
Trees of the Bible (A-F)

For there is hope for a tree, 
When it is cut down, that it will sprout again, 

And its shoots will not fail. 
 Though its roots grow old in the ground 

And its stump dies in the dry soil, 
At the scent of water it will flourish 

And put forth sprigs like a plant. (Job 14:7-9)
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Trees (A-F)
• Trees in the Bible
• Acacia
• Algum/Almug
• Almond
• Apple
• Balsam
• Box Tree
• Cedar of Lebanon
• Citron (Thyine)
• Cypress
• Ebony
• Fig (poultice)
• Fir (Pine)
• Gopher
• Juniper

• Mulberry
• Mustard
• Myrtle
• Oak
• Olive
• Palm (Date)
• Plane tree
• Pomegranate
• Ivory pomegranate
• Poplar
• Sycomore
• Tamarisk
• Terebinth
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Trees in the Bible
• Trees are valued in Israel, mainly for yielding fruit or timber. Systematic 

planting of shade trees is almost unknown, except in cemeteries and 
around the tombs of saints. The forests have been greatly reduced in 
number and contain few large trees. 

• Some efforts have been made from time to time to acclimatize foreign 
trees. Solomon appears to have had botanical gardens, and they are 
mentioned by Josephus as existing in his day. Pliny mentions the palm 
groves of Jericho. 

• Trees have important symbolical meanings in Scripture. Man fell because 
of eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and was 
driven off in the attempt to attain the tree of life. 

• Forest is Heb. ya`ar, a "thicket". Although Israel was never a wooded 
country in historic times, it was doubtless more so at the time of the 
Israelite conquest than it has been ever since. Numerous woods and 
forests are mentioned by name. According to Albright, in the MBA (2000-
1500) the mountains of Israel were heavily forested on the watershed ridge 
and the western slope so that there was little arable land.
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Acacia
• Acacia (Heb. shitta; shittim). Some of the few available trees in 

the Sinai to produce wood of sufficient size.
• The genus Acacia includes > 100 species of trees and shrubs 

which are found mainly in the arid and semiarid regions of Africa 
where they are ecologically the most important plants. Here the 
acacia trees are often the only plants on an otherwise bleak and 
monotonous terrain. 

• Several species of acacia grow in the Sinai and et-Tih but not all 
would be suitable for use in construction of the Tabernacle. One 
of the most common is Acacia raddiana and it is most likely to 
be the acacia referred to in the Scriptures as this has the largest 
trunk. .Another possibility is A. seyal. 

• These trees are conspicuous in the desert with their often 
slanted, flat tops. The leaves are very small, an adaptation 
which helps the plant conserve water. In times of water stress, 
the tree can drop its leaves entirely. The flowers are white and 
borne in dense head-like clusters. The shape of the fruit varies 
in different species but in A. raddiana is a coiled pod-like 
structure which contains several very hard seeds.

• Shittim, Abel-shittim, and the valley of Shittim were named from 
this tree. 

Acacia raddiana, Nabq Bay, S Sinia

Acacia seyal, Mali
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Acacia wood
• Acacia wood is mentioned only in connection with the Tabernacle (Ex 37, 38). 

The following items were made of acacia wood: the ark and its poles, the table 
of showbread and its poles, the brazen altar and its poles, and the incense altar 
and its poles, all the poles for the hanging of the curtains as well as the supports 
[boards]. In short, all the structural features of the Tabernacle were constructed 
of acacia wood.

• Because of the slow growth of the tree, the wood is hard and dense. The 
heartwood is dark red-brown and attractive when polished. This wood is 
resistant to decay as the tree deposits in the heartwood many waste substances 
which are preservatives and render the wood unpalatable to insects making the 
wood dense and difficult to be penetrated by water and other decay agents.

• The wood is very heavy, difficult to be penetrated by water and other decay 
agents, and is indestructible by insects. Together with its fine and beautiful 
grain, it was suitable in every way to make the Tabernacle framework and 
furniture. 

• Recent research on the weight of the wood used in the Tabernacle system 
shows that solid boards would be extremely heavy. Therefore, it has been 
postulated that narrow pole-like structures were used (Zevit, Z. Timber for the 
tabernacle: Text, tradition, and reality, Eretz Israel 23:136-143, 1992) 

• It is interesting to note that one of the freewill offerings which the children of 
Israel could bring for the Tabernacle was acacia wood (Ex 35:24). Those 
presenting an offering of silver or bronze brought it as an offering to the Lord, 
and everyone who had acacia wood for any part of the work brought it.
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Algum/Almug
• Al'gum (al'gummim), or Almug (almuggim). There is no reason 

to doubt that the algum and the almug (cf 1 Ki 10:11, 2 Ch 9:10) 
both refer to the same trees from Lebanon (2 Ch 2:8) 

• It may have been the same as those imported from Ophir. If so 
then they would be indigenous, or cultivated, and have since 
become extinct; or may have been another tree of the same 
name. There is no need to interpolate or infer, that from 
Lebanon refers to cedar trees and cypress trees only, and not 
to algums. 

• We cannot conclusively determine what tree was intended. 
Most  authorities favour the red sandalwood for almug, but 
without evidence. It is unsuitable either for steps (9:11) or for 
balustrades (1 Ki 10:12), or for lyres and harps. 

• Jos. says algum wood resembles the wood of the fig tree, but is 
whiter and has a brighter sheen, so it may be sandalwood 
(Santalum album) from India and used in India and China as an 
odiferous substance to perfume temples. (Unger’s). 

• IBD mentions the Cilician fir Abies cilicia as a candidate for the 
algum.

Sandal tree (Santalum 
Album), Bangalore
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Almond
• Al'mond (Heb. Shaqed). A medium sized tree that is a well-known 

symbol of resurrection as it is the first tree to flower. 
• The almond blossoms with 5-parted flowers of up to 5cm across 

toward the end of January or the beginning of February, 
sometimes with snow still around, and before the leaves, giving a 
full bloom tree a striking appearance. Although the blossoms are 
tinged with pink, the general effect is white. 

• In Ec 12:5, the almond tree blossoms refers to its profuse 
flowering and white appearance in full bloom (Je 1:11-12), 
analogous with the white hair of the aged. In Nu 17:8 Aaron’s rod 
sprouted and bore ripe almonds. This is miraculous as the 
almond's flowering, budding, and fruiting are always separated in 
time.

• The fruit is eaten in 2 stages, the first the tender, acidulous, 
unripe, crisp pod, and the other the ripe almonds. Jacob wanted to 
take almonds, et al, into Egypt (Gn 43:11). 

• The nut’s oblong oval shape sharpened at one end and rounded at 
the other is remarkably graceful, so it was copied in ornamental 
work, and was the motif (with buds and fruits) for the golden 
lampstand (Ex 25:33-34; 37:19), "symbolizing the speedy and 
powerful result of light" (Keil, Arch., 1:146). 

• The almond is lastly referred to in Je 1:11. Its Hebrew word means 
the "waker," in allusion to its being the first fruit tree to awake in 
the winter with flowers. V 11 uses shaqed, and in v 12  God is 
watching My word, shoqed being from the same root as almond. 
The almond thus symbolizes God's haste in fulfilling His promises.

Amygdalus communis. Almond 
blossoms , spring in Galilee (LBPA 
2137-2).  

Green almonds are sold as 
snacks
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Apple

• Apple. The Heb. word tappuah for apple is 
nearly the same as the Arab. tuffah; and 
wherever the tree’s name has been kept as a 
place-name e.g. Beth Tappuah, the Arab. 
modified form has been kept. 

• This favours the identification as the true 
apple (malus pumila or pyrus malus). It is a 
favourite fruit in Israel although there not very 
fine varieties.

• Provides good shade, the fruit is sweet (SS 
2:3), and its smell was welcomed (7:8). 
People habitually smell an apple to revive 
themselves when faint (2:5). Though these 
attributes apply also to the apricot, it was 
unlikely to have been cultivated in Solomon’s 
time.

Malus pumila (Photo: R Jackson)

Paradise apple (Malus pumila)
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Balsam

• Balsam. NAS so renders two Heb. words. In 2 Sa 5:23-24; 1 Ch 
14:14-15, baka', "weeping, distilling," is given as "balsam trees" 
in NAS and NIV; KJV reads "mulberry trees." 

• "Balsam" is also the NAS mg reading of Ps 84:6, as an alternate 
to "Baca." 

• In SS 5:1,13; 6:2, Heb. basam is given as "balsam" in NAS and 
as "spice" and "spices" in KJV and NIV.
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Box Tree

• Box Tree (Heb. tidhar, NAS, except for Ezk 27:6, where 
"boxwood" renders Heb. 'ashur). 

• NAS translates tidhar as "box tree“ and te'ashshur as "cypress". 
NIV translates tidhar as "fir."

• The box tree is mentioned in Is 41:19; 60:13 in connection with 
the cedar, acacia, myrtle, olive, juniper, and cypress. 

• It seems unlikely that a shrub, the Syrian box known only in far N 
Syria, should be associated with these familiar trees. It is less 
than 1m high, and must have been unfamiliar in Isaiah’s time. 

• The old Arab. version gives sherbin, which is either the wild 
cypress or the lizzab, Juniperus excelsa, M. B. 
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Box Tree: Comparing EVV
Is 41:19

Is 60:13

Box treePineFirOilMyrtleShittahCedarKJV

Pine Box treeCypressOilMyrtleAcaciaCedarNKJV
CypressBox treeJuniperOliveMyrtleAcaciaCedarNAS

CypressPineFirOliveMyrtleAcaciaCedarNIV

T’ashuurtidharB’rowshshaamanwahdacshitaahErezHeb

Box PineFirKJV

Box treePineCypressNKJV

CypressBox treeJuniperNAS
CypressFirPineNIV

TashuurTidharBrowshHeb
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Cedar of Lebanon

• Cedar (Heb. 'erez). The Bible refers mostly to 
the cedar of Lebanon. This tree was widely 
distributed and fulfills well the conditions 
demanded, except: 
– The cedar wood used in purification, associated 

with scarlet and hyssop, seems to have been a 
Sinai desert tree in use long before Israel could 
obtain the cedar of Lebanon. Juniperus 
phoenicia, found in Mt Hor and its vicinity, could 
possibly have grown on the Sinai mountains. 

– The cedars in God's garden (Ezk 31:8). As 
Assyria is compared to a cedar in Lebanon (vs 
3, NAS), other trees are indicated. We cannot 
know what it was. 

– The cedars beside the waters (Nu 24:6) can 
hardly be the cedars, because they never grow 
there. Unless we suppose poetic license, we 
must infer that the trees here referred to were 
some water-loving species then known as 
cedars, now no longer determinable.

Ancient Cedrus libani, cedar of 
Lebanon, at Cedars of the Lord ("Arz al 
Rab") near Besherri, Lebanon. March 
2002. 

Boats with horse-head shaped prow, transporting 
logs. Relief from the palace of king Saragon II in 
Khorsabad, 721 - 705 BC. (LBPA 2804)
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Cedar of Lebanon

• The cedars likely covered the subalpine regions of 
Lebanon and Antilebanon. 

• Besherreh in Lebanon about 160km N of Beirut had 
a fine group of ancient cedars. They had reddish-
brown bark and trunks up to 12m in girth. 

• The cedar was tall (Is 2:13; etc.) with beautiful 
branches and forest shade (Ezk 31:3); its wood was 
highly prized for building uses, such as ship masts 
(27:5), beams, pillars, and boards (1 Ki 6:9; 7:2); 
and carved work (Isa 44:14). The Temple used it 
much, as did Solomon's house, etc. 

• It was the "king of trees“, not against all forest trees, 
but only the trees of Bible lands. See Cypress.

Cedrus libani, cedar of Lebanon. 
Shouf Cedar Reserve, Lebanon. 
23 May 2003

Cedar Forest. Shouf Cedar 
Reserve, Lebanon. 23 May 
2003

Cedar wood product
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Citron (Thyine)

• Citron Wood. Another name for Thyine wood from Gk 
thyinos (Rv 18:12). This is the sanderac tree Tetraclinis 
articulata, a small coniferous tree native to NW Africa. The 
wood is dark, very hard and fragrant. 

• The burls are beautiful and fragrant. Its colour varies from 
a rich, lustrous golden brown to reddish brown, to nearly 
black. 

• This luxury commodity was marketed in the emporia of 
Babylon (Rv 18:12). The Romans prized it greatly, and it 
was expensive. The Greeks named it thuya, meaning 
sacrifice, because they used an oil distilled from it as 
incense in their religious ceremonies. 

• The Greeks and Romans vied with each other over 
furniture made from them. The powerful men of those 
ancient times had two great ambitions: to be a dictator 
and to own what was a thuya burl table to a Greek, a 
citron burl or thyine wood table to a Roman. 

Man at work, citron wood being 
inlaid, Morocco

Tetraclinis articulata
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Cypress

• Cypress (Cupressus sempervirens) Tree with a dense habit 13-20m high, with 
numerous branchlets and providing excellent timber. 3 Heb. words refer to a 
tree found in Bible lands.

– berosh translated as "cypress" in NAS, "pine" in NIV, and "fir" in KJV (1 Ki 5:8,10; 
6:15,34; 9:11; 2 Ki 19:23; 2 Ch 2:8; 3:5; SS 1:17; Is 14:8; 37:24; 55:13; Ho 14:8; Na 
2:3; Zc 11:2; and Ezk 31:8), except Is 41:19; 60:13, where NAS renders “juniper”.

– te'ashshur in Is 41:19; 60:13 is rendered "cypress" in NAS, NIV and "box tree" in 
KJV.

– tirza in Is 44:14 is rendered "cypress" in NAS, NIV, and KJV. NAS mg "holm oak.“
• In the Bible it is not always possible to distinguish which wood or tree is 

intended, whether cypress and pines. However, archaeological evidence from 
buildings in Jerusalem suggests that cypress was more widely used as a 
structural timber than pine. There is also evidence for the importance of 
cypress from mosaics.

Cupressus sempervirens

Cypress. Pella, 
Jordan. 

http://www.pardeetree.com/images/Product/Cupressus sempervirens36.jpg
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Ebony
• Ebony (Heb. hobni). This small, unassuming tree conceals 

one of the most sought-after and valuable heartwoods in the 
world.

• Stripping away the yellowish grey sapwood reveals the deep 
purple to brownish black close-grained core; this wood is 
extremely resistant and durable and is known variously as 
African blackwood, African ebony, etc. Its colour, dense grain 
and durability made it the choice in ancient Egypt for carving 
idols, fine furniture, valuable vessels, and sceptres. 

• This Egy. word was only later transferred to the jet black 
timbers of the genus Diospyros from Africa, now especially to 
D. ebenum of Sri Lanka (IBD). 

• Ebony is one of the most valuable items in the list in Ezk 27 
mentioned only in v 15. It was traded from ancient times, 
having been brought to Israel from Dedan, on the Persian 
Gulf.

• The ebony tree is native to S India but is a close relative of the 
common persimmon. (Many woods are sold as ebony today 
but are from related trees or from different timbers with 
features like ebony). 

African blackwood 
(ebony),  Dalbergia 
melanoxylon

http://www.arkive.org/species/GES/plants_and_algae/Dalbergia_melanoxylon/GES005131.html?size=large
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Fig
• Fig (Heb. te'ena; Gk sukon). The common fig, Ficus 

carica, is the most widely planted fruit tree in Bible lands, 
and was well established in Israel by c 5000. It lives up to 
200 years so is often planted with olive trees. It is a much 
branched tree with branches arising low on the trunk (see 
here for detailed description of the tree and its biblical 
significance).  

• Figs are a popular food. They were often eaten fresh, but 
they could also be dried and so be kept for months, 
providing a useful reserve food supply. Figs could be 
pressed and made into cakes, which formed an ideal source 
of highly nutritious food for long journeys. 

• The failure of the fig tree was a national calamity. Its 
productiveness was a token of peace and the divine favour. 
It was associated with the vine, the palm, and the 
pomegranate. 

• Unlike in most other fruit trees, the fruit is green and 
inconspicuous, hidden among leaves until near the time of 
ripening. It is the last tree to produce leaves in the spring. 
When other deciduous trees are fully developed, the fig is 
just beginning to leaf‑out. Our Lord refers to this in Mk 
13:28‑31 as the beginning of summer, a verse often used 
to interpret Bible prophecies.

• If the promise given from a distance by the leaves is not 
fulfilled on approaching (Mk 11:13), the tree is a hypocrite. 
Such a one our Saviour cursed.

Figs (LBPA 3068-3)

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts 17;&version=49;
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Fig poultice

• They gave him a piece of fig cake and two clusters of raisins, and he ate; then 
his spirit revived. (1 Sa 30:12 2)

• Then Isaiah said, "Take a cake of figs." And they took and laid it on the boil, 
and he recovered. (2 Ki 20:7)

• Now Isaiah had said, "Let them take a cake of figs and apply it to the boil, that 
he may recover." (Is 38:21)

• Heb debelah “a cake of pressed figs”
• The poultice is a soft medicinal application spread on a cloth and applied to 

sores or wounds. The only reference in the Bible is to the healing of 
Hezekiah's boil where the Heb. word for "poultice" in NIV, NKJV is usually 
translated "cake," here a cake of figs. As the fig contains a high concentration 
of sugar, the fruits can be dried and stored for later use (e.g. 1 Sa 25:18 and 
3:11‑12). The high sugar content may explain the use of the fig as a poultice. 

J.P. van de Giessen 
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Fir (Pine)

• Fir (Heb. berosh; Ps 104:17; Ezk 27:5). 
Berosh is often translated "cypress" in NAS 
(see other EVV). Heb. scholars accept 
berosh and berotim as applying to the tall 
Grecian juniper Juniperus excelsa. See 
Cypress (n).

• 'oren in Is 44:14 is rendered "fir" in NAS, 
"pine" in NIV, but "ash" in KJV. Although 
today the Hebrew term oren is translated 
as “pine” or “cedar,” in biblical times oren 
referred to the laurel tree (Laurus nobilis). 
The laurel (aka the bay tree) is not 
indigenous to Israel, but now grows in the 
hilly forests of the country and is planted as 
an ornamental tree in many Israeli 
gardens.

• The tall trunk of the fir is well adapted for 
masts.

Spiny Greek Juniper 
Juniperus excelsa `Stricta' 

Young Aleppo Pine forest (Pinus halepensis) 
in N Israel (Univ of California)

Pinus pinea
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Gopher

• Gopher Wood (Heb. gopher). “Gopher” is a word unknown 
elsewhere in Hebrew or allied languages. Noah used it to 
construct the ark (Gn 6:14). The NIV translates by "cypress" with 
hesitation. 

• Lagarde considered that it was connected with gophrith, meaning 
"brimstone," or "pitch," while others connect it with kopher, also 
meaning "pitch"; hence, along both lines, we reach the probability 
of some resinous wood, and pine, cedar, and cypress have all 
had their supporters. 

• A more probable explanation is that which connects gopher with 
the modern Arab. kufa, a name given to the boats made of 
interwoven willow branches and palm leaves with a coating of 
bitumen outside, used today on the rivers and canals of 
Mesopotamia. (ISBE)
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Juniper

• Juniper. The juniper appears in KJV, NAS but not always for the 
same Heb words. It never appears in NIV. 

• Rotem is rendered "juniper" in 1 Ki 19:4-5 (NAS and KJV; 
"broom tree“ NIV, NKJV) but in Jb 30:4; Ps 120:4 it is translated 
as "juniper" in KJV and "broom" tree in NAS, NIV, NKJV.

• In Is 41:19; 60:13 berosh (otherwise rendered "cypress“ as in 
NKJV) is "juniper" in NAS, "fir" in KJV, and "pine" in NIV.

• `aro`er (Je 48:6) is given as "juniper" in NAS, but as "heath" in 
KJV and "bush" in NIV. See Cypress; Fir.
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Mulberry

• Mulberry (Grk. sukaminos). The Gk term 
meant also the sycamore, but the English 
term has come to mean only the black 
mulberry, Morus nigra, L.

• Its fruit resembles in shape and external 
appearance the larger sorts of 
blackberries, but it has a decidedly 
different, though pleasant, acid flavour. It is 
mentioned only once in the NT (Lk 17:6).

• NKJV and KJV render Heb. baka' in 2 Sa 
5:23-34; 1 Ch 14:14-15 as the mulberry 
whereas NAS, NIV more correctly give 
"balsam."

Morus nigra

http://www.flora-toskana.de/images/Morus_nigra_gross_g.jpg
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Mustard
• Mustard (Gk. sinapi). A well-known plant of which 

two species, Sinapsis arvensis and S. alba, 
flourish in Israel. Besides these S. nigra, the black 
mustard, is cultivated as a condiment. 

• Few plants grow so large in one season as a 
mustard, and few plants would be characterized 
by such rapid germination of the seed. Mustard 
planted one day could begin growing the next.

• In good soil, these mustard trees sometimes grow 
to 3-4.5m or more in height, meeting the 
requirements of Mt 13:31-32; Mk 4:31-32; Lk 
13:19 (n). 

• Note the birds in the latter passage nest in the 
branches. The term “tree” is to be taken only as 
an exaggerated contrast with the minute seed and 
to be explained by the parallel but when it is full 
grown, it is larger than the garden plants, and 
becomes a tree (Mt 13:32). 

This is an exceptionally large 
mustard plant (prob. Sinapis 
alba or S. arvensis) 

Black mustard field 

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

• The mustard produces minute seeds (Mt 17:20; Lk 17:6), about 
1-3mm. The seed of both black and white mustard is similar in 
size, so it is not the smallest seed but it is the smallest seed of 
those which you plant in the ground (Mk 4:31 NIV) clearly 
indicating that the Lord was not comparing the mustard seed to 
all plants but only to those which were commonly grown. 

• There would be numerous plants familiar to His audience with 
smaller seeds, of which the best example would be the seed of 
the black orchid. 

Mustard seeds from the Israeli 
mustard; Sep 2003. 

Seeds of 
Brassica nigra

http://www.uni-graz.at/~katzer/engl/spice_photo.html
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Myrtle
• Myrtle Myrtus communis, a well-known and beautiful evergreen 

shrub,, with white flowers, and berries that are at first white, and then 
turn bluish black. Esther’s Hebrew name, Hadasseh, was derived from 
its name (Heb. hadas). 

• Its stem grows 2-3m high and the flowers, leaves, and berry are all 
very fragrant. The entire plant contains a fragrant oil. It is the only one 
of its family in Israel. 

• The myrtle was an emblem of honour and authority, and was worn by 
Athenian judges. It constituted the wreaths of the Grecian and Roman 
victors, in the Olympian and other festivities. To the Jews it was a 
token of peace, and became a bridal decoration. 

• Not mentioned in the Bible until the time of the captivity. Ne 8:15 lists 
it to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles: ‘Go out to the hills, and 
bring…myrtles branches…and branches of other leafy trees…’ 
Interestingly, the myrtle is not expressly mentioned in Lv 23:37-40 
concerning the Feast. 

• The references in Isaiah (41:19; 55:13) refer to the divine 
establishment of the people in the land in subjection to God. As an 
evergreen, fragrant shrub the myrtle is a fitting symbol of the recovery 
and establishment of God's promises. 

• Zc 1:8-11 pictures a man standing in a ravine among myrtles 
apparently enjoying their humble beauty and fragrance. This is a good 
example of Bible ecology, as a ravine or other watercourse is the 
habitat of the myrtle. The translation "myrtle trees“ is an error, as the 
original has only hadassim, "myrtles," with no hint as to whether they 
were trees or shrubs.

Common myrtle, European 
myrtle (myrtus communis). 
Kyoto, Japan. 
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Oak

• Oak. Several kinds of oak are found in the Bible lands (n). Quercus sessiliflora 
flourishes on lofty Lebanon slopes and in the Hauran. The prickly evergreen oak 
is found in 4 varieties found in Carmel, Bashan, and Gilead and often attain 
considerable size. 

• The deciduous Vallonea or Tabor oak Q. aegilops or Q. ithaburensis is found in 
Galilee and Gilead. The kermes oak Q. coccifera is the host to the scarlet grub. 

• The Heb word 'allon is apparently the correct Heb term, for it was a 
characteristic tree of Bashan (Gn 35:8; Is 2:13; Ezk 27:6; Zc 11:2). Another Heb. 
term for oak is 'ela. In two passages it is associated with 'allon and is translated 
"terebinth," a preferred rendering to "oak" (Is 6:13; Ho 4:13). Heb. 'ayil; 'alla; and 
'elon are also rendered "oak." 

• In Is 44:14 tirza NAS mg. "holm oak," although both NAS, KJV render "cypress" 
in the text proper. NIV translates simply "oak." 

• The oak is known for its strength just as the cedar is for its height. Due to its 
size, longevity, and beauty, the oak was venerated. In parts of Upper Galilee, it 
is possible to see large trees adorned with cloths reflecting how they were 
regarded in the Bible. God rebukes His people in for a similar practice: They 
offer sacrifices on the tops of mountains…under oak, poplar and terebinth... (Ho 
4:13). Absalom’s head was caught in an oak 2 Sa 18:9-10. 

Quercus calliprinos-
Pistacia atlantica 
forest near Zubia, 
Jordan. 

Elah, Hebrew for the oak. 
The name stems from El, 
God, and is associated 
with might and sturdiness. 
(LBPA 5172) 
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Oak

• The principal original growth in the valleys in the 
tribal territory of Manasseh was a forest of Tabor 
oaks (Quercus ithaburensis). This beautiful tree 
creates parklike areas with wide spaces between 
the trees, especially suitable for grazing. 

• In the hills above the valleys, the vegetation was 
primarily a maquis - wild, bushy land - of the 
Mediterranean type. Maquis is not nearly as 
suitable for grazing sheep and goats. 

• The early Israelites probably grazed their flocks 
in some of the oak forests in the valleys, while 
engaging also in primitive, grain agriculture. 

The Qa’adeh National Park, in 
Manasseh, preserves a natural forest 
of Tabor oak, characterized by widely 
spaced growth suitable for grazing 
sheep and goats. The square, walled 
site at centre is an Iron II military 
camp; above it, the irregular 
enclosure of brown earth is a recent 
cultivation site. (Adam Zertal)

At the time of the Israelite settlement, 
the Tabor oak, with its characteristic 
acorn (see close-up), predominated in 
Manasseh’s valleys, such as the E 
valley of Zebabdeh. Later, the trees in 
these valleys were cut to open up space 
for cultivation. The Qa’adeh National 
Park, in Manasseh, preserves a natural 
forest of Tabor oak, characterized by 
widely spaced growth suitable for 
grazing sheep and goats. (David 
Darom)
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Olive

• Olive (Heb zayit; Gk. from elaia). This tree, native to the Syria-Israel region, became one of its 
most important natural resources. Its evergreen leaves are of a characteristic dull bluegreen at 
their upper surface and a grey/silvery sheen at their lower. 

• Often alluded to in the Bible, often as an emblem of peace, prosperity, and wealth. Much is said 
of its beauty, fruitfulness, and usefulness to mankind. Disasters to olive trees are national 
afflictions, and the crop’s failure is ruinous was seen as a sign of divine wrath (n). 

• The berry (Is 17:6; Jas 3:12) is a small drupe, of an oblong ovoid shape, green when young, 
becoming dark purple, then black, and containing a large amount of oil and a bitter element. The 
berry’s bitter, appetizing taste and the nutritive properties make it a prime food in all ANE lands. 
It is eaten after pickling in brine or preserved in olive oil. Only the fully ripe berries are preserved 
in the latter way. 

• Its chief value is the rich and abundant oil that is pressed out of it, a major traded good in the 
ancient E Mediterranean, and was produced on an industrial scale by the Bronze Age. It is still a 
large element in the diet, being used for salads, which accompanies most meals, and for frying, 
in place of butter. It was used as a medicine, a base for perfumes, and as a fuel for lamps. 

• The meaning Heb `es shemen is uncertain. It occurs 7 times (1 Ki 6:23,31-33, "olive"; Ne 8:15, 
"wild olive"; Is 41:19, mg. "oleaster"). Its name evidently denotes some tree rich in oleaginous or 
resinous matter, a sign of fertility. It is of a size and hardness sufficient to carve an image 10 
cubits high. It grows in the mountains and has foliage suited for booths. But it is not the olive, 
mentioned by name also in Ne 8:15; it is some fatwood tree, e.g. a pine (n). 

• In Bible days olives were often grown directly from the sprouts. The olive farmer would select 
sprouts from his best trees, carefully remove them, and plant them where they would be carefully 
tended. Ps 128:3 may refer to this: your children like olive plants around your table.

Olea europaea. Olive. 
Kufur Sumeah, Galilee. 

Olive tree in Judean hills. 
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Palm (Date)• Date Palm (Heb tamar; Gk phoinix) (n) Travellers welcomed 
the Phoenix dactylifera, for it signified rest, shade, and 
refreshment. Israel encountered 70 palm trees at Elim (Ex 
15:27; Nu 33:9). 

• The stem ends in a picturesque bunch of leaves. Every part 
has a use. Its trunk is used as timber for homes and fences. 
Leaves are used for making baskets, crates, rope, and 
furniture. The bases of the leaves and fruit stalks are burned 
as fuel. A strong drink called arrack is made from its sap 
sugar; wax, oil, tannin, and dye stuffs are also derived from 
it. 

• Dates are nutritious and eaten fresh or dried, and used to 
make foods such as chutney and vinegar. Its seeds are 
roasted and eaten as a snack

• Highly ornamental. The Bible characterized them as beautiful 
trees used for the tabernacles (Lv 23:40) and forming a 
characteristic motif for the Temple (1 Ki 6:29; cf. Ezk 40:16). 

• The finest and best palms much valued for their fruit’s 
succulence were found around Jericho (the "city of palm 
trees"), Engedi, and along the banks of the Jordan. 

• Has a long tap root that seeks water. Each palm can live a 
150 years or more and top 30m. As it grows in perennial 
freshness in almost desertlike conditions, it makes a fitting 
symbol of constancy, patience, uprightness, and prosperity. 
Its beauty and utility was a lovely figure for the prosperity of 
the godly (Ps 92:12). It later came to denote victory (Rv 7:9). 

Palm dates (Phoenix dactylifera) 
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Plane tree
• The Oriental Plane Tree (Heb. `armon) (Plantus 

orientalis) was part of the group compared to the cedar 
(Eze 31:8). Its crown is widely spread crown with broad 
palmately lobed leaves like the sycamore maple. 

• It grows well on hillsides beside streams. The largest 
native stands are found along the upper reaches of the 
Jordan river as well as along springs and rivers in Jordan 
and Syria. 

• Its outer bark is mottled brown and white, but a scratch 
would at once show a white streak (Gn 30:37). Shedding 
its outward bark, the tree came by its Heb. name, 
"smooth," or "naked." Laban removed those sheep 
mottled like the trunk of the plane tree In several 
translations of the Bible a species of fig is called 
sycamore, a corruption of "sycamine". Figs and plane 
trees are unrelated. 

• As noted in Ezk 31:8, the tree can reach a large size of 
18-24m high, 15-18m wide, and a base ø 1.8-3m and be 
very attractive. Ezekiel emphasizes this perhaps because 
an old plane tree’s branches can have very thick 
branches, yet it could not match the boughs of the ceder 
in Lebanon (Ezk 31:3 Assyria).
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Pomegranate

• Pomegranate (pom'gran'it) Punica granatum, a tree cultivated everywhere in the Middle 
East, growing to 3m high. Established in Israel by MBA. Examples of the carbonized 
fruit were found in a tomb in Jericho dating to this period. 

• Frequently mentioned in company with the vine, fig, and palm (see 1 Sa 14:2; SS 4:13 
etc.). Of the 5 species in Dt 8:8, pomegranate is certainly the most beautiful. 

• The fruit is nearly round, but crowned at the base by the prominent calyx, W: 6.25-
12.5cm. Green when young, it ripens to a bright red-orange. It begins to mature in the 
first half of August. The tough, leathery astringent rind, basically yellow and  overlaid with 
light or deep pink or rich red, encloses a large number of fleshy, juicy pulp of a red, pink 
or whitish colour. It rich in tannin. Unlike most seeds, the outer seed coat of the 
pomegranate is fleshy and is the source of a much prized bittersweet juice.

• Pomegranates were prominent in two places in Scripture: 
– Bells and pomegranates alternate on the skirt of the high priest (Ex 28: 33).
– Solomon's temple had 200 pomegranates engraved on the capitals of the two pillars. These are 

specifically mentioned in Je 52: 22-23).
• The tall Saul sat under the short pomegranate bush at Gibeah (I Sa 14:2). The fruit’s 

symmetry and beauty is used to compare beauty in SS (4:3; 6:7; 4:13; 6:11; 7:12).
• Failure of the pomegranate crop is a manifest sign of God's judgment (Jo. 1:12). This is 

of special note as the pomegranate requires considerably less care than most of the 
other Bible fruits.

Pomegranate fruit, Wadi 
Rajib, Jordan (Post)
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Ivory pomegranate
• (R) This carved ivory pomegranate found by 

André Lemaire in 1979 was originally believed to 
have been the decorative head of a ceremonial 
sceptre, as a small hole at the bottom indicated 
that it may have been mounted on a rod. It is 
inscribed with early Hebrew characters 
transcribed as: "Sacred donation for the Priests in 
the House of Yahweh.“

• Based on its inscription, the artefact had been 
considered the only known relic from the First 
Temple in Jerusalem. In Dec 2004 a scientific 
study of IMJ and IAA  showed that the inscription 
was added in modern times. 

• The reexamination, which used an environmental 
scanning electron microscope, subjected the 
inscription and patina to closer scrutiny than had 
been possible before. The new study shows that 
although the object itself dates to the LBA (14th-
13th c), its inscription is not ancient.
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Poplar
• Poplar (Heb. libneh, Arab. Lubna) Two different poplars are 

mentioned in the Scriptures, the white poplar and the 
Euphrates poplar (n).

• In Israel, the white poplar is common along rivers and is 
frequent along the Banias, one of the sources of the Jordan. 
The younger portions of the stem are usually a bright white; 
leaves are covered with dense hairs beneath but the upper 
surface is dark green This tree may be the poplar in Gn 30:37, 
though the Storax, with whitish hairs on the leaf undersides, 
has been considered. 

• The Euphrates poplar is a conspicuous part of the vegetation 
of the lower Jordan River as well as the Aravah, and in 
sections of the Euphrates in N Syria. It forms dense stands 
along the banks. The bark, unlike that of the white poplar, is 
not white nor do the leaves have a white undersurface. It can 
tolerate relatively high salinity. 

• Common in many parts of the Middle East, this poplar is 
probably the one intended in Ps 137:1-3 where the captives 
hung their harps on the willows of Babylon (cf Lv 23:40).  

White poplar (populus alba)

Euphrates poplar 
(populus euphratica)

http://plants.usda.gov/java/largeImage?imageID=poal7_002_avp.tif
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Sycomore
• Sycomore Ficus Sysomorus.  A fig tree; the rendering in 

the OT of shaqam and shiqma in the Heb (n). 
• It is a spreading tree often planted by roadsides where it 

provides a pleasant view for sightseers. This tree is not 
the English sycamore, Acer pseudo-platanus, the "false 
plane tree," a kind of maple.

• It also grows wild and reaches a large size. Its wood is 
light but durable, and is much used for house carpentry 
and fuel. It was once abundant in Israel (1 Ki 10:27; etc.) 
and in Egypt (Ps 78:47). 

• Its fruit is a small edible fig. It would appear that in 
ancient times some treatment was adopted, such as 
piercing the apex of the fruit to hasten the ripening. Amos 
was a nipper (NAS mg, Heb bolec) of sycomore figs 
(7:14).

• The tree may often reach a height of 15m, with an 
enormous trunk; in many parts, especially in sandy soil, 
the branching roots stand out of the ground for some 
distance. 

In the modern village, Aricha 
(Jericho), a beautiful specimen of 
sycamore.
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Tamarisk

• Tamarisk. A highly ornamental bush tree which yields pink and white flowers in spring. 
Several similar species occur in Israel (Tamarix aphylla, nilotica, pentandra, tetragyna). 
It is the correct rendering of Heb. 'eshel (Gn 21:33; 1 Sa 22:6; 31:13). The most 
commonly planted species and one which grows into a good size is T. aphylla. 

• Tamarisks are very common trees and shrubs in the Middle East, especially in high 
saline soils, and so are the only trees found by the Dead Sea. 

• The tamarisk has small scale like leaves and small branches which give it a pine-like 
appearance. In the day it secretes salt. The salt dries. During the night the salt absorbs 
water from the air. In the morning the water evaporates. The cooling effect is another 
reason for its popularity as a shade tree.

• 2 plants are mentioned in Gn 21: (a) the shrub under which Hagar placed Ishmael (v 
15); (b) the tamarisk planted by Abraham (v 33). The shrub could also easily be a 
tamarisk as this is one of the most common shrubs in the vicinity of Beersheba or it 
could be the white broom. Why did Abraham plant a tamarisk? Trees were often used 
as memorials for great men. It is therefore appropriate that Abraham should honour 
God by planting the tamarisk.

• Saul held court under a tamarisk in Gibeah (1 Sa 22:6). This dark green tree was a 
planted tamarisk as Gibeah is in the Mountains of Judea, where tamarisks are not 
native. In 1 Sa 31:13 Saul’s remains were buried under a tamarisk while in 1 Ch 10:12 
the reference is to a pistacia (or terebinth) tree. This apparent discrepancy can be 
explained by the fact that the word for tamarisk can also be translated as "grove."

Tamarisk Tree (Tamarix) 
(LBPA 2249-3)
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Terebinth• Terebinth. 
– 'elah (Is 6:13, KJV "teil tree"; Ho 4:13, KJV "elms"); in Gn 

35:4 (KJV "oak"); Jg 6:11,19; 9:6; 2 Sa 18:9-10,14; etc, 
translated "oak" ("terebinth“ mg); "vale of Elah" ("the 
terebinth" mg) in 1 Sa 17:2,19; 21:9. 

– 'elim (Is 1:29, "oaks," mg "terebinths"). 
– 'elon, "oak (mg "terebinth") of Zaanannim" (Js 19:33; Jg 

4:11); "oak (RV mg "terebinth," KJV "plain") of Tabor" (1 Sa 
10:3); also Gn 12:6; 13:18; 14:13; 1 Sa 10:3; Dt 11:30; Jg 
6:19 all translated "oak" or "oaks," with mg "terebinth" or 
"terebinths."

• Translators are uncertain which translation is correct; there might 
be no clear distinction between oak and terebinth in the OT; yet 
the two are very different trees (n).

• The Israel terebinth (Pistacia terebinthus) has red berries, like 
small immature grapes. The leaves change colour and fall in 
autumn, leaving the trunk bare (cf Is 1:30). It may grow some 12m 
high and spread its branches, with their thick, dark-green foliage, 
over a wide area (cf 2 Sa 18:9 f.14). This tree yields a kind of 
turpentine. (ISBE)

• The Atlantic pistacia, P. atlantica is the larger of the two species 
and resembles an oak (as some passages so refer) although it is 
not possible to precisely label the species. When undisturbed it 
reaches a very large size and can live up to 1,000 years. Its very 
deep and extensive root system helps it remain green even in a 
drought. It often sprouts from the stump after being cut (Is 6:13).

P. atlantica

Terebinth tree in the Sinai (Lessing)


