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Plants of the Bible (M-Z)

• Mallow
• Melon 
• Mildew
• Millet
• Nettle
• Nuts (Almond, Pistachio)
• Nuts (Walnut)
• Pannag (“cakes”)
• Papyrus
• Pods (Carob)
• Reeds, Rushes

• Rose of Sharon
• Spelt
• Stinkweed
• Tares
• Thorns (Thistles)
• Vine
• Vine of Sodom
• Wheat
• Wormwood
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Mallow

• Who pluck mallow by the bushes, And whose food is the root of the 
broom shrub. (Jb 30:4)

• Mallows (Heb. mallûah, "salt plant"). A term used only once in the Bible 
(Jb 30:4, mg "plant of the salt marshes"; "salt herbs," NIV). It implies 
“saltiness”, whether referring to the taste of the plant or to its habitat. It 
is not the modern mallow Malva rotundifolia which is used like a spinach 
but is not salty to the taste and is a common weed of waste but not 
saline places.

• The most likely species is the shrubby saltwort or sea orache (Atriplex 
Halimus) growing in salty places by the Dead Sea and the 
Mediterranean, just as Job refers to. It is a low bush that has ovoid 
silvery-green leaves that are thick, succulent, and salty. It is edible but 
better boiled as the salt is bitter. Some call it silvery orache. 

Atriplex halimus
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Melon

• Melons (Heb 'abattiah; Nu 11:5). The melon referred to is common 
in Egypt, and doubtless it is the watermelon (Citrullus vulgaris) 
which is indigenous in tropical Africa. 

• It has been cultivated in Egypt since the earliest times and was 
widely grown there. It was probably eaten in Israel from at least the 
beginning of MBA (ca 2000).

• Being inexpensive, and serving to quench the thirst engendered by 
the hot climate of Bible lands, it was prized as a source of water 
during dry periods. Melons would naturally be lamented by the 
Israelites in the desert. 

• NIV translates Heb miqsha as "melons" in Is 1:8 (see cucumber).
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Mildew

• Mildew (Heb. yeraqon, "paleness"). Various sorts 
of parasitic fungi on plants, the growth of which is 
promoted by moisture. A common species of 
fungus (puccinia graminis) in moist conditions, 
attacks the crops in Israel. 

• In biblical times it was regarded as God’s 
punishment on the disobedient (Dt 28:22; Am 4:9; 
Hg 2:17), and Solomon prayed for deliverance 
from it (1 Ki 8:37; 2 Ch 6:28). 

• The Bible always mentions mildew in conjunction 
with the opposite conditions ‘blight’ or ‘blasting’ 
(shiddapon, lit. ‘scorching’), a drying up of plants 
by the hot sirocco, or khamsin winds (Dt 28:22; 1 
Ki 8:37; etc.). (IBD)

Stem rust (black rust) 
Puccinia graminis
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Millet

• But as for you, take wheat, barley, beans, lentils, 
millet and spelt, put them in one vessel and make 
them into bread for yourself… (Ezk 4:9a)

• Millet (Heb dohan). Seed of Panicum miliaceum, 
and of Setaria Italica; about the size of a mustard 
seed. Some have supposed that Sorghum vulgare 
is the plant intended by dohan. 

• In the single passage above where it occurs, it 
formed part of the basis of a complex bread. 

• Although millet was widely cultivated in Mesp from 
at least 3000, it dos not seem to have been an 
important cereal crop in Israel until post-Roman 
times.

Foxtail millet setaria-italica

Proso millet Panicum 
miliaceum



Plants of the Bible (M-Z) 7

Nettle

• Nettle. Israel is pre-eminently a land of such scrubs, and the sense of 
the above passages is well met by the term. There is some 
uncertainty about the precise plants referred to by the two Heb 
words. 
– Heb qimmosh, "nettles" (Is 34:13), from a root signifying to sting, 

doubtless refers to the true nettles, of the genera Urtica and 
Forskahlea. The most common Israeli species is U. pilulifera.

– Heb harul in Jb 30:7; Pr 24:31; Zp 2:9 is translated in NAS as 
"nettle," probably signifies thorn, scrub, or brush (LXX ‘wild 
brushwood’). 

Urtica pilulifera
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Nuts (Almond, Pistachio)

• Nuts. The nuts of Gn 43:11 (Heb. botneh) are 
pistachios, as so rendered. The pistachio, native to 
Syria, was widely cultivated.  

• Nuts are easily gathered and stored for long periods. 
The most popular were pistachios and almonds; these 
are the only two mentioned in the Bible. 

Pistachio 
Pistacia vera

Almonds
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Nuts (Walnut)

• The nut trees ('egoz) of SS 6:11 are walnuts. They were commonly 
cultivated and greatly esteemed in Bible lands. 

• The common walnut Juglanus regia can attain H:18m. The fruits are 
called walnuts, although they are not properly nuts, but drupes with 
an edible inside. 

• The walnut itself has a thick outer husk that must be removed to 
reach the hard inner shell of the nut.  

Walnut
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Pannag (“cakes”)

• Pan'nag (Heb pannag; “perhaps a kind of confection") Ez 27:17, 
mg.),

• An article of commerce of Judah and Israel. Nothing is known of the 
nature of pannag. Cheyne (Encyclopaedia Biblica, 3555) thinks the 
Hebrew letters have got misplaced and should be gephen, "vine," 
and he would join to it the debhash, "honey," which follows in the 
verse, giving a translation "grape honey," the ordinary dibbs of Israel 
--an extremely likely article of commerce. (ISBE)

• It could also be what is known by the Arabs as halawa, made of a 
decoction of soapwort root added with syrup of dibs and sesame oil. 
The mixture is stirred over the fire until the elements are fully 
incorporated and set aside to crystallize. It is still an article of internal 
commerce in Israel and Syria, and exported to other lands. In Akkad. 
pannigu is a kind of cake. The NIV translates as "confections“ in Ezk 
27:17 (Nelson’s)

Halawa, a traditional sesame 
seed sweet from the Middle 
East coated with pistachio 
nuts for flavour. 
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Papyrus

• Papyrus. A sedge that grew luxuriantly in ancient times in Egypt 
and certain sections of Israel. Papyrus writing material was made 
by cutting the pith of the papyrus plant into thin strips, 
crisscrossing them, and pressing them into sheets. 

• These pale yellow sheets were often combined to form rolls from 
3-9m long and about 24cm high. Gebal on the Mediterranean 
coast received papyrus from Egypt, and this centre of the paper 
trade was later called Byblos, meaning "papyrus" or "book" by the 
Greeks. 

• The same term gōme is used in reeds growing in the marsh (Jb 
8:11), symbolizing swampy growth (Is 35:7). 

Papyrus Cyperus papyrus 
 growing on the Nile 
(LBPA 2383-1)
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Papyrus

• A papyrus (gōme) basket saves the baby Moses’ life when he was 
placed in the Nile waters (Ex 2:3)

• Papyrus reeds tied together to form boats were used in ancient Egypt. 
Isaiah eloquently recounts the papyrus vessels of Ethiopia for 
despatching messengers by the sea (Is 18:2).

• Isaiah also narrates on the general causes of payrus habitats 
withering away (Is 19:6-7)

• There are many references to the Red Sea. The word “Red” actually 
is sūp, meaning “reed”, with reference to papyrus.

• There is a reference to paper in 2 Jn 12.
• There are many references in the Bible to bulrushes, flags, rushes, 

and reeds, which could refer to papyrus.
• It is possible that Pharaoh’s dreams in Gn 41:2 and 18 had cows 

grazing on papyrus. 
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Pods (Carob) 

• Pods (Heb hiryonim, "seed pods," 2 Ki 
6:25; Gk keration, "horned"; Lk 15:16). 
The pods of Ceratonia siliqua, the carob 
tree. This tree is an evergreen, cultivated 
throughout the Mediterranean, the Middle 
East, and parts of N Africa. 

• The seedpods contain a lot of sugar and 
are eaten by man and livestock. Also 
known as locust beans or Saint John's 
bread, they are up to L: 45cm and are 
filled with round, hard seeds and a thick 
pulp. 

• The young tender pods are edible raw or 
boiled. A concoction known as dibs 
kharrub, i.e. carob honey, is made from 
them. 

Carob (ceratonia siliqua)

Carob (Ceratonia siliqua)
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Reeds, Rushes
• Reeds, Rushes. 6 Heb words are used for marsh plants. Two, 'ahu and sup, 

are rendered "marsh grass" (Gn 41:2,18; both "reeds" in NIV), "rushes" (Jb 
8:11; "reeds," NIV), and "reeds" (Ex 2:3,5). (KJV renders "flag" in Jb 8:11 for 
'ahu and "flags" in Ex 2:3, 5; Is 19:6 for sup.) Of the remaining 4:

• agmon is rendered "reed," "rope," "rush," and "bulrush." It doubtless refers in 
a general way to swamp plants of the orders Cyperaceae and Gramineae, 
and the like.

• gome' probably includes the papyrus, bulrushes, club rushes, and twig rush, 
i.e., plants of the orders Juncaceae and Cyperaceae.

• qaneh, which is cognate with cane, may be considered as the equivalent of 
the English reed, taken as that term is in a broad sense. It includes the tall 
grasses with woody stems, such as Arundo Donax, the Persian reed; 
Saccharum Aegyptiacum, Willd., and the Arab. ghazzar (both of which may 
be considered as included under the expression a reed shaken by the wind, 
Mt 11:7); Phragmites communis, the true reed. Qaneh is variously translated 
"reed," "stalk," "cane," "calamus."

• `arot, translated "bulrushes" (Is 19:7; "plants," NIV).
• Je 51 decsribes a burning marsh (n).
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Reeds, Rushes

Reed Typha augustata

Reed Phragmites communis Very tall, can 
be over 3 m.  (Photo: Carl Farmer) 

Giant Reed 
Arundo donox is a  giant grass that differs 
from the common reed (P. australis) by 
being larger in all aspects (up to 6m. 
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Rose of Sharon
• Rose (Heb. habasselet). The word occurs in SS 2:1. 
• The true rose e.g. Rosa phoenicia is uncommon in Israel and so 

unlikely to be this plant. Anemone, Cistus, Narcissus, Tulipa and 
Crocus have been mentioned as possibilities.

• Sharon is the fertile coastal plain, 80km long and 14-16km wide 
which parallels the Mediterranean in N Israel. 

• Assuming that Sharon was a cultivated area in Bible days and that 
the weed flora of traditional grain fields is similar to that of Bible 
times, Musselman suggests that Gladiolus italicus and G. 
atroviolaceus both could Rose of Sharon. 

• Both species occur in wheat fields that have been shallowly 
cultivated, either by animals or by hand. They flower in the spring 
and then die back to the corm. 

• NAS renders the word in Is 35:1 crocus. It is probable that narcissus 
is the correct rendering. Two species, Narcissus Tazetta, and N. 
serotinas, grow in Israel. 
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Rose of Sharon
Crocus

G. atroviolaceus  Near Jerash, Jordan 

Anemone 
naricissiflora

Rock Rose or Cistus shrub. Cistus 
salviifolius
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Spelt
• Spelt. An inferior kind of wheat, the chaff 

clinging to the grain. The Egyptians used it for 
bread (Hero. 2:36). 

• In Egypt it came up after barley. It is the 
rendering (Ex 9:32; Ezk 4:9) of the Heb 
kussmet. In Is 28:25 the rendering is 
sometimes "rye"  (NAS, KJV). NIV renders it in 
all three passages as "spelt." 

• It could be the kirsenneh, which is the cognate 
Arab. for the leguminous plant Vicia ervilia, a 
cereal cultivated throughout the East. Rye is 
unknown in those lands. It would be better to 
translate kussemet by vetch, with a marginal 
note, "the kirsenneh of the Arabs.“ (Nelson’s)

Blister vetch Vicia 
ervilia
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Stinkweed

• Stinkweed (Heb. bo'sha; cf. "to be 
bad" in Heb.; "to have a stench" in 
Aram.). 

• Mentioned along with briars (Jb 
31:40; "weeds," NIV), there are 
multitudes of these in the fields of 
Israel and Syria, such as the goose 
weed, arum, henbane, and 
mandrake. 

• Evidently this weed was prickly and 
it has been identified with the oyster 
thistle Scolymus maculantus and 
the rest-harrow Ononis antiquorum. 
(IBD)

Rest-harrow Ononis spinosa ssp. Antiquorum 

Spotted goldenthistle Scolymus maculatus 
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Tares

• Tares (Gk. zizanion); RV darnel. Tares are numerous in 
the grainfields, along with a large number of other 
species of plants not suitable for human food. 

• They are left until the stalks are well grown, and then, 
not long before the harvest (Mt 13:30), women and 
children, and sometimes men, go carefully among the 
grain and pull up all but the wheat and barley. 

• If any tares remain unnoticed until the grain is harvested 
and threshed out, the seeds are separated from the 
wheat and barley and set aside for poultry. 

• There are four kinds of tares in Israel, by far the most 
common in the grainfields is lolium temulentum, or the 
bearded darnel. 

• It is a poisonous grass, almost indistinguishable from 
wheat while the two are growing into blade. But when 
they come into ear, they can be separated without 
difficulty.

Darnel, tare Lolium temulentum
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Thorns (Thistles)

• Thistles, Thorns (including Bramble, Brier). 17 Heb. words are used for 
plants with prickles and thorns. Probably most of them once referred to 
definite species, which we cannot determine now.

• Translators have translated these numerous terms to suit their conviction of 
the needs of the context of the various passages in which they occur. One of 
them, sirpad (Is 55:13), is probably not a thorn (cf NIV "thornbush"), but 
rather the elecampane, which is placed in the above passage in parallelism 
with the myrtle. 

• In general thorns signified fruitlessness or vexatious endeavour (Gn 3:18; Nu 
33:55: Js 23:13; Mt 7:16 etc). 

• They reduce the productivity of orchards or vineyards (Pr 24:31; Is 5:6; Je 
12:13). 

• Thorns were popular quick-burning fuel in OT times (Ps 58:9; Is 9:18; 10:17). 
• They are sometimes dragged out on the threshing floors and broken into 

pieces, as food for donkeys and camels. With such, perhaps, Gideon 
disciplined the men of Succoth (Jg 8:16). 

• The number of intricate thornbushes suitable for hedges is large (Jb 5:5).
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Thorns (Thistles)
• There are at least 50 genera, and over 200 species, in Israel with prickles or 

thorns, and many more with stinging hairs. Many herbs have heads several 
cm in diameter, bristling with spines L:5-15cm. 

• The Bible uses 20 different words to describe some kind of prickly or thorny 
plant. They are one of the most common wildflowers in Israel, rapidly taking 
over any open patch of wasteland or untended meadows.

• Israel has many varieties of thistle, mostly in shades of pinks and purples, 
but also some in garish yellows, from the menacing looking Syrian and 
spotted golden thistles to the rather more elegant wild artichoke and 
holy milk thistle and the cheery purple globe thistles. 

• Clearly distinguishing among thorns, brambles, and thistles in the Scriptures 
is not easy. All are armed plants, fitted with either thorns (modified 
branches), spines (modified leaves), or prickles (outgrowths of any plant 
surface). 

• In general, thistles are more likely to be armed with prickles but even here 
are exceptions because the term "thistle" is not a well-defined botanical 
word. 

• The context of the verses can help identify the plant e.g. the thornbush Jg 
9:15 is likely to be Z. spini-christi simply because of the setting in the hills 
near Shechem where this plant occurs and because of the stature of the 
plant as a "ruler." It is one of the most common trees at lower elevations in 
Jordan. The ‘thorns’ among which the grain fell in Mt 13:7f were likely to 
have been the holy thistle which infest field margins and grows rapidly. 

#Slide 31
#Slide 31
#Slide 31
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Thorns (Thistles)

• The crown of thorns was plaited for our Saviour's head (Mk 15:17; etc.); Gk. 
Akanthinos. Despite its Latin name, Zizyphus. spini-christi (literally, spine of 
Christ) is probably not the plant used in making this. 

• The low growing very common shrub spiny burnet Sarcopoterium spinosum 
is a better choice, being more abundant around Jerusalem. True thorns are 
produced, up to 10cm long. Spiny burnet is a flexible plant and it would be 
easy to weave a crown out of the plants. 

• Z. spini-christi is more frequent in drier sites and at lower elevations. 
Calycotome villosa and poterium spinosum have also been suggested.

Sarcopoterium spinosum. Jordan. Ziziphus spini-christi. Arab. Lote. Calycotome spinosa sub-
sp. villosa. Crete. 
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Thorns (Thistles)

Echinops, Globe thistle 
(LBPA 4403)

Common thistle 
(Notobasis syriaca)

Common milk thistle (Holy 
thistle) Sylibum marianum
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Vine• Vine. A plant mentioned early and often in Scripture. It 
was and is one of the most important sources of 
livelihood and wealth in the Bible lands. It is associated 
with the fig, palm, and pomegranate in the fruitfulness 
of the land.

• Heb gephen, generic term for vine, usually the 
cultivated grape vine. Nu 6:4; Jg 13:14 have gephen 
ha-yayin, lit. "vine of wine," translated "grape vine" (Nu) 
and "vine," mg "grape vine" (Jg); 2 Ki 4:39, gephen 
sadheh EVV "wild vine"; Dt 32:32, gephen cedhom, 
"vine of Sodom."

• soreq, in Is 5:2, "choicest vine"; Je 2:21, "noble vine"; 
soreqah, in Gn 49:11, "choice vine". The Hebrew is 
supposed to indicate dark grapes and, according to 
rabbinical tradition, they were unusually sweet and 
almost, if not quite, stoneless.

• nazir, in Lv 25:5,11, "undressed vine“. This may mean 
an unpruned vine and be a reference to the unshorn 
locks of a Nazirite, but it is equally probable that nazir 
should be batsir, "vintage."

• peraq (Is 18:5) "blossom"; nitstsah, either the blossom 
or half-formed clusters of grapes (Gn 40:10; Is 18:5); 
cemadhar, "sweet-scented blossom" (SS 2:13,15; 
7:12). (ISBE)

A cluster of grapes (Vitis vinifera Linnaeus), in 
the mosaic floor of the synagogue of 
Heftsibah-Bet Alfa (6th c BC) 
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Vine of Sodom

• Vine of Sodom (Dt 32:32). It is impossible to identify any plant growing 
near the site of Sodom that corresponds with this poetical allusion. Various 
plants have been suggested, but none of them fulfills the necessary 
conditions. 

• The colocynth is a vine, but it does not produce clusters or grapelike fruit. 
The 'ushr, Calotropis procera, Willd., also bears neither clusters or grapes. 
Solanum nigrum, L., and its allied species, called in Arab. 'inab-edh-dhib, 
"wolf's grapes," have fruits too small to be called grapes, are not vines, and 
are not peculiar to this region. Solanum coagulans, Forsk., is not a vine, and 
bears fruits like small tomatoes, not grapes. Cucumis prophetarum, 
produces no clusters or grapes. 

• It is better to regard the vine of Sodom as a poetic creation, similar to the 
wine in the same passage. The poet, filled with the idea of bitterness 
suggested by the waters of the Dead Sea, pictures an ideal vine, nourished 
by this bitter sea, producing bitter clusters, grapes of gall, the wine of which 
is dragon's poison and the cruel venom of asps. Such imagery is in strict 
accord with Hebrew poetical license. (Nelson’s)
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Wheat
• Wheat. Wheat was cultivated in Israel and adjacent 

lands at an early period. Israeli wheat was sown in 
November or December after the early rains. The 
harvest was in April, May, or June. 

• The grains of the earliest varieties of cultivated wheat, 
emmer and einkorn, were covered by a hard sheath. 
This was difficult to remove by threshing. By biblical 
times, these cereals had been replaced as the main 
field crop by durum wheat. This species, with its naked 
grains that were rich in gluten, was easy to thresh and 
made excellent flour for bread. 

• Wheat flour constituted the ordinary ingredient of the 
bread of the Israelites (Ex 29:2). The grains were also 
roasted and eaten. 

• The fertile, well-watered Nile Valley was the granary of 
the ancient world, particularly in times of famine (Gn 
41:22). Grains of wheat have been found in Egyptian 
tombs and elsewhere.

Wheat, Israel (LBPA 
2354-3)
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Wheat
• Durum wheat or Macaroni wheat (Triticum durum) is 

the only tetraploid species of wheat widely cultivated 
today and the hardest-kernelled of all wheats. Most of 
today’s durum is amber durum, the grains of which 
are amber-coloured and larger than those of other 
types of wheat.

• The wheat plant is an annual, probably derived from a 
perennial; the ancestry of and precise distinctions 
between species are no longer always clear. For its 
early growth wheat thrives best in cool weather. 
Among the more ancient, and now less frequently 
cultivated, species are einkorn (T. monococcum ), 
emmer (T. dicoccum ), and spelt (T. spelta ). 

• Modern wheat varieties are usually classified as 
winter wheats (fall-planted and unusually winter hardy 
for grain crops) and spring wheats. 

• Flour from hard wheats (varieties evolved for the 
most part from T. aestivum ) contains a high 
percentage of gluten and is used to make bread and 
fine cakes. 

• Durum’s high protein content and gluten strength 
make it good for macaroni, spaghetti, and other pasta 
products and bread, but not for cakes. 
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Wormwood

• Wormwood (Heb. la`ana; Grk. apsinthos). He 
has filled me with bitterness, He has made me 
drunk with wormwood (La 3:15).

• These plants growing in waste, usually desert, 
places, belonging to the genus Artemisia, of 
which there are 5 species in Israel and Syria. 
The biblical references are either to A. herba-
alba or judaica. 

• All species have a strong, bitter taste, leading 
to the use of the plant as a symbol of 
bitterness, sorrow and calamity (Pr 5:4; La 
3:15, 19; Am 5:7; 6;12). 

• Moses used it to show the perils of secret 
idolatry (Dt 29:18) as did Jeremiah in warning 
of the punishment awaiting disobedient Israel 
(9:15; 23:15). (IBD)

Artemisia herba-alba. Near 
Wadi Musa, Jordan. 


