
Herbs and Spices

"Take for yourself spices, stacte and onycha and 
galbanum, spices with pure frankincense; there shall 

be an equal part of each. With it you shall make 
incense, a perfume, the work of a perfumer, salted, 

pure, and holy.” (Ex 30:34-35)
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Herbs, Aromatics and Spices
• Use of Herbs and Spices
• Aloe (Lign Aloe) (H)
• Amomum (H)
• Aromatic gum (A)
• Balm (A)
• Bitter Herbs
• Calamus (A)
• Cassia (A)
• Cinnamom (A)
• Cummin, Black Cummin (A)
• Dill (H)
• Frankincense (A)
• Galbanum (A)
• Gall (A)

• Garden Rocket (H)
• Garlic
• Henna (A)
• Leeks
• Mandrake
• Mint (H)
• Myrrh, Ladanum (A)
• Nard (A)
• Onycha (A)
• Onion
• Rue (H)
• Saffron (A)
• Stacte (A)



Herbs, Aromatics and Spices 3

Use of Herbs and Spices in Biblical Times
• The Bible reflects an intimate knowledge of herbs and 

spices, which perfumed the Temple (2 Ch 2:4), 
sweetened the home (SS 7:13) and seasoned meals 
during the Exodus (Nu 11:5–6). 

• Repeated references to herbs and spices indicate that 
the people of the Bible knew how these plants tasted, 
smelled and looked, where they grew and what medicinal 
value they provided.

• The Bible never gives a specific word for spices, the 
aromatic vegetable products derived from the bark, root 
or fruit of perennial plants. 

• In the Bible spices are used primarily for religious 
purposes - especially as incense. Spiced wine, literally 
wine of a mixture (of spices), in SS 8:2, is the only biblical 
mention of spices used as a flavouring.

• In ancient times, herbs - the edible leaves, blossoms and 
soft stems of annuals and perennials - were used 
primarily as medicine. 
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Herbs and Spices
• Herbs and Spices include:

– Cummin, dill, cinnamon and mint which were used in the preparation of 
food Ezk 24:10 and the flavouring of wines SS 8:2. 

– Frankincense, stacte, onycha, galbanum, and sweet cane to make the 
sacred incense Ex 30:34

– Cassia, aloes and spikenard as ingredients for cosmetic purposes Es 
2:12; SS 4:14; Mk 14:3; Jn 12:3

– Mixtures of myrrh and aloes Jn 19:39 or, more generally, spices and 
ointments Lk 23:56, were customarily placed in the grave-clothes as a 
form of embalming when bodies were prepared for burial. while they did 
not significantly inhibit putrefaction, they served as deodorants and 
disinfectants. (IBD)  

• The Heb words for aromatics in the OT are sam and besem. Several of the 
individual aromatics included under these words are given, such as 
frankincense (Ex 30:23-24,34). These and numerous other aromatics, 
among them nard and lign aloes, were used as perfumes, anointing oils, 
and incense, and for embalming bodies. 

• Neko't (Gen 37:25) has been supposed by some to be gum tragacanth. We 
are inclined, however, to regard it as a generic term, translated "spicery," or 
better, aromatics. (Nelson’s)
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Herb: Aloe (Lign Aloe)

• Aloes, Lign Aloes (Heb. 'ahalim; Gk. aloe). Nu 24:6; Ps 45:8; Pr 
7:17; SS 4:14; Jn 19:39. The lignum aloes of the ancients was 
from Aquilaria agallocha, and other trees of the same genus, 
well known to the Greeks and also to the Arabians. The wood 
contains a resin and an essential oil, constituting the perfume 
used in biblical times for beds and garments. The lignum aloes 
is not native to Israel, but could have been grown in the Jordan 
valley. But if not, Nu 24:6 etc  might have alluded to a well-
known tree of foreign growth, whose luxuriance was proverbial, 
just as the cedar was an emblem of prosperity.

• A. Agallocha Roxb (AAR) has been regarded for centuries by 
Asian, Egyptian, and ANE civilizations as a rare and precious 
commodity. It is obtained from A. agallocha, a tall tree of 30m 
height and 1m across, native to India and also in SE Asia. AAR 
is always mixed with aloe (Aloe vera), which grew in Egypt and 
was used as medicine and to make a mummy. 

• Aloes in Jn 19:39 refer to a totally different liliaceous plant Aloe 
barbadense (A. vera) that grows wild in Yemen. The juice of its 
fleshy sword-like leaves is bitter and was used for embalming. 

Agarwood, Agar, Aloe, 
Aloeswood, Aquilaria 
Pharmeceutical name: Lignum 
Aquilariae, Resin of Aquilaria 
Agallocha Roxb. (A.A.R.) or 
Aquilaria malaccensis Lamk 
(A.M.L.), 

Properties:  acrid, bitter, lightly 
warm, aromatic 

Aloe barbadense
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Herb: Amomum

• Amo'mum (Gk. amomum). Occurs only in Rv 18:13 and is 
rendered "spice." 

• Amomum is a fragrant plant of India. It belongs to a genus of 
plants, natural order Zingiberaceae (formerly Scitamineoe), 
belonging to tropical regions of Asia and part of the ginger 
family. They are herbaceous, with creeping rootstocks and 
large sheathing leaves, and are remarkable for the pungency 
and aromatic properties of their seeds. 

• Several specimens yield the spices cardamom and grains of 
paradise. The one mentioned in Revelations had seeds like 
grapes, from which an ointment was made. 

• Black cardamom, Amomum subulatum Roxb. (aka greater 
Indian or Nepal cardamom, large cardamom) is a native of 
the E Himalayan region. It has a fresh and aromatic aroma. 
Camphor is easily discernible in its odour. By virtue of the 
traditional drying procedure over open flames, the spice also 
acquires a strong smoky flavour. 

Black cardamom

http://www.uni-graz.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html
http://www.uni-graz.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html


Herbs, Aromatics and Spices 7

Aromatic: Aromatic gum

• Aromatic Gum Heb. nekho'th; thumiamata (Gn 
37:25, and 43:11; NAS “aromatic gum”, NIV 
"some spices“; some Gk versions and the 
Vulgate (Jerome's Latin Bible) have "storax").

(a) Storax is the dried gum of the beautiful Styrax 
officinalis which was used as incense. 

(b) Alternatively, the gum could have been an 
exudate from the stem of the small prickly shrub 
Gum Tragacanth Astragalus gummifer  grown in 
the mountains of 1200-2100m height from 
Lebanon to Sinai, or other species of milkvetch 
such as Bethlehem Milk Vetch Astragalus 
bethlehemicus. 

• LXX "incense" is probably the best translation. 
(ISBE)

Gum Tragacanth Astragalus 
gummifer, Astragalus 
spp.(photo.O.Fragman)

Styrax officinalis

Astragalus gum powder
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Aromatic: Balm
• Balm (Heb. sori). Product of Gilead, and exported to 

Egypt (Gn 37:25; 43:11) and Tyre (Ezk 22:17) or a 
prime article of commerce there (Je 8:22; 46:11; 
51:8). The balm was celebrated for its healing  
properties Je 46:11 and often used for cosmetic 
purposes. It  was used to symbolise deliverance from 
national distress Je 8:22; 51:8. 

• Probably an aromatic gum, or resin, but the original 
meaning of the word is not clear and cannot be 
identified with any plant in Gilead. 

• Some think sori  Gn 37:25 is gum mastic, a product of 
Pistacia lentiscus, common in Israel for healing use. 
Avicenna, however, clearly distinguishes it from that 
well-known gum. 

• Classical authors applied the name Balm of Gilead to 
the Mecca balsam Commiphora opobalsamum 
(gileadensis), which grows in S Arabia (n). 

• The so-called balm of Gilead, prepared by the monks 
of Jericho from the fruits of the zaqqum, Balanites 
aegyptiaca, Del., has no claim except their authority.

Gum mastic or "Chios Tears," raw resin 
globules from the mastic tree (Pistacia 
lentiscus). Mastic is one of the oldest 
known high grade resins utilized by 
people, and it is extensively cultivated on 
the Greek island of Chios. 

C. gileadensis
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Bitter Herbs

• Bitter Herbs (Heb. merorim, "bitter"). The Israelites were 
commanded to eat the Passover with bitter herbs (Ex 12:8; Nu 
9:11). 

• The herbs are not named individually, but in the Mishnah they are 
lettuce, chicery, eryngo, horseradish and sow-thistle, although all 
these may not have been available to the Israelites in biblical 
times (IBD). 

• The object of the ordinance was both to remind the Israelites of 
their "bitter" bondage (Ex 1:14) and of the haste with which they 
made their exit from Egypt. 

• Unleavened bread, a roasted lamb, and a few bitter herbs 
constituted a meal the elements of which were always at hand 
and could be got together with the least possible delay. These 
herbs are not distasteful to the orientals, who are very fond of 
them.
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Aromatic: Calamus
• Calamus (Heb. qaneh, indicates a fragrant plant with an upright aspect) 

SS 4:14 (NAS, NIV), and Is 43: 24, Je 6:20, and Ezk 27:19 (all NIV) are 
the only references to an unusual plant translated as "sweet cane", 
"calamus", "sweet myrtle" and in other ways indicative of the confusion 
over which plant is intended. 

• The prophets (op. cit.) clearly indicate its value. It was widely traded 
with nations in Asia. Two plants have been suggested. 

• (a) Calamus, European sweet flag, sweet flag, cinnamon sedge Acorus 
calamus, a widespread plant of wetlands. The rhizome has a peculiar 
sweet, lingering aroma suitable as a "carrier" in a perfume. Motley 
(1994) suggests that A. calamus is the one in Ex 3 for the anointing oil 
applied to priests and objects in the tabernacle. It was used as a tonic 
and stimulant. 

• (b) Lemon grass, Citronella, Fever grass, Citron grass of the genus 
Cymbopogon most likely C. citratus (DC) Stapf, although several 
species are widely grown in tropical regions for their aroma and flavour. 
Lemongrass is a fast-growing, aromatic perennial grass up to 1.5 m 
high whose oil is a yellow, amber or reddish-brown liquid with a fresh, 
grassy-citrus scent and an earthy undertone. As it can be sensitizing to 
the skin (Leung and Foster 1996), it seems a less likely candidate 
compared to A. calamus. 

• SS 4:14 indicates that "calamus" was grown as a garden plant. As A. 
calamus is a plant of wet areas, it could not be of this garden, neither 
was it native to Israel. The verse could be a poetic expression of 
fragrant plants, including those that are not native in the Middle East. 

Acorus Calamus

Lemongrass 
Cymbopogon 
citratus
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Aromatic: Cassia

• Cassia (Heb. qidda; Ex 30:24; Ezk 27:19; qesi`a, "peeled"; Ps 45:8). Probably Cassia 
lignea of commerce, which consists of strips of the bark of Cinnamomum Cassia, a plant 
growing in China and Malaysia. Cassia buds are the immature flowers of the same. Both 
have the flavour and aroma of cinnamon.

• Cassia and cinnamon are derived from closely related plants, C. aromaticum (cassia 
bark); and C. zeylandicum (commercial source of the spice, cinnamon). 

• Cassia oil is derived through steam distillation of the leaves of C. aromaticum. The 
fragrance is strong and penetrating.

• Cassia is not often used today but was apparently a highly valued commodity in Bible 
times e.g. it was one of the trade items of Tyre in Ezk 27; in Ps 45, the King's garments 
are anointed with myrrh, aloes, and cassia (the aloes here are not those in Jn 19:39 and 
were also probably fragrant plants).

• IBD considers that the cassia was not the traditional C. casia since this was not a native 
tree; the term ‘cassia’ probably applied to one substance and the application later 
transferred to another more easily obtained product with similar properties. 

Casia and bark (Cinnamomum 
cassia Blume) 
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Aromatic: Cinnamom
• Cinnamon (Heb. qinnamon). No one can doubt 

the substance intended, as the Heb. name is the 
same as the English. 

• Used by the Israelites as a perfume for the holy 
anointing oil (Ex 30:23) and for beds (Pr 7:17). It 
was highly prized in Solomon’s day (SS 4:14), 
and was part of the wares of mystic Babylon (Rv 
18:13).

• Cinnamon is a well-known spice used 
throughout the world and is derived from the 
bark of the young stems of C. zeylandicum, 
native to the Far East. Leaves are dark green 
and shiny and the flowers are small and 
inconspicuous. The bark is stripped, dried, and 
then ground to make cinnamon. 

• IBD considers that ‘cinnamon’ may also have 
been another plant more readily available to the 
Israelites in Sinai. 

Cinnamomum sp. Cinnamom, Sri 
Lanka (Post)
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Aromatic: 
Cummin, Black 

Cummin

• Cum'min (Heb. kammon, "preserving"; Gk. kuminon). Seed of Cuminum cyminum, of the 
family of Apiaceae, an indigenous plant of W Asia, subject to tithe (Mt 23:23). It is still 
known by Arabs as kammun. 

• Cummin is an aromatic and carminative, used in cooking and in domestic medicine. It 
appeared in more than 50 remedies in the EA. It was used as an antiseptic, bread 
flavouring, for headaches, gastrointestinal problems like gas colic, intestinal worms 
especially for children, promoter of menstruation and for milk production. It is said to be 
an excellent expectorant for cough and chest congestion. Cumin was and still is used 
widely in India as a spice and herbal medicine. 

• It is still threshed with a rod (Is 28:25-27). Today it has been superseded by caraway 
seeds, which are more nutritious and tasty, and similar in taste and appearance. 

• Cummin (Heb. qesah; Is 28:25,27 NAS, “caraway” NIV) and spelt (Heb. kussemet; Ezk 
4:9). The plant translated "caraway" NIV, "fitches" KJV, “dill” RSV, is actually a plant 
known as black cummin, not related to cummin. “Fitches” may allude to the sharp pointed 
beaks of the fruit and is used for unrelated plants in other Scriptures (e.g., Ezk 9:32). 

• Black cummin Nigella sativa is harvested in the early summer for its jet black seeds. Its 
dry fruit was threshed with light sticks to get the seeds (Is 28:28) to avoid damage to the 
aromatic oil. It was a favourite condiment of ancient Greeks and Romans. The seeds 
have a very distinct flavour (n) and are now used to flavour bread and other baked 
goods. 

Black Cummin Nigella sativaCumin Cuminum cyminum
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Herb: Dill• "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe 
mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier 
provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but 
these are the things you should have done without neglecting 
the others.” (Mt 23:23)

• Dill (Heb. qesah; Is 28:25) Gk Anethon is the exact equivalent 
of the Lat. anethum, which is dill. NIV translates "caraway." 

• Little is known about the early uses of dill, although a papyrus 
dating to 1536 describes it as a cure for headaches. 

• A member of the carrot family, dill has been grown in Israel 
since ancient times, but it appears only once in the Bible, as a 
tithe (Mt 23:23). Mosaic law required the tithing of the 
produce of the land (Lv 27:30; Dt 14:22–23). Jesus condemns 
the Pharisees for carefully observing this requirement, by 
extending it to the smallest of plants, while neglecting far 
more vital laws.

• Aromatic, carminative seed of Anethum graveolens, an 
umbelliferae, cultivated widely in the East and used both in 
cooking and domestic medicine. Its taste is sweet and 
aromatic, intermediate between anise and caraway. 

• The herb, especially when fresh, has a much sweeter 
fragrance than dried fruits.

Dill anethum graveolens

Dill fruits (often called seeds)

http://www.uni-graz.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html
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Aromatic: Frankincense

• Frankincense (Heb. lebona “white”). The 
extremely odoriferous resinous exudate from 
incising the bark of certain Boswellia shrubs or 
trees that grow in India, Somalia, and S Arabia. 

• The main species are B. frereana, B. carteri and 
B. papyrifera in  NE Africa, B. sacra in Dhofar, S 
Arabia, and B. serrata in NW India. It is 
uncertain whether they grew in Israel. 

Boswellia Carteri 
Birdwell (“olibanum”)
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Aromatic: Frankincense

• The whitish-yellow frankincense resin was pounded into a 
valuable powder that was burned to make a sweet smell. 

• It was an ingredient in various ointments and of the holy incense 
(Ex 30:34). 

• It was also burnt along with other substances during the cereal 
offering (Lv 6:15). 

• Placed in purified form on the showbread in the Tabernacle (Lv 
24:7)

• It was symbolic of religious fervour (cf Mal 1:11). 
• The gift of frankincense presented to the infant Christ by the 

wise men (Mt 2:11) has been interpreted as symbolising his 
priestly office. 

• It furnished much of the wealth acquired by those traders who 
followed the spice-routes from S Arabia to Gaza and Damascus 
(Is 60:6).
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Aromatic: Galbanum

• Gal'banum (Heb. lebona, "white"). A gum resin with a 
pungent balsamic odour. It was one of the 
constituents of the holy incense (Ex 30:34). 

• Usually regarded as the gum of an umbelliferous 
plant, either of 2 ferulas, F. galbaniflua, Boiss, and F. 
pseudalliacea (syn. rubricaulis, Boiss.), both native to 
Persia. 

• This herb plant has thick stalks, yellow flowers, and 
fern-like green foliage. 

• It yields a gum that is a greasy, sticky, granulated 
resin, presenting a whitish appearance at first, but 
afterward changing to brownish yellow, having a 
musky, pungent odour and taste. 

• When mixed with fragrant substances, it has the 
effect of increasing the odour and fixing it longer. The 
gum resin obtained from the root is used as a celery-
like food flavouring. 

Gum galbanum

F. Rubricaulis (Asafoetida)

http://www.hexenkaufhaus.de/product_info.php/cPath/18_25/products_id/2034?osCsid=b724528cbdd4277ab71cd50d2168f032
http://spcpa.ru/slr/preview/images/1411.html


Herbs, Aromatics and Spices 18

Aromatic: Gall

• Gall. There are three ways the word is used:
– An orange-coloured fruit used as a cathartic (Heb. rosh Dt 29:18; 

Je 8:14; 9:15). 
– Another Heb. word merora meaning “bitter”, clearly points to bile, 

or gall bladder (Jb 16:13; 24:14,25)
– In Mt 27:34, a bitter resin added to the analgesic potion given to 

those crucified on the cross to deaden their pain. This was 
doubtless myrrh (Mk 15:23).

• NAS and NIV frequently render rosh as "poison" (or "venom"), or 
one of its derivatives.
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Herb: Garden Rocket
• Then one went out into the field to gather 

herbs, and found a wild vine (oroth) and 
gathered from it his lap full of wild gourds, and 
came and sliced them into the pot of stew, for 
they did not know what they were. (2 Ki 4:39)

• Botanists have identified oroth (gargir in the 
Talmud) with rocket based on the similarity of 
its Talmudic name to the Arabic name for 
rocket (jargir). 

• An annual in the mustard family, rocket still 
grows wild, especially in the hilly areas of 
Israel. The mustard-flavored buds and flowers 
are both decorative and delicious, and the 
leaves are used in salads.

• Rocket (Eruca sativa L.) belongs to the 
Cruciferae (or Brassicaceas) family, whose 
four-petalled flower appears to form a cross. 

Garden Rocket (David 
Darom)
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Garlic

• Garlic (Heb. shum). A well-known vegetable, Allium sativum. 
Mentioned only once (Nu 11:5).

• Although actually a vegetable, garlic is primarily used as a spice, 
as referred to in Numbers and in Talmudic literature. 

• Green garlic (Allium tuberosum), a variation of the common garlic 
plant, adorns numerous flower gardens throughout Israel, even 
though many people have no idea that the stems beneath the 
delicate round head of purple flowers growing in their yard are 
edible.

Garlic drying in a window in 
Hama, Syria (Post)
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Aromatic: Henna
• Henna (Heb. koper) aka Cypress Shrub, 

Mehndi, Mignonette Tree, camphire (KJV). 
Lawsonia inermis (syn. L. alba, L. rubra). A 
member of the Lythraceae, along with Crape 
Myrtles and Mexican Heather. Cultivated 
everywhere in Israel. 

• Has among the most fragrant flowers on 
earth, best appreciated from a distance 
when mixed with air. Its clusters are cream, 
pink or red flowers. The scriptural allusions 
(SS 1:14; 4:13) show that it was much 
esteemed in ancient times. 

• Probably native to N Africa and Asia. Its 
leaves produce the henna or alhenna of the 
Arabs (cyprus of the ancients), a yellow or 
reddish orange dye which is used in Egypt 
and elsewhere by women to colour their 
nails, and by men to die their beards, and for 
other similar uses including horses manes 
and tails. Scripture does not allude to this 
use of the plant. 

Henna Lawsonia Inermis
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Leeks
• Leeks (Heb. hasir), a kind of onion, 

Allium Porrum, a widely cultivated 
member of the lily family in the East. 

• Mentioned once with onions and garlic 
(Nu 11:5). 

• Leeks are generally considered to have 
a finer flavour than the common onion. 

Leeks growing in a field near 
Alexandria, Egypt (Post)
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Mandrake

• Mandrake (Heb. duday; only in Gn 30:14; SS 7:13). A perennial herb of the nightshade family, 
esteemed by the ancients as a love medicine as in the cited passages. Taken in considerable 
quantities, it is an acrid narcotic poison. The mandrake is a common plant in many parts of Israel. 

• As the Bible so accurately describes, the mandrake often grows as a weed in wheat fields. (SS 7:13). 
• The root may be a few metres long. Its bizarre often human-like shapes gave rise to much 

superstition thought to be beneficial in the conception of humans. Throughout history, imaginative 
drawings of the plant have emphasized this anthropomorphic quality by depicting the roots as legs. 
The mandrake is reputed to have emetic, purgative and narcotic qualities as well as aphrodisiac 
properties (Gn 30:22–23). 

• At the beginning of winter, the plant produces a rosette of several large, wrinkled, dark green leaves 
that lie flat upon the ground. In the centre of this rosette a cluster of attractive mauve flowers appears 
in the winter, but in this season the scent is not pleasant. 

• In the spring and early summer, however, when the fruits ripen and become round and yellow, they 
produce a very attractive fragrance and intoxicating scent that attracts both man, as an aphrodisiac, 
and animal. SS 7:13 recalls this pleasant odour: The mandrakes have given forth fragrance; And over 
our doors are all choice fruits, Both new and old, Which I have saved up for you, my beloved.  

Mandragora officinarum
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Herb: Mint

• Mint. A tithable herb. Heduosmon (Mt 23:23; Lk 11:42) was probably 
generic for other kinds of mint, as well as the above. 

• The cultivated variety (Mentha piperita), peppermint, was doubtless 
primarily intended, but the wild M. silvestris or horsemint, which 
flourishes all over the mountains of Israel, is probably included. 

• The most common species of mint is M. sativa, which is commonly 
cultivated and used as a flavouring in salads and in cooking. 

Common Mint Mentha sativa

Peppermint M. silvestris

M. pierita
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Aromatic: Myrrh, Ladanum

• Myrrh (Heb. mor, "distilling"; Arab. murr; Gk smyrna, 
"myrrha"). Well-known gum resin from incisions on stems 
and branches of either the Arabian commiphora myrrha (for. 
balsamodendron myrrha, Nees) or C. kataf, both native to S 
Arabia and NE Africa (chiefly Somalia). See stacte.

• A prized aromatic, and used as a cosmetic preparation, for 
embalming, and as an ingredient of the holy anointing oil. It 
was one of the gifts of the magi (Mt 2:11). Erythraen myrrh 
cost 16 denarii per pound, as costly as aloes (100 litras (≈ 
33kg) of  these were used for Jesus’ burial)

• The ‘myrrh’ (Heb. lot), of Gn 37:25; 43:11 should be 
translated ladanum (Gn 37:25, mg). This is a gummy 
exudation from the Hairy Rock-Rose Cistus villosus 
(creticus), C. laurifolius or C. incanus, a sturdy shrub that 
adorns the hills beside the Mediterranean and growing in 
great abundance in Israel. The plant’s papery white or pink 
flowers belie the strength of its balm, a yellowish resin that 
exudes a strong scent of ambergris. It was believed to have 
medicinal properties and is still used in perfume 
manufacture and as incense in churches of the E rite.

C. myrrha

Cistus villosus
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Aromatic: Nard

• Nard (Heb. nerd; Gk. nardos). The nard of SS 4:13 is very likely to be the same as 
lardu of Assyro-Babylonian inscription, from camel-grass or palmrosa 
Cymbopogon schoenanthus common in the deserts of Arabia and N Africa. The 
fragrance oil  extracted from leaves is Indian geranium oil which has a strong 
geranium-like scent. (IBD) 

• The spikenard of the NT (Mk 14:3; Jn 12:3) is considered to be the rose-red 
aromatic oil extracted from the roots of an E Indian plant, called also muskroot, 
Indian spikenard  Nardostachys jatamansi, D.C. 

• Found in the Himalayas, nard was the costliest of all plant products in NT times. In 
NT times, guests at banquets were customarily anointed with the spikenard oil, 
worth at least 300 denarii per litra (0.33kg). Usually it was kept in boxes of 
alabaster. 

• The mobile liquid has a warm, woody, somewhat heady musk aroma, richer in 
aroma than the Green Spikenard. It initially presents with a light herbal note, 
quickly followed by a lingering earthy, rich middle and a fruity-musky drydown.

Nardostachys jatamansi C. schoenanthus 

http://www.sahara-nature.com/image_aff.php?aff_image=plantes/poaceae/cymbopogon%20schoenanthus/dzag0883_6.jpg
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Aromatic: Onycha

• Onycha (Heb shecheleth; compare Arab. suchalat, 
"filings," "husks"): "Onycha" is a transliteration of the LXX 
onucha, accusative of onux, which means "nail," "claw," 
"hoof," and also "onyx," a precious stone. The form 
"onycha" was perhaps chosen to avoid confusion with 
"onyx," the stone. Shecheleth occurs only in Ex 30:34 as 
an ingredient of the sacred incense. 

• It is supposed to denote the horny operculum found in 
certain species of marine gastropod molluscs. The 
operculum is a disk attached to the upper side of the 
hinder part of the "foot" of the mollusc. When the animal 
draws itself into its shell, the hinder part of the foot 
comes last, and the operculum closes the mouth of the 
shell. Some species do not have opercula. The horny 
opercula when burned emit a peculiar odour, and are still 
used in combination with other perfumes by the Arab 
women of Upper Egypt and Nubia. (See Sir S. Baker, The Nile 
Tributaries of Abyssinia, cited by Encyclopaedia Biblica, under the word 
"Onycha.") (ISBE) (n)

Gastropod (shell with body whorl 
forming almost entire surface, not very 
compressed) : (h) operculum

Chicoreus virgineus

http://www.femorale.com.br/shellphotos/photo.asp?url=%2Fshellphotos%2Fthumbpage%2Easp%3Ffamily%3DMURICIDAE%26NAV%3D30&idconcha=31178&cod=1087
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Onion

• Onions (Heb. besel). The common onion, a 
bulbiferous herb, Allium cepa.  Much as the onion 
is cultivated and used as an article of food and 
commerce.

• Only mentioned once in the Bible, in connection 
with the longing of the Israelites in the desert for 
the good things of Egypt (Nu 11:5). 

• The common garden onion, and the leek, for 
which the Israelites longed, are depicted in 
drawings on the pyramids and other ancient 
Egyptian monuments.
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Herb: Rue

• Rue (Gk. peganon). An aromatic perennial herb growing up to 80cm 
high and native to S Europe and N Africa, with a penetrating, and to 
most persons disagreeable, odour. 

• The officinal species, Ruta graveolens, is cultivated and known as 
Common rue, garden rue, German rue, herb-of-grace, countryman's 
treacle, herbygrass, Aruta, Garden Rue, Somalata, Sadab. The wild 
species is R. Chalepensis. It was tithable (Lk 11:42). 

• The branched, pale green, glabrous stem bears alternate, pinnately 
decompound, somewhat fleshy leaves with oblong to spatulate 
leaflets. Small yellow or yellow-green flowers appear from June to 
August. 

Rue Ruta graveolens
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Aromatic: Saffron

• Saffron (Heb. karkom; SS 4:14). An aromatic, composed of the 
styles of several species of crocus, principally C. cancellatus, 
Herb. Bot. or C. sativus. They are of an orange colour and are 
principally used to impart an agreeable odour and flavour to boiled 
rice. 

• The flowerets of Carthamus tinctorius, known as safflower, or 
bastard saffron, Safflor, are used for a similar purpose. Safflower 
flowers contain carthamin, a dye of flavonoid type, but no essential 
oil. The plant is widely cultivated for edible oil, which is extracted 
from the seeds.

• Saffron, which grows wild in Israel, may be the most expensive 
spice in the world. It takes 225,000 of the brilliant yellow stigmas, 
saffron’s delicate flavouring agent, to make a single dry pound. 
Ancient kings were anointed with oils perfumed with saffron, and 
today meals flavoured with saffron are considered fit for kings.
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Aromatic: Saffron

Crocus cancellatus

Carthamus tinctorius 

Safflower (dried flowers)

Crocus sativus

http://www.kfunigraz.ac.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html
http://www.kfunigraz.ac.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html
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Aromatic: Stacte

• Stac'te (Heb. natap; Ex 30:34, meaning “oozing in drops”) (n). 
An aromatic. RV mg. "opobalsamum" is not probable. NIV 
renders it "gum resin." Not likely to be storax, which is believed 
to be a product of the plant designated as libneh. 

• Stacte is in fact myrrh, and its Hebrew original in the above 
passage, natap, signifying drops, probably refers to myrrh in 
tears. The same word (Jb 36:27) is used for drops of water.

• This nataph must have been either myrrh "in drops," as it is 
collected, or some other fragrant gum, similarly collected, such, 
for example, as gum tragacanth.


