
Plants of the Bible (A-L)

Out of the ground the LORD God caused to grow 
every tree that is pleasing to the sight and good for 

food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. (Gen 2:9)
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Plants of the Bible
• Any attempt to pronounce upon the nature and identity of the 

various biblical plants must avoid a number of pitfalls:
– A tacit assumption that they are identical with those so named 

today
– The assumption that plants found in Israel today were also 

native to that area in biblical times
– Different versions of Scripture frequently reflect wrong 

identifications; and
– There is confusion of botanical nomenclature etc by translators

• The original writers were not concerned with present-day 
standards of accuracy in botanical matters and their terminology 
was by no means as comprehensive as today’s botanist. (IBD)



Plants of the Bible (A-L) 3

Plants of the Bible
• The flora of Syria and Israel is very rich. The phaenogamous plants and 

higher cryptogams are distributed through 124 orders, 850 genera, and about 
3,500 species, with many well-characterized varieties. Only 100 names of 
plants are given in the Bible. Of these 36 cannot be determined with certainty. 

• Of the 64 that are determinable, 35 are cultivated. Of the identity of most of 
these, as wheat, barley, flax, olives, vines, figs, etc., there can be no doubt. 

• Of the wild plants mentioned, some, as algum, lign aloes, etc., are exotics, of 
which it is impossible to determine with certainty the species. Others, as 
chestnut, juniper, hemlock, mulberry, poplar, rose of Sharon, are 
mistranslations. 

• Others, as reed, thistle, thorn, refer to plants agreeing in mode of growth 
rather than ordinal or generic relationships, and are the equivalent of a 
number of Hebrew words, the generic or specific signification of which has 
been lost. Others still, as the lily, are ordinal for all plants of a given type. 

• The effort, therefore, to construct a scriptural flora, accurate and precise in its 
details, must be abandoned, and each name of a plant treated on its own 
merits. (Unger’s)



Plants of the Bible (A-L) 4

Plants of the Bible
• Flowers. The flowers of Israel are renowned for their beauty. The 

most showy and widely diffused are the scarlet and blue 
anemones, the scarlet ranunculi and poppies, the numerous 
silenes, the purple pea blossom, a number of showy roses, the 
scarlet pomegranate, a host of composites, the styrax, a number of 
crocuses, colchicums, irises, tulips, and ixiolirions, etc. 

• In many places they are so abundant as to impart a rich and varied 
colouring to the landscape.

• Neot Kedumim is the Biblical Landscape Reserve in Israel, halfway 
between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, is a unique endeavour to re-
create the physical setting of the Bible in all its depth and detail. It 
is accessible at <www.n-k.org.il/public/english/what/what.htm>

http://www.n-k.org.il/public/english/what/what.htm
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Food Plants of the Bible

• Corn. The generic name in the KJV for the cereal grains. Those cultivated in 
Bible lands are wheat, barley, vetch, fitches (Nigella sativa), millet, beans, 
pulse (edible seeds in general), lentils, and maize. 

• Fruit. Israel is not only a land of flowers but also of fruits. Owing to the great 
diversity of level, from the tropical valley of the Jordan, 400m bsl, to sub-
alpine Lebanon, the fruits of the country present a cosmopolitan variety. The 
most characteristic are the banana, orange, and other citrus fruits, dates, 
most of the rosaceous fruits, the persimmon, and the jujube, grapes, figs, 
olives, and pomegranates. The orange is in season for 6 months, the grape 
nearly as long. Figs ripen during 4 months. Almost all garden vegetables 
thrive, and many of them are in season for months. 

• Vegetables (Dn 1:12,16). A word of far more restricted meaning than the 
Heb. zere`onim, or zera`om, something "sown," which signifies primarily 
vegetables in general and more particularly edible seeds that are cooked, 
such as lentils, horse beans, beans, chick-peas, and the like. 
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Plants of the Bible (A-L)
• Balm of Gilead
• Barley
• Bean 
• Blight
• Bramble
• Broom tree
• Caper
• Castor Oil
• Coriander (Manna)
• Crocus (Narcissus)
• Cucumber
• Flax
• Wild Gourds
• Hyssop
• Lentils
• Lily
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Balm of Gilead

• Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then has not the 
health of the daughter of my people been restored? (Je 8:22)

• Two species of Cistus are common in the pine forest of, C. creticus and C. 
salvifolius, e easily distinguished by their flower colour. The large pink flowers 
of C. creticus and the slightly smaller but equally beautiful white flowers of C. 
salvifolius appear in May. 

• On a hot day, the fragrant resin of the plants is obvious. The resin will stick to 
your hands if you collect leaves.

• Cistus' resin is fragrant, and has been used for millennia to produce an 
incense. The resin is also used for medicine, as a balm that can reduce 
inflammation of the skin. Recent research on the biochemistry of the plant has 
shown the efficacy of compounds in the plant for dermatological disorders.

• Jeremiah’s statement implies that Gilead was a special source of the 
medicine. If so, why was Gilead chosen as a site for harvesting the balm 
rather than similar areas W of the Jordan? We simply don't know. Nor should 
we neglect the possibility that the prophet Jeremiah was speaking in a 
metaphorically way. (see Musselman). 

http://web.odu.edu/webroot/instr/sci/plant.nsf/pages/cistus
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Barley
• Barley (Heb se`ora; Gk krithinos). A well-known grain, 

cultivated from the remotest antiquity, and often mentioned in 
the Bible. 

• A wild species, found in Galilee and NE to the Syrian Desert, 
Hordeum ithaburense, Boiss. (H. spontaneum, Koch), may 
be the original stock from which the cultivated varieties were 
derived. It is conspicuous by its very long awns, up to 30cm 
long. 

• Barley was used to make bread among the very poor (2 Ki 
4:42), and sometimes mixed with other cheap grains to make 
bread (Ezk 4:9), and for brewing beer. 

• It was the universal feed for horses, mules, and, at times for 
donkeys (1 Ki 4:28). 

• Due to its cheapness it was the jealousy offering (Nu 5:15); 
and part of the price of an adulteress (Ho 3:2) and of lewd 
women (Ezk 13:19). Barley bread showed the low rank and 
poverty of Gideon (Jg 7:13).

• The barley harvest is earlier than that of wheat (Ex 9:31-32). 
It begins in April in the Jordan Valley and continues to be 
later as the altitude increases. Barley is sown in Oct and 
Nov, after the "early rain." It is never sown in the spring, as it 
would have no rain, and so could not mature any grain, even 
if the soil was moist enough to cause germination. 



Plants of the Bible (A-L) 9

Barley

The pictures show the stages of the 
barley crop, the ripen barley on the R.

• The Biblical feasts are closely related 
to the seasons of crops e.g. the Aviv is 
the season awaiting for harvest. 

• Barley that is Karmel (ripen) can be 
harvested and smitten. The first crops 
are set aside as the firstfruits, omer, 
shavuot. 

Barley (Heb. Seora)   
Hordeum vulgare Linnaeus 
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Bean

• Beans (Heb. pol, "thick, plump"). Beans are mentioned twice, once as part 
of a mixture of cheap cereals, used for making a coarse kind of bread (Ezk 
4:9), and once as part of David’s morsels (2 Sa 17:28). 

• There are many different kinds of beans and it is not certain which bean is 
meant in the passages. The allusion is to the broad bean, Vicia fava aka 
Faba vulgaris) (varieties: Faba Bean, Horse Bean, Tic Bean) which is 
extensively cultivated, both as human food and for fodder. They are a 
staple in the Nile Valley where they are the traditional breakfast food and 
are also widely cultivated throughout the Middle East. 

• After soaking to soften the hard seed coat, broadbeans are boiled and 
eaten plain with the pod, in the unripe state, but to a greater extent the hard 
beans are cooked with oil and meat. They may be mashed to form a kind of 
gruel. They can also be used to make a coarse bread. Mature beans are 
brown and flat in shape and like other legumes can be stored for a long 
time. It was no doubt from a store of dried beans that David was supplied.

Broad 
beans
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Blight

• Blight. Several verses refer to the blasting 
(KJV) or blight (NAS, NIV) of crops. Among 
these are Dt 28:22 and 2 Ch 6:28. 

• Obviously, some plant disease is intended in 
these verses but it is not possible to specifically 
identify which disease.

• Since the major crops were the grains wheat 
and barley, we can assume that the diseases 
attacked these crops. 

• Such diseases would include the fungal plant 
pathogens Erysiphe graminis, and species of 
both Tilletia and Ustilago. See Mildew. 

Karnal bunt from Tillatia indica fungi, leaving an eroded or 
"bunted" area on the wheat kernel and a mass of black spores 
which produce an offensive "fishy" odour.  

Powdery mildew 
Erysiphe graminis

Corn smut Ustilago maydis is a 
fungus that primarily attacks sweet 
corn plants. Infected kernels grow 
large and oddly shaped, turning grey 
or black as they fill with spores.  
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Bramble

• Bramble. The Middle East has a large number of armed plants: thorns, briers, 
and brambles are common. 

• For men do not gather figs from thorns, nor do they pick grapes from a briar 
bush (Lk 6:44). Scripture often does not distinguish among these so this verse 
helps to differentiate thorns and brambles although we cannot be certain of 
their exact identity.

• Most likely here is the true bramble, a relative of the garden raspberry. It is 
abundant in the Middle East. Its arching stems are armed with sharp, strong 
prickles; it grows in dense thickets.

• Curse on Edom also refers to brambles: Thorns will come up in its fortified 
towers, Nettles and thistles in its fortified cities (Isa 34:13).  

Rubus sp., Kishon River, Rosaceae

English boxthorn or bramble 
Heb. Atad (lycium). A thorny 
large shrub very common in 
the lowlands of Judea. 
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Broom 

• Broom Tree (Heb. rotem; Jb 30:4; Ps 120:4; 1 Ki 19:4, mg, all NAS and 
NIV). The plant intended is doubtless the Arab. retem. Its roots are an 
excellent source of charcoal, which produces an exceptionally hot flame. 
and so used for incendiary arrows (Ps 120:4). 

• The white broom Retama raetam is a member of the bean family and 
unrelated to the juniper (KJV translates “juniper”). It is one of the most 
common plants in deserts and other arid regions of the Middle East. Unlike 
many other shrubs of dry habitats, it remains green throughout the year. 

• It grows to a height of 2-4m, and its many tall, slim stems bear small leaves 
for only a short time during the rainy season. Attractive masses of white 
flowers are borne at the end of the winter. With no leaves, the flowers are 
especially conspicuous. It was a poor refuge from the sun's rays (in 
despair, Elijah sat under one 1 Ki 19:4-5). 

• Because of its beauty and ability to survive under difficult conditions, rotem  
is used as a girl's name in Israel. 



Plants of the Bible (A-L) 14

Caper

• Men are afraid of a high place…the caperberry is ineffective (Ec 12:5). 
• Caper (Heb. 'abiyona, "provocative of desire"). Capparis spinosa. Common shrub in the 

Middle East and Mediterranean region with pretty white flowers and brightly colored 
stamens. It is unusual in that it loses its leaves during the rainy seasons and retains 
them during the dry season. Displaying a prism of colours on stringlike petals, the 
flowering caper plant grows on the mountains, rocks and walls of Israel, including the 
Temple Mount’s Western Wall. 

• The fruit is berry like, shaped like a human testis.  The commercial "capers" of are the 
young buds, but the caperberries were the parts most used in ancient times as 
stimulants of sexual desire. According to the "Doctrine of Signatures," it will affect the 
body part it resembles and so was used as an aphrodisiac. 

• The almond in this verse alludes to white hair of old age. KJV reads, desire shall fade 
while NIV reads desire; it is translated "caper" in other translations. If caperberry is the 
correct rendering,  the meaning is that even it shall fail to excite desire and probably 
refers to a decline in sexual appetite as a result of aging. 

• Another suggestion is that it symbolizes the shortness of human life, for as soon as this 
rare beauty blossoms, its seeds are scattered and the flower dies.

Capers. Capparis spinosa 
(ASAP/Douglas Guthrie)
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Castor Oil 
• Castor Oil. A swift-growing plant designated by the Heb 

qiqayon (Jh 4:6-10) NAS “a plant”, NIV  "vine." 
• The LXX translates it as the Gk kolokynthe, meaning the 

pumpkin Cucurbita pepo, a type of the gourd family (cf. 
KJV).

• Some have used the translation “gourd” to suggest the 
bottle-gourd C. lagenaria, which is more adequate 
botanically since the biblical context requires a vine rather 
than a small tree like the castor-oil. 

• On the other hand, qiqayon is similar to Greco-European kiki 
for the castor oil plant. This plant, H:2.5-3m, sometimes 
growing rapidly, is said to wither even after only slight 
handling. If this was the plant that shaded Jonah, its rapid 
growth was miraculous.

• The noun qiqayon, “plant” has the suffixed ending ון which -
denotes a diminutive; so it can be nuanced “little plant.” The 
contrast between Jonah’s concern for his “little” plant (v 10) 
and God’s concern about this “enormous” city (v 11) could 
not be greater! Jonah’s misplaced priorities look exceedingly 
foolish and self-centred in comparison to God’s global 
concern about the fate of 120,000 pagans. 

Castor-oil Ricinus communis 

Bottle-gourd C. lagenaria,



Plants of the Bible (A-L) 16

Coriander (Manna)

• The house of Israel named it manna, and it was like coriander seed, white, and 
its taste was like wafers with honey. (Ex 16:31)

• Corian'der. Manna (Heb. man, “what?”) was clearly a miraculous production as 
it ceased as soon as the necessity for it passed away (Ex 16:14,31; Nu 11:7-9; 
Js 5:12). Among its most remarkable characteristics was the double supply on 
Friday and the total lack on the Sabbath. The exact nature of manna remains 
unknown. Perhaps the simplest explanation is that it was simply a divine 
provision, miraculously given. The Bible likens manna, which some scholars 
have identified as the honeydew secretion produced by scale insects that feed 
on the sap of the desert-growing tamarisk tree, to gad, usually translated as 
“coriander.” However, coriander’s brown grains do not resemble the white drops 
produced by these insects. 

• So other scholars suggest different identifications for gad. Manna may have 
been the exudate of a desert plant. Looking like "resin" could support that view. 
More problematical is the relationship between the appearance of manna and 
the appearance of coriander seed. The medieval Bible commentator, Rashi, 
suggested that the comparison was not in colour but in their mutual roundness.

• Coriander, at least the types now grown, have brown rather than white 
fruits. The aromatic seed of Coriandrum sativum  is somewhat larger than a 
hemp seed and only spoken of to illustrate the size and colour of the grains of 
manna (Ex 16:31; Nu 11:7). The "seeds“ (actually the fruit) are globular in form, 
beaked, finely ribbed, yellowish-brown 5mm Ø, with an aromatic taste and, 
when crushed, a characteristic odour.

• Coriander is widely grown in the Middle East and highly valued as a spice in 
Arab cooking. 

Coriander field

Coriander fruits (often 
termed seeds). 

L:  larger Indian coriander, 
R: smaller European 
cultivar. 

Coriander Seeds (David 
Darom)

http://www.uni-graz.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html
http://www.uni-graz.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html
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Crocus (Narcissus)

• Crocus (Heb. Habaselet, meaning a bulb). 
• Mentioned in Is 35:1, it is probably the polyanthus narcissus 

Narcissus tazetta that is referred to, since it is a truly bulbous plant.
• Crocus may be referred to in the Rose of Sharon.

Narcissus tazetta
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Cucumber
• Cucumber.  Cucumbers are great favourites with all the people 

of Israel. Two varieties: (a) Cucumis sativus (Arab. Khyar), 
originally a product of NW India, smooth-skinned, whitish and of 
delicate flavour, and requires much water in its cultivation; (b) 
Hairy Cucumber C. chate (Arab. faqqus), long and slender, and 
a kind of wild melon, with almost of the same flesh as the 
Common Melon, and a sweet and as cool taste but less juicy 
than the former. 

• It is not known when cucumbers were introduced into Israel, but 
it was probably during the 2nd mill,  by which time they were a 
common food in Egypt. Probably the Biblical reference is to C. 
chate as it is common in Arabia, and in Egypt where it is said to 
attain unusual excellence (Nu 11:5; Heb qishshu', "hard").

• The field of cucumbers in Is 1:8 (Heb. miqsha; "melons," NIV) is 
considered to have been C. chate, 

• The watchman’s hut in a cucumber field is the rough wooden 
booth erected by the owner to keep guard over his ripening 
vegetables. It is commonly raised upon poles and, when 
abandoned for the season, it falls into decay and presents a 
dreary spectacle of tottering poles and dead leaves, a useless 
reminder of past plenty and prosperity.

Hairy cucumber C. chate

Common cucumber 
Cucumis sativus
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Flax
• Flax Heb. pesheth, also pishtah; linon (Mt 12:20) applied

– (1) to the plant: The flax was in bud (KJV "bolled"; Ex 9:31);
– (2) the stalks of flax, literally, "flax of the tree," put on the roof to dry 

(Js 2:6); 
– (3) Is 19:9 mentions combed flax, i.e. flax hackled ready for 

spinning (cf Ho 2:5,9; Pr 31:13). Jg 15:14 refers to flax twisted into 
cords.  

– (4) The plural form pishtim used in many passages for linen, or 
linen garments, e.g. Lv 13:47-48,52,59; Dt 22:11; Je 13:1 (linen 
waistband); Ezk 44:17f. 

• Linen was in the earliest historic times a favourite material for clothes. 
The Jewish priestly garments were of pure linen. Egyptian mummies 
were swathed in linen. Several other Hebrew words were used for linen 
garments.

• Flax is from Linum usitatissimum, a herbaceous plant with very fibrous 
stalks. These tough fibres, when separated from the softer woody and 
gummy material, twisted, bleached, and woven, are linen. In the raw 
state they are ne`oreth, "tow," lit. something "shaken off“ (Jg 16:9; Is 
1:21). 

• Somewhat twisted, tow’s fine fibres can be used for lighting. The 
thought in Is 42:3; 43:17 is perhaps of a scarcely lighted wick just 
kindled with difficulty from a spark. 
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Gourds, Wild

• Wild Gourds (Heb. paqqu`a, "splitting" open; 2 Ki 4:39). Probably 
colocynths, which grew abundantly in the locality alluded to and 
suit the requirements of the passage. 

• The wild desert gourd or colocynth Citrullus colocynthis is a 
member of the watermelon family, and produces a 2.4-3m-long 
ground-trailing vine. The perfectly round gourds are as large as an 
orange. They are yellow when ripe. 

• This creeping plant is found generally in desert scrub and waste 
areas, and is found along the ground in sandy places by the Dead 
Sea. 

Citrullus colocynthus
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Hyssop• Hyssop (Heb. 'ezob; Gk hussopos); a labiate plant, of 
which there are several distinct species referred to in 
the Bible (but the mod. hyssop was not one of them). 

• Used for sprinkling in the Passover rites, to purify 
lepers, for plague, and at the red heifer sacrifice (Ex 
12:22; Lv 14:1, 49-52; Nu 19:2-6; Hb 9:19), and in 
quenching the thirst of a victim on the cross (Jn 
19:29). 

• There is no reason to believe that the "reed" (Mt 
27:48; Mk 15:36) for the sponge soaked in vinegar 
was the "hyssop" upon which the sponge was put (Jn 
19:29). Even were it so, the stem of the caper plant, 
which has been proposed as the hyssop, is unsuitable 
for a straight, not a zigzag, stem. The cereal durra 
Sorghum vulgare has been suggested. (IBD)

• The hyssop is generally believed to be the Syrian 
marjoram (hyssop) (origanum syriacum). A modest 
fragrant grey-leaved wiry-stemmed perennial shrub, 
H:20-30cm, with white flowers in small heads, it grows 
wild in dry rocky places. (n)

• The “hyssop” growing out of walls (1 Ki 4:33), was 
probably the caper, with its prickly wooden stem. 

Origanum syriacum (David Darom)

Sorghum vulgare,   
Jenin, Israel. 
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Hyssop
• Hyssop In some of the sacrifices the shed blood and the transgressor were related by 

sprinkling on him part of the blood using a bunch of hyssop. Hyssop’s first recorded 
use is when the Israelites sprinkled the doorposts with the blood of the paschal lamb 
(Ex 12:22). 

• It was also used in the ceremony of purifying lepers (Lv 14:4-7), in sprinkling blood on 
the leprous house (vv. 48-53), and in the peculiar ordinance appointed for the 
purification of ceremonial uncleanness contracted by touching a dead body (Nu 19:14-
18). 

• The simplest form of the hyssop sprinkler is the "bunch," which each father in Israel 
hastily prepared before leaving Egypt, when it was tied with a scarlet thread (Nu 19:6). 

• Jn 19:28-29 records, they put a sponge full of the sour wine upon a bunch of hyssop, 
and brought it to His mouth. Parallel passages of Matthew and Mark record that the 
sponge was put upon a reed. Some suppose that the hyssop was fastened to a reed; 
others that the G. term rendered "reed" was a long stalk of hyssop; others, as Haley 
( Alleged Discrepancies, p. 235), believe that drink was twice offered to our Lord.

• Figurative. The psalmist, having in view the use of hyssop to transfer the virtue of the 
sacrifice to the transgressor, applies it figuratively to the purification of the soul from 
guilt when he prays, Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean (Ps 51:7). 

• In alluding to Solomon's botanical knowledge it is said, He spoke of trees, from the 
cedar tree that is in Lebanon even to the hyssop that grows on the wall (1 Ki 4:33). 

• The tall cedar and the humble hyssop at once suggests the most extensive range in 
the vegetable world. (Unger's)
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Lentils
• Then Jacob gave Esau bread and lentil stew…Thus Esau 

despised his birthright. (Gn 25:34)
• Lentils (Heb `adasha; Gn 25:34; 2 Sa 17:28; 23:11; Ezk 

4:9). Seed of Lens culinaris. It is very likely that lentils 
were widely planted and utilized during Bible times. Both 
lentils and barley have common seasons. Lentils are 
planted in the winter and are harvested in late spring or 
early summer. 

• 2 main types of lentils: (a) a large, grey lentil with a red 
centre, usually prepared by grinding off the outer layer, 
the seed coat, leaving the red cotyledons. Lentils of this 
type cook more rapidly. The seed coat residue is fed to 
animals; (b) a smaller lentil, with no red cotyledons. They 
are eaten without removing the seed coat.

• Lentils are red in colour. Lentils like barley were food for 
the poor such as a refugee like Ezekiel; used in soups, 
pastes, and purees, or combined with gains and ground 
into flour to make cakes. They were often grown in very 
small patches.

• A soup or "stew" made of lentils is as much used now for 
food as it was in Jacob's time. Esau is called Edom 
("red"). He traded his birth-right for Jacob’s humble lentil 
stew. 
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Lily
• Lily The Heb. showshan, iris, is a word often translated as lily. No precise 

plant can be identified with this name. The lily of the valleys (SS 2:1) is not 
the true lily, as it is not found in Israel. 

• The “lily” of other passages in SS was evidently a garden flower (2:16; 4:5; 
6:3). The idea is apparently to convey an object of beauty and attraction 
rather than a specific plant. iBD suggests that SS mostly refers to the 
hyacinth Hyacinthus orientalis, with the scarlet tulip Tulipa sharonensis for 
5:13 where the allusion may be to its rosy colour, or fragrance, or both. 

• The water-lily was the motif for the columns of the Temple (1 Ki 7:19; 2 Ch 
4:5). The “lily” of Ho 14:5 is by implication of a moist habitat is likely to be 
the yellow flag Iris pseudacorus. 

• The lilies of the field (Mt 6:28-30) is well translated. What fulfils the 
conditions of the allusion? A plant that would naturally be called a lily (not a 
ranunculus, anemone, poppy, which have their own Gk names and never 
confounded with lilies), growing among the wheat, adorned with regal 
colours, and having stems, which, when dried, were used as fuel for the 
oriental oven. 

• The 3 species of the sword lily, Gladiolus segetum, Gawl, G. Illyricus, Koch, 
and G. atroviolaceus, Boiss., have pink to purple and blackish violet 
flowers. They grow everywhere among corn, and their stems are used as 
light fuel. As the only plants that fulfil all the conditions, they are likely to be 
the plants referred to by our Lord. 
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Lily

Tulipa sharonensis, 
Negev Desert, 
Israel 

Hyacinthus 
orientalis

Iris pseudacorus

gladiolus segetum 

Gladiolus illyricus


