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Introduction
On the third day of creation, God created plants, trees, and all manner of other leafy 

vegetation by the word of His mouth (Genesis 1:11–13). From the Tree of Knowledge 

of Good and Evil in the garden of Eden to the Tree of Life with twelve kinds of fruit 

in the new Jerusalem, the story of God’s people has included plants of all kinds. As a 

particular people in a particular part of the world, the sons of Abraham, both of literal 

and spiritual descent in the Old and New Testaments, knew a particular flora. Our 

greater understanding of the same will not only illuminate details of their daily lives, but 

also imbue with meaning their poetic similes, prophetic proclamations, and practical 

proverbs. 

The Bible is full of metaphors that come from plant life: sowing, pruning, tending, 

reaping, and storing; seeds, stalks, fruit, chaff, and leaves. “The grass withers, the flower 

fades: but the word of our God shall stand for ever,” Isaiah wrote (Isaiah 40:8). “The kingdom 

of heaven is likened to a man which sowed good seed in his field,” Jesus explains in Matthew 

13:24. A few verses later, He begins another parable with, “The kingdom of heaven is like 

to a grain of mustard seed” (verse 31). 
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The Old Testament Israelites lived in an agrarian society, and even though Jesus’s 

listeners in the first century would have had more varied occupations, they could still 

understand spiritual matters more clearly if they were explained in plant-based terms. 

Today, to understand the same spiritual realities, we do well to learn more about the 

natural world of the Holy Land. Our calendars might be filled with shopping lists, 

appointment reminders, and project deadlines, but the Israelites’ calendar was full of the 

sowing and harvesting of a variety of crops. Even their worship reflected the rhythm of 

the seasons. There were occasions when the harvest was incorporated into the worship 

itself, such as when the Israelites offered the “firstfruits,” or the first portion of the 

harvest, to God. (See pages 120–121 for a calendar of Jewish festivals and the growing 

seasons in Israel.)

A study of the plants in the Bible also gives us an appreciation for the scope of 

the narrative of God’s people in Scripture, who ranged from humble widows to exalted 

kings, in perfect harmony with His sovereign plan. Ruth, on the edge of deprivation, 

gleaned the harvest for free with other impoverished people at the edges of the field, 

taking home with her own hands the most basic grain to provide for herself and her 

mother-in-law. In contrast, King Solomon, believed to be one of the wealthiest people of 

all time, commanded a host of imports from Asia and Arabia, including rare spices and 

distilled incense.

For this reason, rather than being a dictionary of the plants mentioned in the Bible, 

In the Garden, with its original illustrations and plant descriptions, is meant to spark 

the reader’s spiritual imagination. Some of the plants are remarkably similar to what 

we know; some are remarkably different. Some are beautiful flowers; others are prosaic 

food crops. Yet these plants, as with all of God’s good creation, call out to us to wonder 

(Psalm 19:1), to worship (Luke 19:40; Romans 1:20), and to wait (Romans 8:19–23).

Frequently, the correct rendering of a Hebrew or Greek word is debated among 

translators, and the exact identity of a plant mentioned in the Bible remains unknown. 

However, scholars in the field have usually reached a consensus of some likely 

possibilities. This book relies heavily on the work of such scholars and thus is not meant 

to be authoritative, but rather to be inspirational and engaging. A bibliography can be 

found on page 122. Although this book is divided into four sections, some plants could 

have been placed in more than one of the sections and other plants didn’t quite fit in any 

of the categories. In every instance, an effort was made to group the plants in a helpful 

and accessible way.

It is our hope that these pages about the plants of the Bible will prompt your 

imagination and inform your study of the precious Word of the living God.

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus” (Revelation 22:20).

Finally, a careful study of the meaning of words in the Bible brings our imaginations 

into worship of our King. Like creation itself, which proceeded from the mouth of 

God, the words of the Bible are precious and valuable. Meditation on them yields sweet 

communion with Christ, for He is the Word. “And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt 

among us, (and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full 

of grace and truth” (John 1:14). Although some words—like the plant names scattered 

throughout the Bible—might seem incidental and insignificant, they were nonetheless 

preserved in the biblical text for a reason. In some small way, they are part of the story of 

Christ prefigured throughout the Old Testament and incarnate in the New.



The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree:  
he shall grow like a cedar in Lebanon. 

  Psalm 92:12
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Ficus carica
Hebrew : teen, teenah
Greek: syke

Fig 
Although the fig tree shall not blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines;  
the labor of the olive shall fail, and the fields shall yield no meat…:  
yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will joy in the God of my salvation.  

 Habakkuk 3:17–18

The fig tree is one of the most prominent plants in the Bible. Adam and Eve in Eden 

covered themselves with fig leaves, the promised land was described as full of fig trees, 

and unfaithful Israel was threatened with the withering of the fig tree. When Christ 

used the blossoming of the fig tree to illustrate the signs of the second coming of the 

Lord (see Luke 21 and Mark 13), His listeners would have been familiar with the tree’s 

growth and twice-a-year fruit-bearing. High in sugar, dried figs could be a snack, a meal, 

a dessert, or provision for a journey. Every household would have had a fig tree outside 

its doors. Habakkuk’s confidence in the Creator of the fig tree is, then, all the more 

audacious: “Although the fig tree shall not blossom,…I will rejoice in the Lord.” 
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Diospyros ebenum
Hebrew : hobnim

Ebony
The men of Dedan were [Tyre’s] merchants;  
many isles were the merchandise of your hand:  
they brought you for a present horns of ivory and ebony.  

 Ezekiel 27:15

Ebony is native to India and Sri Lanka. It does not grow in the Middle East, and its 

presence in the courts of Tyre—a Phoenician port city later visited by both Jesus and 

the apostle Paul—confirm the thriving trade between the eastern Mediterranean and 

the Far East. Jet black and one of the heaviest woods available, it would have been used 

for only the finest furniture and ornamental items.



I am the vine, you are the branches: He that abides in Me,  
and I in him, the same brings forth much fruit:  

for without Me you can do nothing. 

  John 15:5
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Cinnamomum zeylanicum 
Hebrew : qinnamon

Cinnamon 
Take you also to you principal spices, of pure myrrh five hundred shekels,  
and of sweet cinnamon half so much, even two hundred and fifty shekels,  
and of sweet calamus two hundred and fifty shekels.  

  Exodus 30:23

When God gave Moses instructions for a holy anointing oil, He spared no expense. The 

ingredient list included cinnamon, which was not to be found in any Israelite’s backyard. 

Rather, this bushy evergreen is native to Ceylon and the coast of India. Scholars speculate 

it would have been transported from those regions to the thriving Egyptian civilization 

along the ancient silk road. In the same way that foreign imports like cinnamon could 

be used in the most sacred worship of the Lord, so one day foreign nations would join 

in worshipping the true God, bowing the knee and confessing that Jesus Christ is Lord 

(Philippians 2:10–11).
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Coriandrum sativum 
Hebrew : gad

Coriander
And the house of Israel called the name thereof Manna:  
and it was like coriander seed, white;  
and the taste of it was like wafers made with honey.  

  Exodus 16:31

Coriander grows like a weed in Israel. All parts of the plant—stem, leaves, flowers—

have a strong scent, but the plant is cultivated for its seeds. Packed in a little ball the size 

of a peppercorn, coriander seeds are used both as a spice and as a medicine. The seeds, 

however, are not white. Rather than appearance, perhaps the comparison in Exodus 

16:31 marks the manna’s abundance. Every morning, the manna “sprouted up” like 

coriander and covered the desert, a sign of the Lord’s provision.



Then took Mary a pound of ointment of spikenard, very costly, 
 and anointed the feet of Jesus, and wiped His feet with her hair:  

and the house was filled with the odor of the ointment. 

  John 12:3
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Ruta graveolens 
Greek: peganon 

Rue
But woe to you, Pharisees! for you tithe mint and rue and all manner of herbs,  
and pass over judgment and the love of God: these ought you to have done,  
and not to leave the other undone. 

  Luke 11:42

Rue is native to the Mediterranean but distributed throughout the world. It has probably 

been hybridized very little since Christ’s time. An evergreen dwarf shrub with a heavy 

(some would say unpleasant) scent, rue reaches about two feet tall when in bloom. It was 

prized by the Greeks and Romans as a cooking herb but also as a medicine; the genus 

name ruta is from the Greek reuo, meaning “to set free,” because it would frequently 

appear in recipes for antidotes to poisons. It was also thought to cure poor eyesight and 

ward off plagues. The Romans brought the plant to Britain, where it was later used in 

the Catholic mass to sprinkle holy water over parishioners, leading to the moniker “herb 

of grace.” Shakespeare’s gardener in Richard III laments over his queen, “Here did she 

fall a tear; here in this place / I’ll set a bank of rue, sour herb of grace.”
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Nigella sativa
Hebrew : qetsachBlack Cumin

For the fitches are not threshed with a threshing instrument,  
neither is a cart wheel turned about upon the cumin;  
but the fitches are beaten out with a staff, and the cumin with a rod.  

  Isaiah 28:27

“Fitches,” an obsolete word, would actually be best translated here as “black cumin.” 

We have in this verse, then, both cumin and black cumin. The cumin is likely similar 

to our modern-day spice, but the black cumin, or “fitches,” is stronger and more bitter. 

The seeds are coal black and spiky. Researchers are investigating black cumin’s potential 

medicinal uses, including the reduction of cancerous tumors and moderation of the 

effects of Alzheimer’s disease.



I am the rose of Sharon, and the lily of the valleys. 

  Song of Solomon 2:1
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Nymphaea caerulea 
Hebrew : shushanWater Lily

And upon the top of the pillars was lily work. 

  1 Kings 7:22

The pillars of Solomon’s temple were adorned with graven lilies. The variety that the 

sculptor copied was possibly the beautiful blue water lily, a sacred plant to the ancient 

Egyptians. It signified death and rebirth because it opened every morning and closed 

at night. The water lily appears all over ancient Egyptian artifacts, including their 

architecture, and the Egyptian reverence for the blossom may have been passed on to 

the Israelites during their enslavement. 
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Myrtus communis
Hebrew : hadas

Myrtle
Go forth to the mount, and bring olive branches,  
and pine branches, and myrtle branches, and palm branches,  
and branches of thick trees, to make booths.  

  Nehemiah 8:15

In the same family as the eucalyptus, the myrtle tree is a fragrant evergreen. It produces 

showy white blossoms followed by dark berries that, while edible, are not tasty. Myrtle is 

not mentioned in the Bible until the time of the captivity. In the original prescription for 

booth-making for the Israelites’ celebration of the Feast of Booths (Leviticus 23:39–43), 

“myrtle” doesn’t occur. But it does show up in Nehemiah as the Israelites endeavor to 

return to right worship after the Babylonian exile. Besides blessing the people with better-

smelling booths, this change perhaps prefigured the grace in Christ that would prescribe 

a worship attainable by every person the world over as they worshipped the Lord “in spirit 

and in truth” (see John 4:23–24).




