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Birds in the Bible (A-O)

Even the stork in the sky knows her seasons; and 
the turtledove and the swift and the thrush observe 

the time of their migration, but my people do not 
know the ordinance of the LORD. (Je 8:7)
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Birds (A-O)

• Birds in the Bible (migratory patterns)
• Buzzard
• Cormorant
• Crane
• Dove (Turtledove)
• Eagle
• Falcon
• Hawk
• Heron
• Hoopoe
• Kite
• Ostrich (egg)
• Owl
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Birds in the Bible

• Israel is very rich in birds, with 375 kinds, of which 25 are native 
to the region. It has a great range of habitats, varying from 
mountain in Mount Hermon, to semi-tropical in the Jordan Rift 
Valley, to the desert in the Negev. 

• Here three continents Europe, Asia and Africa meet, resulting in 
an  exceptionally diverse flora and fauna, especially avifauna. 

• One of the main migration routes between Africa and Europe 
and W Asia runs from the N point of the Red Sea through the 
whole length of Israel. The resident birds are thus augmented by 
numerous migrants, estimated at 500 million, every Autumn, 
and Spring. 

• The wealth of birds makes it difficult to identify with certainty 
some of the birds named in the Bible. 

                                                                              … continue next page
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Birds in the Bible
• Some of the most spectacular soaring bird migrations of storks, pelicans and over 30 

species of raptors are seen in Spring. Over 100,000 may pass by some migration 
points in just a few hours. 

• The Autumn migration has a greater Asiatic component of species. The Eilat region, 
Dead Sea area, Bet Shean Valley and Hula Valley are attractive spots to migrants in 
the Syrian-African Rift Valley during both migration seasons. 

• Winter is especially interesting in N Israel where hundreds of thousands of birds such 
as White Pelicans, White-headed Ducks, Greater Spotted and Imperial Eagles, 
Common Cranes and Great Black-headed and Armenian Gulls winter in the rich fish 
ponds of the Bet Shean, Hula and Jezreel Valleys. 

• In addition, the Golan Heights and especially Mount Hermon, host a wide range of 
interesting scarce wintering species such as Radde's Accentor, Wallcreeper, and Pine 
Bunting. 

• NW Negev offers a mixture of vast cultivated areas and transitional habitats, from 
natural steppe to semi-desert. This is an area with a wealth of birds that includes large 
concentrations of raptors, Houbara Bustards, Cream-coloured Coursers, and at least 4 
species of sandgrouse. 

• The open areas often hold Imperial Eagles, Long Legged Buzzards, and Saker 
Falcons, as well as sociable Plovers and Finsch's Wheatears. Pin-tailed and Spotted 
Sandgrouse can occur in large flocks during the winter months. 

                                                                                                                                                    … continue next page
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Bird migratory patterns

• The Middle East, being located 
at the intersection of three 
continents, acts as a giant 
funnel twice a year, when 
hundreds of millions of birds 
migrate back and forth between 
nesting grounds across Eurasia 
to wintering sites in Africa. 

• The stork, white pelican, lesser 
spotted eagle and the Levant 
sparrowhawk are among the 
many species traversing the 
Jordan Rift Valley and the East 
Mediterranean coastline.
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Buzzard

• Buzzard (Heb `ozniyya; the "fish eagle," Pandion halioetus, L; 
osprey KJV, RSV, black vulture NIV, buzzard NAS, NKJV). A 
general description of any of a large number of heavily built hawks 
included in the list of unclean birds (Lv 11:13; Dt 14:12). 

• Sometimes called fish hawk or fishing eagle, the osprey is a 
member of the hawk family. 

• With a 2m wingspan, it is one of the larger birds of prey. 
• The buzzard fishes along the coasts of Israel and in Huleh.

Common Buzzard (Buteo buteo) 
Israel Eilat IBRC 21.4. 2004
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Cormorant

• Cormorant. The cormorant (the fisher owl, 
NKJV) was listed among the unclean birds (Lv 
11:17; Dt 14:17).

• Large fish-eating bird, related to the pelican, with 
hooked beak and webbed feet. 

• Dives into the water to catch fish; it swims well 
and can stay under water for a long time.

• The cormorant found in Israel has a black head, 
yellow-circled eyes, and green highlights in its 
black plumage. 

European cormorant 
(phatacrocorax carbo), Hadera, 
(ISI Jan 2005)
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Crane

• Even the stork in the sky Knows her seasons (Je 8:7)
• Crane. Largest of several migratory birds that fly over Israel in 

noisy flocks of thousands. 
• It is said in Je 8:7 to know its migratory journey more than 

man’s careless view of his way. 
• Hezekiah of Judah, thinking he was dying, chattered and 

clamoured like a crane (Is 38:14; swift, NIV). 
• This must have been quite a noise. With a windpipe coiled like 

a French horn, cranes produce one of the loudest bird calls 
(called honk or croak) in the world.

Cranes in winter in the Hula 
Valley (Elbaum)
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Dove (Turtledove)
• Dove. Doves and pigeons belong to the same family. They are 

often mentioned in the Bible as if they are the same animal. The 
rock dove found in Israel is the wild ancestor of the common 
street pigeon. Turtledoves are migrants. They spend the months 
of April to October in Israel, filling the air with soft cooing when 
they arrive each Spring (SS 2:11-12).

• Doves come in several colours, from pure white to the chestnut-
coloured palm turtledove. Even the plain grey pigeon has a silver 
sheen. Solomon waxed poetic over doves' eyes. David longed for 
wings like a dove (Ps 55:6), so he could fly away from his 
enemies.

• Jews ate pigeons and, from Abraham's time, used them in 
sacrifice. Even a poor man could provide a pigeon or two for 
worship, as Joseph and Mary did at Jesus' circumcision (Lk 2:21-
24; Lv 12:8).

• Doves appear to express affection, stroking each other, and 
"billing and cooing." They mate for life, sharing nesting and 
parenting duties. They are gentle birds that never resist attack or 
retaliate against their enemies. Even when her young are 
attacked, a dove will give only a pitiful call of distress.

• Because of its innocence and gentle nature, the dove is a 
common religious symbol. The Holy Spirit took the form of a dove 
at Jesus' baptism (Mt 3:16; Mk 1:10; Lk 3:22). The dove also 
symbolizes peace, love, forgiveness, and the church.

Turtledove, Israel

Collared turtledove 
(Streptopelia decaocto)

Rock Pigeon 
(Columba livia)
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Eagle
• Eagle. Unclean birds (Lv 11:13), but admired as majestic. 
• The golden eagle is really dark brown with sprinkles of gold, and 

has a 2.6m wingspread. It lives in high inaccessible areas like 
ledges of rocky cliffs or in large trees (Je 49:16). The nest is 
enlarged each year up to 2.5m Ø; there the eagle hatches two 
eggs. Usually only one eaglet survives to adulthood.

• With its keen eyesight, the eagle can spot his prey while soaring 
hundreds of metres in the air. It drops to seize it, killing it quickly 
with his powerful claws, then swoops back to its nest to rip the 
meat apart and share it with his young.

• A mother eagle carries her eaglet on her back until it masters the 
art of flying. Moses used this familiar picture to describe God's 
care for His people. God carried His people on His wings (Dt 
32:11-12) as He delivered them from slavery in Egypt.

• Solomon marvelled at the way of an eagle in the sky (Pr 30:19). 
An eagle can stay aloft for hours, rarely moving his wings and 
riding wind currents. The Bible also speaks of the swiftness of 
the eagle's flight (Dt 28:49).

• The belief that an eagle renews its strength and youthful 
appearance after shedding its feathers gave rise to Ps 103:5 and 
Is 40:31. Eagles do have a long lifespan, living 20-30 years in the 
wild, and longer in captivity.

• In OT, prophets spoke of the eagle as a symbol of God's 
judgment (Je 48:40; Ezk 17:3,7). 

Golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), San 
Diego Wildlife Park

Eagle nest, River Thelon, Canada
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Falcon

• Falcon. In NAS, NKJV and other EVV, the falcon appears in the 
lists of unclean birds (Lv 11:14; Dt 14:13). 

• As a bird of prey, it is often grouped with hawks. But a falcon is 
not a true hawk. The sport of hunting with trained falcons 
originated in ancient Persia. 

• Great numbers of falcons are still seen in Israel, as they surely 
were in Bible times.

Barbary Falcon 
(Lotan)
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Hawk

• Hawk. A general name applied to several small to medium-sized birds of 
prey, related to the eagle and vulture family. All hawks were unclean (Lv 
11:16; Dt 14:15). Osprey (Lv 11:13 RSV  but translated buzzard in NAS) is a 
large dark plumed hawk. 

• Adult hawks vary from 30-60cm long. They are known for their exceptional 
eyesight, which is about 8 times as keen as man's. Solomon noted that it is 
useless to spread the baited net In the sight of any bird (Pr 1:17).

• The farsighted hawk not only detects nets from a distance, but he can also 
see mice, insects, and birds. He strikes with devastating swiftness, his 
powerful claws crushing his prey, which he eats whole.

• Some 18 species of hawk exist in Israel, among them the small sparrow 
hawk. This hawk, which Egyptians considered sacred, nests in a hollow tree, 
amid old ruins, or upon a rock. As winter approaches, it migrates to a warmer 
climate.

• Harrier hawks are found in the valleys and low-lying plains. They glide nearer 
the ground and "harry" other birds by forcing them to land. Kites (gledes) are 
a larger breed of hawk, with long narrow wings (Dt 14:13). 

Osprey with captured fish 
(ISI15782/Itsik Marom )



Birds of the Bible 13

Heron

• Heron. The Bible mentions herons only in the lists 
of unclean birds (Lv 11:19; Dt 14:18). 

• Several species of herons and egrets made their 
home in Israel. 

• Egyptian carvings picture herons and their nests 
among the reeds of marshes and lakes.

• A tall, graceful bird, the heron flies with its neck 
curled and its long legs stretched out behind. 

• Eats fish, frogs, and small reptiles, which it spears 
swiftly with a long, sharp beak.

White Heron (ISI 10278/Brian 
Hendler)
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Hoopoe

• Hoopoe. A solitary somewhat timid bird with a disgusting habit of 
foraging for insects by thrusting its sharp, slender beak into foul 
ground. This, together with its habit of fouling its own nest, may 
explain why it was considered unclean (Lv 11:19; Dt 14:18 -- called 
lapwing in KJV, hoopoe in NAS, RSV, NIV). 

• Its wing feathers bear a zebra stripe, and its head sports a lovely 
crown of feathers. When frightened, the hoopoe may flutter his crest 
or drop to the ground and play dead. 

• The offensive odour picked up from its feeding grounds is enough to 
drive away most of its enemies.

• Frequently seen throughout Israel today.

Hoopoe (Upupa epops) (Nephron) 
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Kite

• Kite ('ayyah; Milvus ictinus or regalis): A medium-sized member of the 
hawk tribe, about 70cm long, of bright reddish-brown colour, with sharply 
pointed wings and deeply forked tail. It is supposed to have exceptionally 
piercing eyes. Red kites, black kites, and Egyptian kites are found in Israel. 

• It takes mostly carrion and small birds, as well as moles, mice, young game 
birds, snakes and frogs. Its head and facial expression are unusually eagle-
like. It was common over Israel in winter, but bred in the hills of Galilee and 
rough mountainous places, so it was less conspicuous in summer. It is 
among the unclean birds (Lv 11:14; Dt 14:13). 

• This is the real bird intended by Job 28:7 whose eye could not trace the 
path to the silver mine: The path no bird of prey knows, nor has the falcon's 
eye caught sight of it. Heb 'ayyah here used as the name for “kite” 
("vulture“, KJV; "falcon" NAS is a smaller bird of different markings, not 
having the kite's reputation for eyesight) (ISBE). 

Black-shouldered Kite 
(Elanus caeruleus) (Lotan) 
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Ostrich

• Ostrich. Mentioned as unclean in Lv 11:16 and 
Dt 14:15 (NAS). Jb 39:13-18 describes it 
unfavourably: The ostriches' wings flap joyously 
with the pinion and plumage of love, for she 
abandons her eggs to the earth and warms 
them in the dust, and she forgets that a foot may 
crush them, or that a wild beast may trample 
them. She treats her young cruelly, as if they 
were not hers; though her labour be in vain, she 
is unconcerned; because God has made her 
forget wisdom, and has not given her a share of 
understanding. When she lifts herself on high, 
she laughs at the horse and his rider.

Ethiopian ostrich (Struthio 
camelus ethiopus). Israel’s native 
ostrich is portrayed in these 
ancient rock carvings in the Sinai 
desert. 
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Ostrich

• The bnot ya'anah (Heb) was common in the deserts of Israel and Sinai in Bible 
times. Israel’s native ostrich (Struthio camelus syriacus) is now extinct, the last 
of its kind having been killed and eaten in the Arabian Desert during World 
War II. Israeli conservationists selected the Ethiopian ostrich (S c ethiopus) to 
replace their native race of this great bird. 

• It may stand about 2.5 m tall. While it cannot fly, it can cover 4.5m per stride at 
top speed, and so outrun a horse.

• It is a huge bird with only a walnut-sized brain, but God has given it certain 
helpful instincts, along with great stamina. 

• Fitted for desert life -- eats coarse food, can go for a long time without water. 
Its head, neck, and powerful legs have no feathers. This helps to keep the bird 
cool in the hot desert climate. Its huge eyes enable it to spot danger from a 
great distance, while its long eyelashes protect its eyes from dust and sand.

• The male ostrich’s cry is like a lion's roar.
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Ostrich egg
• The ostriches' wings flap joyously with the pinion and 

plumage of love, for she abandons her eggs to the 
earth and warms them in the dust, and she forgets that 
a foot may crush them, or that a wild beast may 
trample them. (Jb 39:13-15)

• Unlike most birds, the ostrich does not build a nest to 
protect its young. The female deposits her eggs on the 
desert floor and covers them with sand. These eggs 
are generally left unattended during the day, since the 
desert sun serves as a natural incubator.

• Amateur archaeologist Yehuda Friedman added to 
what was known about the ostrich’s ancient habitat 
when he discovered five intact ostrich eggs, plus 
several fragments, in a clutch unearthed about 200m S 
of Tel Michal during January, 1978. The discovery, 
reported in Israel: Land and Nature (Spring, 1980) 
confirmed that this giant, flightless bird inhabited the 
Plain of Sharon, near present day Herzliya Pituah. 

• The egg shells were carbon-dated at the Weizmann 
Institute as being between 5810 and 5490 years old, 
thereby establishing the species in the region during 
the Chalcolithic Era.

Bottle made of an ostrich egg. The 
bands, handle and neck are made 
of bronze, Canaanite, MBA (Hecht)
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Owl

• Owl. Mentioned several times in the Bible (Lv 11:16-
17; Ps 102:6; Je 50:39; Mi 1:8). The largest species 
native to Israel is the great owl, sometimes called an 
eagle owl. 

• Other varieties mentioned by EVV include the short-
eared owl (Lv 11:16, NKJV, NEB); horned owl (11:16, 
NIV); little owl (also the most common) (11:17, KJV, 
NIV, NAS); fisher owl (11:17, NKJV); desert owl 
(11:18, NIV); and white owl (11:18, NKJV, NIV, NAS).

• The owl’s circle of feathers around their heads frames 
and highlights its large eyes. Its fluffy feathers enable 
him to fly silently. It has good night vision to stalk its 
prey at night, but navigates in the dark mostly by 
sound.

• The owl was an unclean bird and often associated it 
with scenes of desolation. The scops owl may be the 
night creature Heb lilit of such verses as Is 13:21 and 
34:14, with its horned look and hop-like dance much 
like a goat. The term however remains unidentifiable. 

Little Owl (Athene 
noctua) (Nephron)

Great horned owl

White owl


