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Balaam's Story: The Foreign Soothsayer who Shaped Israel. 

Rev. Aaron Doll   August 16th, 2009

Many of you have said that you often enjoy my more informative sermons.  As we have been surveying the Bible's stories this summer, I want to illuminate for you a story that I love, which runs like a thread through the Bible, highlighting the significant points in Israel's overall story and connecting in a subtle, but significant way to Jesus Christ himself.  Lets first hear a bookend version of the main Balaam narrative from the Book of Numbers.  You can read what falls in-between another time.  (promise me you will do it!)

Numbers 22:1 The Israelites set out, and camped in the plains of Moab across the Jordan from Jericho.

 2 Now Balak son of Zippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorites.

 3 Moab was in great dread of the people, because they were so numerous; Moab was overcome with fear of the people of Israel.

 4 And Moab said to the elders of Midian, "This horde will now lick up all that is around us, as an ox licks up the grass of the field." Now Balak son of Zippor was king of Moab at that time.

 5 He sent messengers to Balaam son of Beor at Pethor, which is on the Euphrates, in the land of Amaw, to summon him, saying, "A people has come out of Egypt; they have spread over the face of the earth, and they have settled next to me.

 6 Come now, curse this people for me, since they are stronger than I; perhaps I shall be able to defeat them and drive them from the land; for I know that whomever you bless is blessed, and whomever you curse is cursed."

 7 So the elders of Moab and the elders of Midian departed with the fees for divination in their hand; and they came to Balaam, and gave him Balak's message.

Numbers 24:10 Then Balak's anger was kindled against Balaam, and he struck his hands together. Balak said to Balaam, "I summoned you to curse my enemies, but instead you have blessed them these three times.

 11 Now be off with you! Go home! I said, 'I will reward you richly,' but the LORD has denied you any reward."

 12 And Balaam said to Balak, "Did I not tell your messengers whom you sent to me,

 13 'If Balak should give me his house full of silver and gold, I would not be able to go beyond the word of the LORD, to do either good or bad of my own will; what the LORD says, that is what I will say'?

George Washington chopping down the cherry tree, Benjamin Franklin flying his kite in the thunderstorm, Paul Revere and his famous ride. 

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Fin.  

Elvis sightings, OJ Simpson – his murder trial and more recent antics.  

America has its national stories.  Characters both real and imagined, and real, but made larger-than-life.  Stories that we tell about ourselves that describe what we value, what we obsess over and what we despise.  

This is the kind of character Balaam was for ancient Israel – a notorious foreigner whose reputation was adopted and adapted by the religious Hebrew leaders to promote Israel's self-identity.  

This is a story about nationalism, emphasizing the righteous place the Nation of Israel felt they held in God's eyes – and the role the nations played that they would displace. 

If we follow Balaam throughout the Bible, we get a sense of who he was to the Hebrews, and a nice review of Israel's historical path.  Lets take that journey now...

2 Peter 2:15 They have left the straight road and have gone astray, following the road of Balaam son of Bosor, who loved the wages of doing wrong,

 16 but was rebuked for his own transgression; a speechless donkey spoke with a human voice and restrained the prophet's madness.

 17 These are waterless springs and mists driven by a storm; for them the deepest darkness has been reserved.

Here we see that the character of Balaam is still recognized well after the Exile and Return of Israel into the time of the New Testament formation.  He is motivated by greed.  A fortuneteller who recognizes that its good business to make the customer happy.  Blessings and curses; either available, for the right price.  

In the telling of the story in Numbers however that begins and ends with the readings Maryellen spoke for us earlier – we see that business as usual is upset by a series of interruptions by the God of Israel.  This non-Jew encounters Jehovah, (the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.)  Not Baal or any of the early Palestinian forms of god that a prominent Moabite citizen would have been familiar with – this is a Hebrew story – and in their world view, as in ours, the one God is the only God.  

Balaam is hired to call down a curse on the Israelites who have come fresh out of Egypt as a great and numerous nation.  They are moving into town, and they intimidate the locals.  

The Donkey's part of the story we will not read this morning.  I do this on purpose, because I want to leave it as a temptation for you.  It’s a fun narrative that comes from the earliest of the Hebrew histories during the time of Kings David and Solomon when Israel was united and in its prime.  

The story of Balaam and Balak, (and the blessings Balaam ends up making upon Israel to Balak's great annoyance) come from a time later when the Hebrews were divided into a northern and southern kingdom.  This part of the Torah was structured to include these Balaam stories together after the northern Kingdom had fallen to Assyria.   

I know it may be complicated to follow – but this story gives us a wonderful opportunity to trace a pretty full overview of ancient Jewish history – Exodus from Egypt – the Conquering of the Holy Land – The rise in strength and favor – to the division, fall and deportation, or loss of the Holy Land.  

Revalation 2:14 But I have a few things against you: you have some there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the people of Israel, so that they would eat food sacrificed to idols and practice fornication.

In this time of uncertainty for Judah (Judah is the surviving southern Hebrew Kingdom) this opportunity to blame Israel's poor behavior and fall from grace can't be missed.   Balaam is blamed here for conspiring with King Barak to temp Israel's men away with foreign women as happened in Numbers chapter 25.   At the end of the New Testament period this finger pointing is still prominent.  

Nehemiah 13:1 On that day they read from the book of Moses in the hearing of the people; and in it was found written that no Ammonite or Moabite should ever enter the assembly of God,

 2 because they did not meet the Israelites with bread and water, but hired Balaam against them to curse them-- yet our God turned the curse into a blessing.

 3 When the people heard the law, they separated from Israel all those of foreign descent.

Nehemiah recalls Balaam again during a time after the Jews were held in captivity.  This is around 5-400 BC when the Book of the Law is re-introduced to the people resulting in severely xenophobic reforms – again separating themselves apart from the religious influences of neighboring nations.  

Joshua13: 22 Along with the rest of those they put to death, the Israelites also put to the sword Balaam son of Beor, who practiced divination.

The book of Joshua is a jump backwards in history, back to the time when Canaan is being conquered.  It shows us how the Scriptures record Balaam's death.  

Micah 6:1 Hear what the LORD says: Rise, plead your case before the mountains, and let the hills hear your voice.

 2 Hear, you mountains, the controversy of the LORD, and you enduring foundations of the earth; for the LORD has a controversy with his people, and he will contend with Israel.

 3 "O my people, what have I done to you? In what have I wearied you? Answer me!

 4 For I brought you up from the land of Egypt, and redeemed you from the house of slavery; and I sent before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.

 5 O my people, remember now what King Balak of Moab devised, what Balaam son of Beor answered him, and what happened from Shittim to Gilgal, that you may know the saving acts of the LORD."

 6 "With what shall I come before the LORD, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old?

 7 Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?"

 8 He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?

This is the last unique reference to Balaam in the Bible.  In the time of the divided Hebrew nation, the Jewish prophet Micah calls out to the wayward northern kingdom, reminding them of their history and specifically mentioning again Barak and Balaam.  Obviously a story that held significant meaning to be held up with the likes of Moses, Aaron and Miriam.  

So this is the end of Balaam's story... with an interesting footnote however...

Balaam said: 

'If Balak should give me his house full of silver and gold, I would not be able to go beyond the word of the LORD, to do either good or bad of my own will; what the LORD says, that is what I must say'?

So even the notorious swindler recognizes, that when it comes to Israel's God – the truth cannot be bought or sold – God is what God is.  This profound truth foreshadows what the Apostle Peter also found to be true of Jesus. 

John 6:65 And he said, "For this reason I have told you that no one can come to me unless it is granted by the Father."

 66 Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.

 67 So Jesus asked the twelve, "Do you also wish to go away?"

 68 Simon Peter answered him, "Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life.

Through all of these words, may we hear the Word of God,

who is Jesus Christ our Lord.

