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Insects, Worms and Arachnids of the 
Bible

"All the winged insects that walk on all fours are 
detestable to you. Yet these you may eat among all the 

winged insects which walk on all fours: those which 
have above their feet jointed legs with which to jump 

on the earth.” (Lev 11:20-21)
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Insects, Worms and Arachnids of the Bible

• Ant
• Bee
• Flea
• Fly
• Grasshopper (Locust)
• Leech
• Lice (Gnats)
• Moth

• Scorpion
• Spider
• Wasp (Hornet)
• Worm
• Scarlet Worm
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Ant

• Ant. Approximately 100 species of ants live in Israel. Harvester ants 
(pogonomyrmex spp.) are the ones meant in Pr 6:6-8; 30:25. 

• Harvester ants are farmers in the sense that they gather seeds as their 
primary food source. They generally clear large circular areas completely 
free of any vegetation around the nest entrance hole. A few species are 
known to clear an area up to 10m or more in diameter. Other species 
may only clear a few metres. Some species construct mounds, while 
others carry the excavated soil away from the nest and discard it. 

• They settle near grain fields, carrying seed after seed into their private 
storehouses. In cold weather these ants cluster together and hibernate. 
When winter comes, they have food stored up until the next harvest. 
These ants aggressively defend their nests and will bite vigorously; some 
species will sting. 

• God has provided ants with such amazing instincts that they appear to 
reason and plan ahead. If stored grain gets wet, they haul it out into the 
sun to dry. Their hard work was considered a worthy example for man.
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Bee
• Bee. Bees are not mentioned often in the 

Bible, but honey is. Honey was the major 
sweetening substance for primitive peoples. 
Beekeeping was practiced in Israel. Indeed, 
the Lord called the Promised Land a region 
flowing with milk and honey. 

• Honey was among the gifts Jacob sent to 
Joseph in Egypt (Gn 43:11). Ezk 27:17 
notes that Israel marketed honey in Tyre.

• Biblical writers saw angry bees as a picture 
of God's wrath (Ps 118:12). These insects 
can be ferocious when disturbed or 
threatened. 

• Wild bees of Israel may live in the woods, 
and put their honey in the clefts of high 
rocks (Dt 32:13), or in old trees and other 
similar places. One swarm even settled in 
the carcass of a lion (Jg 14:8).

Wild Bee Nest, located in a 
collapsed tree, Butterton , 
Staffordshire, England  

Honeycomb of 
wild bees
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Flea

• Flea. Fleas flourished in the sand and 
dust of Israel. Classified as parasites, 
these tiny insects attach themselves to a 
body and suck blood from their host. 

• Fleas have no wings, but they do have 
strong legs and can jump many 
centimetres at one leap. 

• The flea that lives on man is tiny, but it 
can be very irritating. David described 
himself as a mere flea being pursued by 
a king (1 Sa 24:14; 26:20). He may have 
seemed insignificant, but he irritated King 
Saul.

Human flea
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Fly

• Fly. The "flies" of the Bible included the common housefly, as well 
as other two-winged insects. Many of these were biting insects. 
This explains the devouring flies of Ps 78:45. The flies visited as a 
plague upon the Egyptians probably included the housefly and the 
stinging sand fly, as well as gnats and mosquitoes.

• Isaiah's reference to the fly that is in the remotest part of the rivers 
of Egypt (7:18) may have been a symbol of swarms of Egyptian 
soldiers. Or, he might be referring the dreaded tsetse fly of Africa, 
which spreads sleeping sickness. Still another possibility is the 
olive fly, which could ruin a crop of ripe olives.

• Solomon's dead flies make a perfumer's oil stink (Ec 10:1) has 
become a proverb “fly in an ointment”. So also has Jesus' strain out 
a gnat that referred to the Pharisaic custom of drinking water 
through a straining cloth to avoid swallowing an unclean insect (Mt 
23:24).

Olive fly

Tsetse fly

Housefly

Gnat

Mosquito

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://entomology.unl.edu/images/muscidflies/housefly.jpg&imgrefurl=http://entomology.unl.edu/images/muscidflies/&h=406&w=600&sz=54&tbnid=rIS9IxPbbopv9M:&tbnh=89&tbnw=133&hl=en&start=1&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dhousefly%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26rls%3DGGLG,GGLG:2005-27,GGLG:en
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.shroomery.org/images/23418/gnat.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.shroomery.org/index/par/23418&h=500&w=540&sz=37&tbnid=6wZ35K8cX4JvfM:&tbnh=120&tbnw=130&hl=en&start=15&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dgnat%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26rls%3DGGLG,GGLG:2005-27,GGLG:en
http://www.sel.barc.usda.gov/Diptera/tephriti/PhotTour/Photos.htm
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Grasshopper 
(Locust)

• Grasshopper. There are numerous references to 
grasshoppers and locusts in the Bible. Some are 
literal (Ex 10:4-19) while others are symbolic (Nu 
13:33).

• The terms grasshopper and locust are often used 
interchangeably. A locust is one kind of 
grasshopper. Another rare term is katydid (Lv 
11:22, NIV). 

• The airborne locust, with two sets of wings, has a 
dreaded destructive power as a foliage-eating 
insect.

• Locusts do not always appear in swarms. Hot 
weather normally brings a few solitary 
grasshoppers and locusts to Israel. 

• Many people, including the Jews (today in 
Yemen), eat locusts (Lv 11:22). These insects 
may be boiled, fried, or dried (n). 

• On the Gk word akris for “locust”, Oxford English 
Dictionary says: “… properly denoting the insect, 
is applied in the Levant to the carob-pod, from 
some resemblance in form; and from very early 
times it has been believed by many that the 
'locusts' eaten by John the Baptist were these 
pods."

• Akris were part of the wilderness diet of John the 
Baptist (Mt 3:4, Mk 1:16). However, the term akris 
could equally apply to carob pods. 

November 2004, Locust in Israel 
(www.szabgab.com) 
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Grasshopper (Locust)
• The eighth plague in Egypt was an invasion of locusts. Millions may be included in one 

of these swarms, which usually occur in the spring. Locusts in such numbers speedily 
eat every plant in sight, totally destroying the crops. A locust plague is practically 
unstoppable.

• The effect of locust swarms do not “darken the sky” (n1), but may be like that of a thick 
cloud. Their movements are largely determined by the wind, and while fields that are in 
their path may be laid waste, others at one side may not be affected.. 

• The young are of the same general shape as the adults, differing in being small, black 
and wingless. They moult about 6 times, each time emerging larger than before. It is 
only after the last moult that they are able to fly. In the early moults the tiny black 
nymphs are found in patches on the ground, hopping out of the way when disturbed. 
Later they run, until they are able to fly. 

• In all stages they are destructive to vegetation (n2). Joel 1:7 gives a picture of their 
ravages: It has made my vine a waste And my fig tree splinters. It has stripped them 
bare and cast them away; Their branches have become white. (see also Jl 2:2-9, 20).

• Locusts are instruments of the wrath of God and a sign of chastisement for sins (Ex 
10:4-19; Dt 28:38, 42; 2 Ch 7:13; Ps 78:46; 105:34; Na 3:15-17; Rv 9:3 which speaks of 
locust-like demons); they typify an invading army (Je 51:14, 27); they are compared with 
horses (Jl 2:4; Rv 9:7); in Jb 39:20, Yahweh says of the horse: “Do you make him leap 
like the locust?” 

• Joel tells Israel that the locusts are under God’s control and he calls for a fast (2:11).  
• Locusts are among the four things which are small but exceeding wise (Pr 30:27). Like 

the stars and sands of the sea, locusts are a type of that which cannot be numbered (Jg 
6:5; 7:12; Je 46:23). Grasshoppers are a symbol of insignificance (Nu 13:33; Ec 12:5; Is 
40:22).
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Grasshopper (Locust)
• Israel was often invaded by the desert locust, Schistocerca gregaria. The 

mature desert locust has a wingspan of ≈ 10cm, and a body length of ≈ 7.5cm. 
Locusts look like large grasshoppers and are, in almost all respects, 
morphologically the same. 

• Technically, what distinguishes a true locust from a large grasshopper is 
behaviour. When conditions are right, grasshoppers that normally act as 
solitary individuals learn to swarm. In the say they rise as a cloud and migrate 
in search of moist green vegetation. Those species of grasshoppers that have 
this behaviour can be called locusts.

• The desert locust migrates back and forth, around N Africa and the Near East, 
from about 50º to about 350º N of the equator. (Israel is the N-most extension 
of their range.) In one day a swarm may travel up to 100km, and the locusts 
may ultimately journey ten times that distance. One swarm can blanket the sky 
up to an altitude of 1500m for some tens of square km.

• In the winter or early spring, the swarm may land in a field of grain. A swarm 
can contain over a billion creatures that, all together, can weigh > 1,000t. The 
locusts lay their eggs, perhaps 80 viable eggs to a pod. Incubation takes about 
2 weeks if the soil is sufficiently moist. 

• The hatchlings that emerge are called hoppers. The hopper moults several 
times over a period of about a month, shedding its skin and growing bigger 
with each moult. 

• Now fully developed, the hoppers form a marching band up to W:15km, 
L:15km. This moves < 80m/hr, and may travel <25km from their staging area. 
But within their path it consumes virtually every tender blade of grass or 
legume. Joel 2:10 describes this unnerving mass as follows, Before them earth 
quakes, the heavens tremble.

• Under natural conditions, swarms of locusts may arrive in Israel in the spring 
when the soils are still wet with the “latter,” or last, rains of spring. Locust eggs 
require moisture for proper hatching. After the hopper and fledgling stages are 
over, the swarm may leave, flying south with the normal seasonal southward 
shift of the major winds in the autumn. The areas to which the desert locust 
may recede are the Sinai, southern Arabia and the Sudan. Joel seems to be 
referring to this displacement, back to their desert origins, when the Lord will 
drive it into a parched and desolate land (Jl 2:20).

A locust swarm quickly stripped this 
typical fig tree in Israel (before and 
after). These photos, were taken by G. 
Eric Matson during a locust plague in 
Israel in 1915 (Matson)
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Leech

• Leech. A leech may be described as a type of 
worm with suckers at each end of its body. One 
end also contains a mouth. Some species of 
this animal even have tiny teeth.

• Parasitic leeches attach themselves to a person 
or an animal, from which it sucks blood for 
nourishment. A leech of this type secretes 
chemicals which keep the blood flowing freely.

• In primitive times, physicians used leeches to 
"bleed" a patient and purge his body of what 
was thought to be contaminated blood. But an 
untended leech could cause pain and damage. 

• In Proverbs, Solomon may have had the blood-
sucking nature of this animal in mind when he 
spoke of the leech's two daughters who cry 
"Give! Give!" (Pr 30:15).
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Lice (Gnats)

• Lice. Lice thrive in dry, dusty climates where sanitation is poor. These tiny 
insects are parasites with flat, colourless bodies. 

• They cling to animals, humans, or plants, sucking blood or sap. The Egyptian 
nobles and priests shaved their heads and beards so lice could find no hiding 
place on their bodies. 

• An infestation of lice, the third plague in Egypt, must have been particularly 
bothersome to them (Ex 8:16-18). The word kinnim is an insect that has been 
variously identified as lice (NKJV, KJV), gnats (ESV, RSV, NIV, NAS), ticks, 
flies, fleas, or mosquitoes. 

• “Lice” follows the reading in the Peshitta and Targum (and so Ant. 2:14.3 
[2.300]). Greek and Latin had “gnats.” By “gnats” many commentators mean 
“mosquitoes,” which in and around the water of Egypt were abundant (the LXX 
translators were familiar with Egypt). Whatever they were the insects came 
from the dust and were troublesome to people and animals. 

Body lice, Pediculus humanus 
humanus Linnaeus.
(James L. Castner, Univ of Florida) 
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Moth
• Moth. Moths are mentioned several times in the Bible 

as a symbol of destructiveness and the perishable 
nature of all earthly goods. 

• In Ho 5:12, God says, "I am like a moth to Ephraim." 
Just as the damage caused by moths takes place 
slowly and undetected, so God would quietly, but 
inevitably, bring judgment upon His backsliding people.

• The female moth lays her eggs upon garments. When 
the eggs hatch into caterpillars, they feed on the fibres 
and can damage clothing and other materials made 
from wool or other animal hair, fur or feathers, 
eventually leaving the garment full of holes. 

• Jesus warned against placing too much confidence and 
hope in worldly possessions that could be wiped out so 
easily by moths (Mt 6:19; Lk 12:33)

Clothes moth (Univ of Minnesota, 
Dept of Entomology) 

Moth in Israel
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Arachnid: 
Scorpion

• Scorpion. The scorpion belongs to the genus Arachnida. It is a small crawling 
animal that looks like a flat lobster. It has 8 legs, two sets of pincers, and a tail 
with a poisonous stinger. 

• A scorpion feeds on spiders and insects, which it rips apart with its claws. It 
uses its poisonous sting only when threatened or when it attacks large prey. 
This sting is seldom fatal, but it can be very painful (Rv 9:5).

• In the day, scorpions escape the desert heat by hiding under rocks. They come 
out at night to hunt and eat. 

• Inhabitants of Bible lands feared scorpions. These animals were an ever-
present danger when Moses led the children of Israel through the hot, rocky 
wilderness (Dt 8:15).

• Jesus' words in Lk 11:12 about giving a person a scorpion instead of an egg 
may refer to a light-coloured scorpion, which could be mistaken for an egg 
when in a coiled position. 

• Ezekiel’s enemies were referred to symbolically as scorpions (Ezk 2:6). King 
Rehoboam's threat did not mean he would use scorpions as whips (1 Ki 
12:14), but to fear him more than his father’s, just as a scorpion’s sting is 
worse than that of the whip. 

Yellow Scorpion (Eyal Bartov)
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Arachnid: Spider

• Spider. Hundreds of different species of spiders 
are found in Israel. 

• A spider's skill at spinning threads into a web is 
one of nature's miracles. The fragile web of a 
spider is used to demonstrate the folly of placing 
confidence in something other than the stable, 
dependable God (Job 8:14).

• Spiders trap their victims in their webs and 
dissolve them with pre-digestive juices so they 
can be eaten. Oil on the spider's body keeps it 
from being entangled in its own web.
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Wasp (Hornet)

• Wasp. These overgrown relatives of bees are known for their 
painful sting. Wasps are common throughout Israel.

• Hornets are a large species of wasp. So savage were these 
insects when disturbed that Egyptian soldiers used hornets as a 
symbol of their military might. 

• When the people of Israel were marching toward the Promised 
Land, God promised He would send hornets before them to drive 
the Canaanites out of the land (Ex 23:28). 

• Ancient writers claim that entire tribes were sometimes driven out 
of a country by wasps or hornets.
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Worm

• Worm. Worms have no backbone, legs, or eyes, although their bodies are sensitive to 
light and temperature. They improve the soil by working decaying vegetation into the 
earth and aerating it with their tunnels.

• The Bible speaks both literally and figuratively of worms. The word worm also refers to a 
worm-like creature, such as insect larva. For instance, the palmerworm, cankerworm, and 
caterpillar of Jl 1:4 (KJV) are all caterpillars, which is the larval stage of various moths. 
NAS, NKJV, however, translate these as various kinds of locusts. 

• Grub is another word used for worm in EVV (Is 51:8, NEB, NAS). Jb 7:5 and other 
passages, which refer to infestation of worms, probably mean maggots, the larvae of 
flies. Decaying matter often teems with tiny wormlike maggots.

• Some worms, such as tapeworms and pinworms, are parasites which invade the human 
body. Thus Herod could be described as eaten by worms (Ac 12:23).

• The common earthworm also appears in the Bible. Mi 7:17 refers to worms (serpent, 
NAS) coming out of their holes. Perhaps it was an earthworm also that God appointed to 
strike at the root of Jonah's shade (Jh 4:7). 

• Job claimed kinship with the lowly worm (Jb 17:14). Is 41:14 uses you worm Jacob as a 
metaphor of weakness. The Jews associated worms and fire with the place reserved for 
the ungodly dead (Is 66:24; Mk 9:44, 48).

Maggot

Earthworm
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Worm, Scarlet

• Scarlet Worm Kermes vermilio (Planchon). 
• David said: I am a worm...and despised (Ps 22:6). Heb Tola'ath shani is the 

scarlet-worm, a scale-insect which feeds upon the oak, and which is used for 
producing a red dye. Arab. dudeh, "a worm," a word also used for various 
insect larvae. It is also called qirmiz, whence" crimson" and the generic name 
Kermes. 

• This insect, now called Kermes berry, is of the family Kermesidae, super-
family Coccoidae, order Hemiptera. 

• Another close possibility is the Mediterranean scale insect (Kermes ilicis, 
formerly Coccus ilicis), allied to the cochineal insect, and found on several 
species of oak such as Quercus coccifera near the Mediterranean. They are 
round, about the size of a pea, contain colouring matter analogous to carmine, 
and are used in dyeing. 
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Worm, Scarlet

• The female Kermes Berry is wingless and adheres to its favourite plant permanently by 
its long, sucking beak, by which it extracts the sap on which it lives. It remains 
motionless, and when dead its body shelters the eggs deposited beneath it. 

• When the eggs hatched, the larvae ate through the body, causing a crimson fluid to 
stain her body and the surrounding wood. 

• From the female’s dead body (kermes), the commercial scarlet dyes of antiquity were 
extracted. 

• The history of the Kermes dye dates back to the ancient Egyptians and Romans. 
Kermes dye was produced by a process of drying the bodies of the female insects 
(Kermes vermilio Planchon and K ilicis) and then fermentation. 

• To make 1kg of the Cochineal (Crimson) dye, it takes 130,000-155,000 female 
cochineal insects. The price for 1 lb ranges from US$110-$165 and more.
(sca.livingpast.com/ dyes.html).

Ungrounded cochineal insects Cochineal dye

http://sca.livingpast.com/dyes.html
http://sca.livingpast.com/dyes.html
http://sca.livingpast.com/dyes.html

