ABRAHAM’S GROVE IN GENESIS 21:33, by Pastor Tim Spitsbergen.

A.V. And Abraham planted a grove in Beersheba and called there on the name of the LORD the everlasting God.
Modern scholarship and the age of text critics.

A cursory examination of modern English translations of the Bible demonstrates a uniform change from the word “grove” in the A.V. to “tamarisk tree”.  The Conservative scholars, Davis and Gehman of Princeton in the 1940’s, co-authors of The Westminster Dictionary of the Bible, wrote on page 219, “In the A.V. it is uniformly a mistranslation of Heb. ‘eshel…R.V. renders this a tamarisk tree.” This is assuredly a hasty assumption and oversimplification of a difficult word.  Unfortunately this is also a foolish statement that is often used of Satan to undermine confidence in God’s Word and God’s ability to preserve his words.

We must remember that in II Timothy 3:15,16, the holy Scriptures that Timothy knew from a child and that made him wise unto salvation and as scripture, given by inspiration, were not the original autographs, but copies.  Therefore, copies are equally inspired as originals and should be held with the same respect.  It is imperative then that we know which copies represent the copies that God promised to preserve from which accurate translations should be derived (Psalm 12:6,7, Ps. 119:89, 90, Mt. 24:35, I Peter 1:23).  History clearly reveals that the text of scripture used by God’s people through every generation is the Hebrew Masoretic and Greek Byzantine and Textus Receptus.  

By logic, if a translation of scripture is to be considered holy scripture, the word of God, it must be accurate.  Accurate translation of scripture is profitable for doctrine for reproof for correction for instruction in righteousness.  If it is ever demonstrated to be inaccurate in any place it has lost all its credibility to be profitable in these things.  The most trustworthy English translation has always been and will always be the A.V.  Every attempt to improve difficulties has resulted in worse and gross errors.  It is therefore foolish to level the accusation that the A.V. has mistranslations.  Such scholars always produce worse errors and the difficult areas are always demonstrated to be better left the way the greatest scholarship ever assembled to produce a translation decided to leave it in the A.V.  We are confident that if Richard Kilbye university professor of Hebrew in 1610, and of the O.T. translation committee of the A.V., were alive would say, “we considered the critical reasons and found thirteen more weighty reasons for giving the rendering complained of by the young critic.” (Which Bible, The Learned Men, Terence Brown, David Otis Fuller page 17.).  The A.V. has difficulties, but has never been proven to have errors.

Hebrew Sources.
Two things immediately come to our attention when researching the Hebrew word ‘eshel.  First, Strong states for ‘eshel, #815, “from a root of uncertain significance.”  The TWOT, vol. I, p.79 states that this is the “assumed root” of the word for tamarisk tree.  It is unfortunate that in our day of proud text critics that do not believe the word of God is 
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verbally preserved in the Hebrew Masoretic text, and Greek Textus Receptus nor accurately translated in the languages, that suddenly, that which was honestly recognized by true scholars as “uncertain” and “assumed” has now become definite fact.  We will see that such is not definite.

Second, Strong goes on to say, “a tamarisk tree; by extens. a grove of any kind:- grove, tree.”  According to Strong the Hebrew word eshel is translated in the A.V. as “grove” once in Genesis 21:33 and three times as “tree” in I Samuel 22:6, I Samuel 31:13 and I Kings 4:25.  Wilson in Old Testament Word Studies,  defines Heb. Eshel and the English translation of Heb. Eshel “grove” in Genesis 21:33, as, “any large tree, and collection of trees, wood, grove:”  We can now make our first conclusion.  The Hebrew word eshel cannot be condemned to be improperly translated as “grove”.  The “grove” translation cannot be called an error nor can “eshel” be called definitely any kind of particular tree.  The reason is obvious for the diligent student.  According to Strong, in I Kings 4:25, eshel is coupled with the word “fig” and is translated “fig tree”.  Therefore a person cannot be dogmatic that eshel is always a tree of the tamarisk variety.  Strong and Wilson as well as others recognize that there is evidence that eshel may be referring to a tamarisk tree, in some instances, but in no way ever insinuated that eshel is always and only a tamarisk tree.

Bible Dictionaries and Commentaries.
The translation of “eshel” as “grove” in Genesis 21:33 is not ever questioned by the great Bible Dictionaries and Commentaries prior to the age of textual criticism and doubt.  The American Tract Society’s Bible dictionary of 1859 on page 180, says concerning the word grove, “Groves were very early used for religious worship, Genesis 21:33, ‘The groves were God’s first temples.’”  In Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible, of 1868, on page 302, Smith takes exception to the Hebrew word ashera translated as “grove” for its obvious connection to the ancient goddess worship idol connected to a sacred symbolic tree.  Smith makes no objection to the translation of grove in Genesis 21:33.  Smith says of this word, “Pliny expressly tells us, trees were the first temples; and from the earliest times groves are mentioned in connection with religious worship…The groves were generally found connected with temples, and often had the right of affording an asylum.”

Matthew Henry in his commentary said of Abraham in Genesis 21:33, “There he planted a grove for a shade to his tent, or perhaps an orchard of fruit trees; and there… he sojourned many days… There he made not only a constant practice, but an open profession of his religion… probably in the grove he planted, which was his oratory or house of prayer.  Christ prayed in a garden on a mountain.  Abraham kept up public worship to which probably his neighbors resorted, that they might join with him.”

A.W. Pink in his commentary on Genesis said, “The action of the patriarch was deeply significant when viewed typically.  It marked the change from strangership to 
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possession… for the planting of a tree emblemizes settled and long continuance- ‘They shall not build, and another inhabit; they shall not plant and another eat: for as the days of 

a tree, are the days of My people, and Mine elect shall long enjoy the work of their hands’ ( Isaiah 64:22).”

Barnes in his commentary on Genesis said, “Eshel is a field under tillage in the Septuagint, and a tree in Onkelos.  It is therefore well translated a grove in the A. V. though it is rendered the tamarisk by many.  The planting of a grove implies that Abraham now felt he had a resting place in the land, in consequence of his treaty with Abimelek.”

Groves of Tamarisk?

According to Collier’ Encyclopedia, the Tamarisk tree is, “a shrub”.  “There are about 75 species… some are used as sandbinders and windbreaks.”  “It grows as high as 30 feet.”  This information conflicts with the biblical use of the word “eshel” and the meaning of the English word “grove”.  Webster defines a grove as, “a small wood; group of trees, standing together without undergrowth.”  Technically speaking a shrub is all for undergrowth and is not planted for the purpose of a grove.  They do not go together.  It hardly matches the definition of a tree let alone the kind of trees that would be planted together as a grove. This is another probable reason why the A.V. translators refused to use “Tamarisk” tree.  I Kings 22:6 which uses the Hebrew word “eshel” says, “…(now Saul abode in Gibeah under a tree in Ramah…”  A Tamarisk shrub is not the kind of tree a person would abide under.  The other place where “eshel” is used is I Kings 31:13, “And they took their bones and buried them under a tree at Jabesh.”  Once again, a shrub such as the Tamarisk does not meet the definition of the kind of tree that one would choose to bury four men.  The Tamarisk just does not get that big with long out stretched branches for cover.  Instead it is more like a thicket of under growth.  The fact of the matter is we do not know and cannot be certain what kind of tree the Hebrew “eshel” was.

The Probable Explanation.

What we have here with modern text critical and doubtful scholarship of changing “grove” to “tamarisk tree”  is an example of dynamic equivalency.  Because the word “grove” has an association with heathen idolatrous worship,  modern translators want the readers of scripture not to be confused to think that Abraham may have been slipping into idolatry in Genesis 21:33.  They therefore have taken the liberty to change the word of God to preserve the integrity of what they think the text means.  This is totally unnecessary for the word grove is not only a good word not always associated with idolatry, but is the best word for the translation of Genesis 21:33.  

In order for a translation of scripture to be rightly called the word of God, translators must follow formal equivalent translation techniques or use transliteration to maintain 
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inspiration integrity.  When this is not followed a translation at best can be called the “concepts of God according to the surmising of man.”  Such is unacceptable to the Bible 

believer.  What is unfortunate is that text critic translators went the next step and consistently translated “eshel” as tamarisk tree in two of the other three places it occurs.  The evidence does not exist to say that “eshel” is always and only a tamarisk tree.  Therefore the translations that follow this route here and in so many other places are not the word of God and are under the curses of adding and taking away from the Word of God.

