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June 16, 2019 - Num. 22:2 – 23:9 - Balaam
Torah Reading: Numbers 22:2 – 23:9 - Balaam
Psalm 104:19-35
Haftarah: Micah 7:16-20 + Nahum 1:7 + 2:1-3
Isaiah 60:5-22

Why is Balaam Important?

He's an object lesson to believers of how not to act, a warning of how we can approach 
God for the wrong reasons, with the wrong motives, and what it means to be a 
"hireling."

The New Testament mentions:

- 2 Peter 2:15 - "Which have forsaken the right way, and are gone astray, following the 
way of Balaam the son of Bosor, who loved the wages of unrighteousness"

(son of Beor or Bosor? Some scholars hold that Peter was attempting to play off the 
Hebrew word basar or "flesh" to insult Balaam. The rabbis did this frequently).

- Jude 1:11 - "Woe unto them! for they have gone in the way of Cain, and ran greedily 
after the error of Balaam for reward, and perished in the gainsaying of Core."

- Revelation 2:14 regarding the false teachers at Pergamum - "But I have a few things 
against thee, because thou hast there them that hold the doctrine of Balaam, who 
taught Balac to cast a stumblingblock before the children of Israel, to eat things 
sacrificed unto idols, and to commit fornication."

This refers to Numbers 31:16 - "Behold, these caused the children of Israel, through 
the counsel of Balaam, to commit trespass against the LORD in the matter of Peor, and 
there was a plague among the congregation of the LORD."

- John 10:12 - "But he that is an hireling, and not the shepherd, whose own the sheep 
are not, seeth the wolf coming, and leaveth the sheep, and fleeth: and the wolf catcheth 
them, and scattereth the sheep."

The historical existence of Balaam is supported by a text inscription from the 9th or 8th 
century B.C. discovered by Dutch archaeologists in 1967 in Jordan at Deir 'Alla, the site 
of a Bronze Age sanctuary. It contains a prophecy by Balaam son of Beor unrelated to 
the biblical account, painted in red and black inks, apparently to emphasize the text, on 
fragments of a plastered wall. 

See https://www.livius.org/sources/content/deir-alla-inscription/

Balaam’s Story
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Israel had just defeated the regional super powers Sihon king of the Amorites, Og the 
king of Bashan, the Edomites and a Canaanite king. The Moabites were now in fear. 
They made an alliance with their longtime enemies the Midianites to figure out how to 
stop Israel.

Compare Luke 23:12 at the trial of Jesus: - "That day Herod and Pilate became friends; 
before this time they had been enemies."

Rashi -  because of their mutual fear of Israel they made peace with each other. And 
what did Moab see to take counsel with Midian? Since they saw that Israel was 
supernaturally victorious [in their battles], they said, “The leader of these [people] was 
raised in Midian. Let us ask them what his character is.” They told them, “His strength is 
solely in his mouth.” They said,“We too will come against them with a man whose 
strength is in his mouth.” - [Mid. Tanchuma Balak 3, Num. Rabbah 20:4]

Numbers 22:5 - "He sent messengers therefore unto Balaam the son of Beor to Pethor, 
which is by the river of the land of the children of his people, to call him, saying, Behold, 
there is a people come out from Egypt: behold, they cover the face of the earth, and 
they abide over against me:"

Pethor - a place name, but the rabbis said the name means the "table" at which a 
money changer sits. Thus Balaam was like this money changer, to whom everyone 
rushes coins, so did all the kings rush their letters to him [asking him for advice].

It never says what nation his people were. Probably he was a regional sorcerer, 
maintaining a loose connection to all the communities, like a shaman, but living apart. 
Apparently he was famous for his abilities as a seer and diviner.

Numbers 22:6 - "Come now therefore, I pray thee, curse me this people; for they are 
too mighty for me: peradventure I shall prevail, that we may smite them, and that I may 
drive them out of the land: for I wot that he whom thou blessest is blessed, and he 
whom thou cursest is cursed."

He didn't ask Balaam to bless his own army or bless his prospects of victory. He was 
only interested in a curse on Israel.

But the rabbis said that Balaam was familiar with the story of Abraham (Genesis 12:3)- 
"And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall 
all families of the earth be blessed."

His problem was how to get around that.

Numbers 22:8 - "And he said unto them, Lodge here this night, and I will bring you 
word again, as the LORD shall speak unto me: and the princes of Moab abode with 
Balaam."

Rashi -  If you ask, “Why did God bestow His Shechinah on a wicked gentile?” [The 
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answer is] so the nations should not have an excuse to say, “Had we had prophets we 
would have repented.” So He assigned them prophets, but they breached the [morally] 
accepted barrier, for at first they had refrained from immorality, but he [Balaam] advised 
them to offer themselves freely for prostitution. — [Mid. Tanchuma Balak 1, Num. 
Rabbah 20:1]

Numbers 22:9 - "And God came unto Balaam, and said, 'What men are these with 
thee?'"

Rashi sees this as similar to when God asks Adam and Eve "Where are you?"(Genesis 
3:9).
But it came to Balaam to delude him, for he erred. He [Balaam] said,“Sometimes, not 
everything is revealed before Him, for He is not always omniscient. I will find a time 
when I am able to curse, and He will not realize it.”- [Mid. Tanchuma Balak 5, Num. 
Rabbah 20:9]

Numbers 22:12 - "And God said unto Balaam, Thou shalt not go with them; thou shalt 
not curse the people: for they are blessed"

So Balaam sends them away, but Balak sends more highly ranked emissaries, with 
greater offers of compensation.

Numbers 22:18-20 - "And Balaam answered and said unto the servants of Balak, If 
Balak would give me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot go beyond the word of 
the LORD my God, to do less or more. Now therefore, I pray you, tarry ye also here this 
night, that I may know what the LORD will say unto me more. And God came unto 
Balaam at night, and said unto him, If the men come to call thee, rise up, and go with 
them; but yet the word which I shall say unto thee, that shalt thou do."

Even in his denial, Balaam reveals his true desire for riches.

Rashi - This shows us that he was greedy and coveted other people’s money. He said, 
“He ought to give me all his silver and gold, since he has to hire many armies, and even 
then, it is questionable whether he will be victorious or not, whereas I will certainly 
succeed.”- [Mid. Tanchuma Balak; Num. Rabbah 20:10]

Also, according to Rashi,  “Balaam went.” He said, Perhaps I can persuade Him and He 
will consent [to my cursing them].

But God does not need or listen to our persuasive advice:

See Isaiah 40:13 - "Who has directed the Spirit of the LORD, or who has given Him 
counsel? 14Whom did He consult to enlighten Him, and who taught Him the paths of 
justice?"
(and Romans 11:34)

An Important Truth 
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You don't have to pray about or inquire of God about something He's already told you is 
wrong.

This is another part of Balaam's character to take note of.

Isaac ben Moses Arama (c. 1420 – 1494), a Spanish rabbi, says:

"We all know it is impious to ask for evil or forbidden things. Is it conceivable that when 
a man should propose to his friend that they should worship idols in secret, that he 
should answer, 'We'll go and ask the Sage it we may do it or not. Surely the prohibition 
is absolute and irrevocable! Should he ask it is out of wickedness! How much more so if 
teh seducer is a sage and prophet or near to God, that he should not say, 'ait and I shall 
find out what my God has to say about it.'  But he should have said that such a thing is 
inconceivable and unheard of and even refused under threat of death!"

So for Balaam, the second time that he says he has to consult with God: "he returned 
like a dog to his vomit and said,  'Now therefore I pray you, tarry ye this night, that I may 
know what the Lord will speak unto e more,' the anger of the Lord burned and answered 
him that he should go in spite of everything and his shame and reproach would be 
witnessed before the princes, in whose eyes he thought to be honored...."

Numbers 22:21 - "And Balaam rose up in the morning, and saddled his ass, and went 
with the princes of Moab."

The rabbis contrast Balaam's eagerness to do evil with Abraham, who in obedience also 
"saddled his ass" early to go sacrifice his son Isaac (Genesis 22:3).

The Ass That Spoke

The ass is given a voice, just as Balaam will be given a blessing to deliver against his 
own will. The ass - the dumbest of creatures - sees something in the spirit (the angel) 
that Balaam the master diviner and seer, is blind to.

Numbers 22:28-29 - "And the LORD opened the mouth of the ass, and she said unto 
Balaam, What have I done unto thee, that thou hast smitten me these three times? And 
Balaam said unto the ass, Because thou hast mocked me: I would there were a sword 
in mine hand, for now would I kill thee."

Rashi - This man was going to kill an entire nation with his mouth, yet for this she-
donkey he needed weapons!- [Mid. Tanchuma Balak 9, Num. Rabbah 20:14]

Numbers 22:31 - "Then the LORD opened the eyes of Balaam, and he saw the angel 
of the LORD standing in the way, and his sword drawn in his hand: and he bowed down 
his head, and fell flat on his face."

Compare  2 Kings 6:15 - Elisha's servant is allowed to see the chariots of fire.
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Numbers 22:32 - "And the angel of the LORD said unto him, Wherefore hast thou 
smitten thine ass these three times? behold, I went out to withstand thee, because thy 
way is perverse before me:"

The Targum of Jonathan says, "it is manifest before me that thou seekest to go and 
curse the people, and the thing is not agreeable to me."

The First Attempt to Curse

This was at Bamoth Baal - the high place of Baal.  The Targum of Jonathan calls the idol 
Peor, the same as with Baalpeor, Numbers 25:3.

From there he could see "the utmost part of the people." - the whole camp out to its 
farthest boundary.

Numbers 23:4 - "And God met Balaam: and he said unto him, I have prepared seven 
altars, and I have offered upon every altar a bullock and a ram."

“met” -  denotes something shameful. the word implies God appeared to him with 
reluctance and contempt.

Rashi - He said to Him, “Their patriarchs built seven altars before You, and I have 
prepared [seven] corresponding to them all. And I offered up a bull and a ram on [each] 
altar: whereas Abraham offered up only a ram.”

A Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 20, 15): This is like the case of a money changer who 
falsified his weights. The inspector of the market came and detected him. You are, he 
said, falsifying your weights! The other replied: I have already sent a gift to your house! 
Balaam also acted in like manner. The Holy Spirit said to him, "Villian! What are you 
doing? He replied, "I have prepared these seven altars."

- Proverbs 21:27 - "The sacrifice of the wicked is abomination: how much more, when 
he bringeth it with a wicked mind?"

The Eager Prophet

The prophets of Israel are never eager, they never run after prophecy. Both Moses and 
Jeremiah vehemently resist God's call. Instead it usually says "the word of God came 
unto Joel" etc.

Numbers 23:5 - "And the LORD put a word in Balaam's mouth, and said, Return unto 
Balak, and thus thou shalt speak."

"put a word" = davar - a word or a thing. The jewish translation says God "placed 
something" into Balaam's mouth.
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"He twisted his mouth and pricked it like one who drives a nail into a board, making the 
animal go wherever the rider wishes." (Bamidbar Rabbah 20,16)

"And the Lord put a word in Balaam's mouth" - Rabbi Eliezar said: an angel. Rabbi 
Yohanon said: a hook." - Talmud, Sanhedran 105b

God, who had opened the mouth of the ass in a manner contrary to her nature, now 
opens Balaam’s mouth in a manner contrary to his own will.

Balaam's First 'Blessing" of Israel

Numbers 23:8-10 - "How shall I curse, whom God hath not cursed? or how shall I defy, 
whom the LORD hath not defied? For from the top of the rocks I see him, and from the 
hills I behold him: lo, the people shall dwell alone, and shall not be reckoned among the 
nations. Who can count the dust of Jacob, and the number of the fourth part of Israel? 
Let me die the death of the righteous, and let my last end be like his!"

The Jewish translation says "I see them as mountain peaks, and I behold them as hills" 

Rashi -  I see them established and powerful, like these mountains and hills, because of 
their patriarchs and matriarchs. — [Mid. Tanchuma Balak 12, Num. Rabbah 20:19]

"a nation that will dwell alone": as the Targum [Onkelos] renders it [it is a nation that is 
alone destined to inherit the world].

"and will not be reckoned among the nations": As Targum [Onkelos] paraphrases, they 
will not perish along with the other nations, for it says, “for I shall make an end of all the 
nations…” (Jeremiah 30:11)

The Targum of Jerusalem says,"they shall not be mixed"

But "dwelling alone" also means dwelling in safety and security.

Jacob ben Asher, also known as Ba'al ha-Turim, a medieval rabbinic authority, refers 
this prophecy to the days of the Messiah.

Compare Jeremiah 23:5-6 - "Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I 
will raise up for David a Righteous Branch, and He will reign wisely as king and 
administer justice and righteousness in the land. In His days Judah will be saved, and 
Israel will dwell securely."

"Who can count the dust of Jacob" - The people, Israel's posterity:

A Promise to Abram - 
- Genesis 13:16 - "I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth, so that if one 
could count the dust of the earth, then your offspring could be counted."
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A Promise to Jacob - 
- Genesis 28:14 - "And thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and thou shalt spread 
abroad to the west, and to the east, and to the north, and to the south: and in thee and 
in thy seed shall all the families of the earth be blessed."

A Promise Repeated to Hosea - 
- Hosea 1:10 - "Yet the number of the Israelites will be like the sand of the sea, which 
cannot be measured or numbered. And in the place where it was said to them, ‘You are 
not My people,’ they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’"

A Promise to Christian Believers - 
- Revelation 7:9 - "After this I beheld, and, lo, a great multitude, which no man could 
number, of all nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues, stood before the throne, 
and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, and palms in their hands"

The Haftarah reading for this passage is Isaiah 60, which promises “The least of you 
will multiply into a thousand; the smallest of you will become a large nation.”(Isaiah 
6:22) 

"and the number of the fourth part of Israel" - [The word for 'fourth part' עַבֹר  denotes] 
their copulations; the seed which issues from sexual intercourse. — [Mid. Tanchuma 
Balak 12, Num. Rabbah 20:19]

"Let me die the death of the righteous, and let my last end be like his!" - 

- Psalm 116:15 - "Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of His saints."

- Revelation 14:13 - "And I heard a voice from heaven, saying, "Write, 'Blessed are the 
dead who die in the Lord from now on!'" "Yes," says the Spirit, "so that they may rest 
from their labors, for their deeds follow with them."

Even more to the point, "the death of the righteous"  points to Christ’s death on the 
cross. We died with Him.

 


