
Suppl. q. 60 a. 1Whether it is lawful for a man to kill his wife if she be discovered in the act of adultery?

Objection 1. It would seem lawful for a man to kill his
wife if she be discovered in the act of adultery. For the Di-
vine law commanded adulterous wives to be stoned. Now
it is not a sin to fulfill the Divine law. Neither therefore is
it a sin to kill one’s own wife if she be an adulteress.

Objection 2. Further, that which the law can rightly
do, can be rightly done by one whom the law has commis-
sioned to do it. But the law can rightly kill an adulterous
wife or any other person deserving of death. Since then
the law has commissioned the husband to kill his wife if
she be discovered in the act of adultery, it would seem that
he can rightly do so.

Objection 3. Further, the husband has greater power
over his adulterous wife than over the man who commit-
ted adultery with her. Now if the husband strike a cleric
whom he found with his wife he is not excommunicated.
Therefore it would seem lawful for him even to kill his
own wife if she be discovered in adultery.

Objection 4. Further, the husband is bound to cor-
rect his wife. But correction is given by inflicting a just
punishment. Since then the just punishment of adultery is
death, because it is a capital sin, it would seem lawful for
a husband to kill his adulterous wife.

On the contrary, It is stated in the text (Sent. iv, D,
37) that “the Church of God is never bound by the laws of
this world, for she has none but a spiritual sword.” There-
fore it would seem that he who wishes to belong to the
Church cannot rightly take advantage of the law which
permits a man to kill his wife.

Further, husband and wife are judged on a par. But it
is not lawful for a wife to kill her husband if he be discov-
ered in adultery. Neither therefore may a husband kill his
wife.

I answer that, It happens in two ways that a husband
kills his wife. First, by a civil judgment; and thus there
is no doubt that a husband, moved by zeal for justice and
not by vindictive anger or hatred can, without sin, bring
a criminal accusation of adultery upon his wife before a
secular court, and demand that she receive capital punish-
ment as appointed by the law; just as it is lawful to accuse
a person of murder or any other crime. Such an accusa-
tion however cannot be made in an ecclesiastical court,
because, as stated in the text (Sent. iv, D, 37), the Church
does not wield a material sword. Secondly, a husband can
kill his wife himself without her being convicted in court,

and thus to kill her outside of the act of adultery is not
lawful, neither according to civil law nor according to the
law of conscience, whatever evidence he may have of her
adultery. The civil law however considers it, as though it
were lawful, that he should kill her in the very act, not by
commanding him to do so, but by not inflicting on him
the punishment for murder, on account of the very great
provocation which the husband receives by such a deed to
kill his wife. But the Church is not bound in this matter
by human laws, neither does she acquit him of the debt
of eternal punishment, nor of such punishment as may be
awarded him by an ecclesiastical tribunal for the reason
that he is quit of any punishment to be inflicted by a sec-
ular court. Therefore in no case is it lawful for a husband
to kill his wife on his own authority.

Reply to Objection 1. The law has committed the in-
fliction of this punishment not to private individuals, but
to public persons, who are deputed to this by their office.
Now the husband is not his wife’s judge: wherefore he
may not kill her, but may accuse her in the judge’s pres-
ence.

Reply to Objection 2. The civil law has not commis-
sioned the husband to kill his wife by commanding him to
do so, for thus he would not sin, just as the judge’s deputy
does not sin by killing the thief condemned to death: but
it has permitted this by not punishing it. For which reason
it has raised certain obstacles to prevent the husband from
killing his wife.

Reply to Objection 3. This does not prove that it is
lawful simply, but that it is lawful as regards immunity
from a particular kind of punishment, since excommuni-
cation is also a kind of punishment.

Reply to Objection 4. There are two kinds of com-
munity: the household, such as a family; and the civil
community, such as a city or kingdom. Accordingly, he
who presides over the latter kind of community, a king for
instance, can punish an individual both by correcting and
by exterminating him, for the betterment of the commu-
nity with whose care he is charged. But he who presides
over a community of the first kind, can inflict only correc-
tive punishment, which does not extend beyond the limits
of amendment, and these are exceeded by the punishment
of death. Wherefore the husband who exercises this kind
of control over his wife may not kill her, but he may ac-
cuse or chastise her in some other way.
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