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The Bible You Should Know
Balaam and His Donkey – 

Truth Comes From the Strangest Places

When my family first moved to our farm there was a donkey that was left by the previous owners.  We named the donkey Trigger, which was a bad choice of a name.  Trigger is a name usually associated with the Lone Ranger’s horse – a magnificent, powerful, and fast animal.  Those are not qualities that described this donkey.  Being young and not knowing any better, I thought a donkey was just a smaller version of a horse, so I though it would be a good animal to ride.  I found out differently the first time I tried to take a ride on that donkey.  Knowing it didn’t move very fast, I just climbed on the donkey and encouraged Trigger to go.  Do you know what happened?  Trigger just stood there.  I kept trying to get Trigger to move until he finally sat down and I slid off the back.

As we continue our series of messages, The Bible You Should Know, this morning we come to the story of Balaam and his donkey.  This story may not be as familiar with the others we have studied.  Are you familiar with this story?

It’s a fascinating story, as we see that sometimes Truth Comes From the Strangest Places.  This is a story about people who could not recognize truth, about people who were spiritually blind, and a donkey that showed more perception and more sense than the human characters in the story.

The story of Balaam stretches across chapter 22 – 24 in the book of Numbers.  It begins with the Hebrew people successfully defeating many of the people they encountered on their way to the Promised Land, and as the story opens they are camped across the Jordan River from Jericho.  They are very close to the Promised Land, and at this point they have struck fear into the heart of one Balak, the king of Moab.  Balak was fearful that his people would be the next to fall to the Hebrew people, and he knew he did not have the military might to win a battle so he devised a plan to ask Balaam to curse Moses and the people.  Balaam was a seer, or prophet, and was known as one who had the power to speak either a blessing or a curse and whichever he spoke would then come to pass.  This ability made him an in demand personality and also brought him wealth because he charged a fee for his services.  Archaeological records have revealed that Balaam was well known throughout many of these ancient societies and also record some of the payments he received.

Balak sends a delegation to Balaam, with the promise of a fee, and a request that Balaam pronounce a curse upon Moses and the Hebrew people.  Balaam tells the group to wait the night and he will give them an answer in the morning.  He inquires of God whether or not he should accept their request.  Balaam tells God about this group of people who come out of the land of Egypt and they cover the surface of the land; now come, curse them for me; perhaps I may be able to fight against them, and drive them out (22:11).  Balaam uses a more common word that may reveal that he is thinking of god rather than God.  This is an opportunistic Balaam, trying to commune with any god that might be available to him.

God answers him and tells Balaam not to go, so he informs the delegation from Balak that he will not go with them.  Balak then sends a larger and more distinguished group and also the promise that he will do whatever you ask and honor you richly (22:17).


Beware of what fear and desperation will do to you.  Great morality and strong ethics can melt quickly when we become filled with fear and desperation.  Balak’s fear made him desperate and compelled him to make a promise to do whatever Balaam would ask of him.  That is a dangerous promise to make.

This time God told Balaam to go, but Balaam was only to speak what God would instruct him to speak.


And then we find an unusual twist in the story.  After telling Balaam to go, we read in 22:22 that God was angry at Balaam for going to meet with Balak.  Is this a contradiction?  What is going on here?  I believe that God knew the intent of the heart of Balaam, and his intention was to do something different from what God had commanded him.  Balaam was an opportunist, and every reference to Balaam in the rest of the Bible is a negative reference.  Balaam is always condemned in the rest of the Bible as a person with low moral, ethical, and religious qualities.  He may have had wealth and been somewhat of a celebrity, but his character is condemned by Scripture.  Money and stature is clearly not everything, although many in our culture would believe those two items to be of supreme worth.  Balaam was going not only because God told him to go; I believe he was going because he was very attracted to the promise Balak made to him.

The journey of Balaam is the part of the story most people recognize.  While he is traveling along on his donkey – he evidently knew much more about how to get a donkey to move than did I – the donkey sees an angel blocking their path.  The angel is invisible to Balaam, and he strikes the donkey when she turns away from the path.  The angel blocks the way a second time, and again Balaam strikes the donkey when she changes direction.  A third time the angel blocks the way, and so the donkey just lays down, prompting Balaam to strike her this time with his stick.

At this point, the donkey speaks, and she asks Balaam What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?  (22:28).  I don’t know what is most amazing about the story at this point; is it a talking donkey or the fact that Balaam doesn’t act surprised in the least.  Balaam answers the donkey as though talking to a donkey was an every day occurrence.  He tells his donkey If there had been a sword in my hand, I would have killed you by now (22:29), not realizing that in the angel’s hand there is a sword within his reach.  So as Balaam has this conversation with his donkey God opens the eyes of Balaam and he sees the angel.  The angel questions Balaam about why he struck the donkey, and tells Balaam his live was spared because of the actions of the donkey.

The angel tells Balaam to continue on with his journey and he comes to Balak who is very anxious that Balaam get to work cursing the Hebrew people.  The first thing in the morning, Balak takes Balaam up to the high places of Baal (22:14) where he could see this huge group of people under the leadership of Moses.  When the Bible speaks of the high places, it doesn’t mean just a place high up where a person could get a good view.  A high place was a place of worship, and this is where the people worshipped the pagan god Baal, who would be a god Israel would also tragically worship.

My older brother spent the summer of 1978 on an archeological mission in the city of Dan, about 80 miles north of where the Balaam and Balak stood.  He spent the summer excavation the high place in Dan, where the Israelites, later in their history, worshipped the pagan god of Baal.  There they found some of the idols used by the Israelites, idols that Balaam helped to introduce to the people of God.


So it is on this high place, surrounded by the altars and implements of the pagan god Baal that Balaam sought to do his work.  Everything is prepared and then Balaam leaves to go to another hill – a bare hill (23:3) – meaning one that is not covered by altars to a pagan god, and there God speaks to Balaam.  God tells Balaam to pronounce a blessing on Moses and the people, which he does.  As you can imagine, Balak was not pleased, so he leads Balaam to another place where the people are visible.  Balak builds more altars there and Balaam again offers a blessing instead of a curse. 

By this point Balak tells him not to say anything – Do not curse them at all or bless them at all!  (23:25).  Balak considers it best if Balaam just keeps quiet at this point.  Balaam persists in speaking so Balak takes him to another location and builds more altars and once again Balaam blesses Moses and the people, and Balaam and Balak part company and end of story.

Not really.


The next chapter takes us into a story of how the people of God become tangled up in the worship of idols, and in 31:16 we are told it was due to the counsel of Balaam, so the one who pronounced three blessings upon them eventually leads them into idolatry.  

Who is the only character in the story to show good sense and wise judgment?  The donkey.  Balaam was one who at the beginning was blinded by his desire for payment and though he pronounced blessings upon the people he also led them into idolatry.  His tragic beating of the donkey demonstrated his spiritual blindness, as this famous seer could not see the truth of God standing literally in front of him.  It’s dangerously easy to be spiritually blind.

But in spite of the ease at being spiritually blind, and in spite of our stumbling, God’s will is going to come to pass.  I think we look around at the deterioration of our society and are very troubled by so much of what we see – and we ought to be disturbed by what is going on – but we should never despair.  God’s will and God’s plan is not going to be thwarted.


But there is a grave warning in this story as well.  The people who were given three blessings by Balaam were later led into idolatry by him.  We must be always vigilant about faith.  We cannot coast along oblivious to what may be happening to our lives and our faith.  We who are called to be salt to this world – flavoring it with love and faith and hope – and called to be the light of the world – overcoming the darkness – can find that we are not bringing that message to the world but find we are absorbing the message of the world and allowing our light to grow dim as the darkness enters our hearts.

May we always have our eyes open, allowing God to enable us to see his truth and his reality.
3

