Whether or not these plagues are all of one kind I can not learn, but in all probability they are 

Bubonic plagues in greater or lesser severity, according to the length of the illness. The plague of 

the children of Israel following their illicit intercourse with the daughters of Moab was probably 

due primarily to a very highly infectious venereal disease contracted from them. The oldest 

medical literature mentions plague. 

Rufus speaks of a visitation in Syria in 300 B. C., and another dreadful epidemic in the reign of 

Justinian, A. D. 544. There was an outbreak in London in 1664, during which epidemic over 

70,000 people died in that city alone. There was a small epidemic in San Francisco in 1900, 

limited to Chinese, and a few cases were stopped in quarantine in New York in 1899. 

In 1 Samuel v we read an account of the capture of the ark by the Philistines and the subsequent 

punishment by emerods. In the ninth verse: "And He smote the men of the place, both small and 

great, and they had emerods in their secret parts." There has been a great deal of discussion as to 

what these emerods really were, the literal translation of the word being "swellings," and some 

have thought they were identical with hemorrhoids. 

The disease was very fatal and accompanied with tenesmus and evacuations of blood. It might 

have been a form of dysentery, but that has not swellings. Bubo, however, does have 

tenesmus and bloody stools, and as the swellings are in the secret parts, in all probability these 

emerods were bubo. There was no sanitary precaution in the Levitical Code to prevent spreading 

of this disease, because of the belief that it was due to divine judgment supernaturally inflicted. 

Had the Israelites kept themselves free from intercourse with other nations they would probably 

have been free. 

In Deut. xxviii, 22, we read: "The Lord shall smite thee with consumption, and with a fever, and 

with an inflammation, and with an extreme burning, and with the sword, and they shall pursue 

thee until thou perish." These are simply names of diseases common to the vicinity, and are given 

as the curses for disobedience. 

Most of them are febrile diseases. The consumption mentioned is probably not what we know as 

tuberculosis, but rather a Malta or Mediterranean fever. Tuberculosis, although appearing 

occasionally, is not a common disease of Syria and Egypt. The next two, fever and inflammation, 

probably refer to the same condition, either a malarial or a typhoid fever. 

The malaria which is found around Jerusalem and the Sea of Galilee is usually accompanied by 

jaundice. This was the disease of Simon's mother-in-law and also of the nobleman's son. The 

extreme burning refers not so much to a general disease as to some skin lesion characterized by 

extreme burning or itching like eczema, erysipelas, or smallpox. 



There is no doubt as to the antiquity of smallpox. Philo, in his "Life of Moses," describes a "sixth 

plague of Egypt as beginning with a red eruption whose spots become swollen and pustular, 

appearing as if they had been bored by a sudden heat." Sword refers to dryness or drought, which 

may be of the lands, but we find another reference to it in Zech. xi, 17: "The sword shall be upon 

his arm and upon his right eye: his arm shall be clean dried up, and his eye shall be darkened." 

This probably means a withering or drying up of the arm as a result of a paralysis, possibly of a 

nervous origin. 

Asa in the thirty-ninth year of his reign suffered in his feet exceeding great, so that he consulted 

physicians. As healing was a token of divine forgiveness, it was therefore sinful to employ a 

physician, and Asa is considered as having sinned by so doing. The suffering in his feet was 

possibly gout, or it may have been senile gangrene, with the majority of possibilities in the latter, 

because gout in itself is not fatal. 

There are several surgical diseases mentioned. In Luke we find an account of a woman who had a 

spirit of infirmity eighteen years and was bowed together and could in no wise lift herself. This 

was a case of kyphosis. 

Bones and their diseases are mentioned poetically and metaphorically representing 

the effect on the whole human frame by emotion. In Job the bones shake with fear, in Jeremiah 

they shake with grief, in Psalms, "When I kept silence my bones waxed old through my roaring all 

the day long." We do find some broken bones, however, that are far from metaphor. 

In Ezekiel xxx, 21, we find a roller prepared to bind up Pharaoh's broken arm. Judges ix, 53: "And 

a certain woman cast a piece of millstone upon Abimelech's head, and all to break his skull." 

Abimelech then ordered one of his soldiers to kill him, that it might not be said he was killed by a 

woman. 

The fact that he retained consciousness for a few moments shows that the fracture did not cause 

compression, while in the case of Eutychus, who fell asleep during the lengthy sermon by Paul, 

and fell out of the window, was a fatal compression due to a broken neck. Acts xx, 9: "And there 

sat in a window a certain young man named Eutychus, being fallen into a deep sleep: and as Paul 

was long preaching, he sunk down with sleep and fell from the third loft and was taken up dead." 

Goliath's death was due to a fracture of the skull with compression. There are many references to 

lameness, especially in the New Testament: "The blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 

cleansed;" "And the lame came to Him in the temple, and He healed them," etc. In the Old 

Testament, Saul's grandson became lame at the age of five by being dropped from his nurse's 

arms. This was probably some bone disease with a discharge or running sore, as we find later, 

when he went out to meet the king he had not "dressed his feet." 

Blindness was and is one of the commonest afflictions of the East. There are two kinds 

of blindness recognized, (1) that of ophthalmia, and (2) the blindness of age. Eli's eyes waxed dim 

at the age of ninety-eight; Ahija was blind from age. It is worthy to note of Moses that in spite of 

his age his eyes were not dim. 



The blindness of Elymas and of the Syrian soldiers seeking Elisha was a transitory blindness, 

probably not affecting the eyes proper, but rather due to hypnotic spell. The man blind from birth 

that was cured by our Lord had ophthalmia neonatorum. Our Lord in His miracles used different 

methods, no one of which would have been sufficient without His divine touch; He anointed with 

clay, with saliva, or, testing a man's faith, He sent him to wash his eyes. 

The blindness of St. Paul was only temporary, and probably the same that any of us would have by 

looking too long at the sun. However, it left his eyes weak, and this weakness is thought by some 

to be his thorn in the flesh. 

Child-birth is mentioned in individual cases, in legislative enactments and in metaphor. 

The curse of Eve has come down to the present day. Gen. iii, 16, unto the woman He said: "I will 

greatly multiply thy sorrows and thy conception; in sorrow shalt thou bring forth children, and 

thy desires shall be subject to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee." 

There are two cases of twins recorded, one Esau and Jacob; the second, Zarah and Pharez, 

is much more interesting, as it is a possible though very rare occurrence. In Gen. xxxviii, 27: "And 

it came to pass in the time of her travail that, behold, twins were in her womb. 

And it came to pass when she travailed that the one put out his hand: and the midwife took and 

bound upon his hand a scarlet thread, saying, This came out first. And it came to pass, as he drew 

back his hand, that, behold, his brother came out, and she said, How hast thou broken forth? This 

breach be upon thee. Therefore his name was called Pharez. 

And afterward came out his brother, that had the scarlet thread on his hand, and his name was 

called Zarah." This was a case of transverse presentation with spontaneous evolution. As the 

midwife says, "How hast thou broken forth? This breach be upon thee." This is probably a case of 

a very badly lacerated perineum, and as operations were unknown at that time, she probably died. 

The case of Phinehas' wife was one of premature labor, brought on by the shock of the news that 

the ark had been captured and her husband was dead. Rachel's was a case of fatal dystocia, due to 

her age. According to the law as laid down in Leviticus xii, a mother was regarded unclean or 

tabooed for seven days or until circumcision in the male, or fourteen days if the child be female. 

After this there is another period of separation, during which she was not permitted to appear in 

the temple: this was thirty-three days if the child were a boy, and sixty-six days if a girl; after 

which the offering of purification was made. 

It was supposed that the lochial discharge lasted longer after a female child than following a male. 

Barrenness was considered a divine judgment and caused much unhappiness, and, conversely, a 

large number of children was considered proof of the favor of God. A miscarriage was considered 

a punishment for some sin. 

There is one other disease that I will just mention. The woman who had a flux of blood and who 

simply touched the hem of His garment, had a cancer of the uterus. 



One thing that is worthy of note is that the miracles performed by our Lord were all on diseases 

that to-day, with all our advancement in medical sciences, are absolutely incurable. Instead of 

performing miracles on cases that could be cured by human means, He chose such cases with 

which human ingenuity was unable to cope, as for instance: Epilepsy, paralysis, blindness due to 

ophthalmia, leprosy, cancer, deafness, kyphosis, and raising from the dead.—The Dietetic and 

Hygienic Gazette. Eclectic Medical Gleaner, Volume 4 By Lloyd Library; 1908. 

 


