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Week 5: Balaam and the Moabites (Numbers 21-25) 

“God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should change his mind. Has he said, 
and will he not do it? Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it?” – Numbers 22:19 
 
Outline of the Class/Book 

• Week 5: Balaam and the Moabites (21-25) 
• Week 6: A New Generation (26-27) 
• Week 7: Offerings and Holy Days (28-30) 
• Week 8: Preparation to Enter the Promised Land (31-33) 
• Week 9: Cities and Boundaries (34-36); Conclusion 

 
Opening Discussion:  

• What did you notice or observe as you read that you had not noticed before? What stood 
out to you?  

• How do these chapters describe God? What can we learn about God in these chapters? 
How is He portrayed? 

• What questions do you still have about the text? What didn’t make sense?  

Rebellion Cycle 3: From Zin to Moab (20:1-25:19) 

Victory Over the Canaanites of Arad Hormah (21:1-3): The Canaanite king of Arad fought 
against Israel and made some of them prisoner. In response, Israel made a vow to YHWH that if 
He would deliver them into their hand, they would utterly destroy their cities. YHWH listened 
to them and delivered up the Canaanites and they utterly destroyed them and their cities. 

• The term “utterly destroyed” is better understood as putting everything in these cities 
“under the ban.” It does not necessarily mean that they killed every man, woman, and 
child, or that they burned every house (although some of both of these was most 
certainly done) but that any plunder was dedicated to YHWH and not for personal use 
or enjoyment.1 The people put under the ban could not be taken as wives or slaves and 
would have either fled or been killed. It is obvious, if one reads the text carefully, that 
peoples put under the band were not completely eliminated because they often appear 
soon after being “utterly destroyed.” The concept of such a war is that this war is 
carried out for God, not Israel so it is not proper for Israel to benefit materially.   

• Here we see Israel consulting with YHWH as they should have done earlier (13-14). This 
gives us a hint of optimism that perhaps Israel is turning things around – but such 
hopes are soon to be dashed.  

 
1 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary (New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company, 2019). 
pg. 550 



The Bronze Serpent (21:4-9): As they traveled, the people spoke against God and Moses 
saying, “Why have you brought us up from Egypt to die in the wilderness, for there is no bread or 
water, and we detest this worthless food.” So YHWH sent poisonous snakes among the people and 
they bit the people and many of them died. Then the people came to Moses and admitted their 
sin (speaking against YHWH and Moses) and asked for Moses to pray for them. So Moses 
prayed. YHWH told him to make a poisonous snake and set it on a pole. Whoever looked at the 
pole after he had been bitten would live. 

• In previous rebellions in Numbers, the text records the people as complaining or 
grumbling against Moses and/or Aaron, which is then identified (by YHWH and Moses) 
as ultimately complaining against YHWH. Here, the people are said to have spoken 
against God and Moses. This is more than grumbling about food, but is a rejection of the 
goodness and provision of God and a movement towards finding a “better leader” and a 
“better god” (n.b. that they grumbled against Elohim, not YHWH – this could perhaps 
be a hint towards a change towards a different Elohim).  

• Literally, YHWH sent “fiery” snakes. This could be a reference to the pain caused from 
their bite or to their appearance, but the same word is also used of angelic beings 
(seraph) and could connote a supernatural snake-creature.  

• The word for pole here can also carry the meaning of standard or flag.2 If this is what is 
meant, it would have been easily transportable and carried around the camp.  

• “Looking” at the serpent means more than “seeing” it but carries the idea of “paying 
attention to” or “fixing one’s gaze.” There is, as Ashley, states, “a definite act of the will 
(involved) if one wanted to be healed.”3 

• In John 3:14-15, Jesus uses this story as an illustration for his crucifixion. Just as the 
snake was lifted up and those who looked to the snake and believed were given 
(temporary) life, so those who believe on the lifted up Son of Man will be given eternal 
life.  

• 2 Kings 18:4 records that Hezekiah broke to pieces the bronze snake built by Moses 
because it had become an object of worship. Interestingly, archeologists have unearthed 
a small bronze serpent (thought to have been used in worship) near to where this story 
takes place.4 

Journey through Moab (21:10-20): The Israelites continued traveling to the border of Moab 
and then to Beer. YHWH told Moses to gather the people and He gave them water. The people 
sang a song celebrating YHWH’s provision. 

• This text quotes a source, the Book of the Battles of YHWH, that is lost to us.  

Victory Over the Amorites of Transjordan (21:21-35): Israel sent messengers to King Sihon 
of the Amorites asking permission to go through their land (again promising not to turn into 
the vineyards or drink waters from their wells). But Sihon rejected Israel’s request and gathered 
his forces to battle against Israel in the wilderness. But Israel defeated him in battle and took 

 
2 Timothy R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers, 1st Edition. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1993). 405 
3 Ibid. 406 
4 Alter, The Hebrew Bible. 352 



possession of his land to the border of the Ammonites. Israel lived in the land of the Amorites 
and sent spies to Jazer and captured its villages from the Amorites.  

• This previews a future controversy later in Numbers and Joshua. Reuben and Gad desire 
to settle this land instead of Canaan. They will be allowed to do so, but must first help in 
the conquest of the tribal lands for the other ten tribes.  

Israel then went up the road to Bashan and King Og of Bashan marched against them to do 
battle. YHWH told Moses to not fear because Og and his people would be delivered into his 
hand. So they defeated Og and his people and possessed his land.  

Book of Balaam (22:1-24:25): The Israelites camped in the rift valley plains of Moab on the 
Jordan River across from Jericho. The Moabites and their king, Balak, was afraid because of their 
numbers and because they had seen what Israel had done to the Amorites. 

• Balak Attempts to Hire Balaam: Balak sent messengers to Balaam of Beor and 
summoned him to curse Israel for him, saying that whoever Balaam blessed is blessed 
and whoever is cursed is cursed 

o Biblical Reading of Balaam: If we limit ourselves to these chapters in Numbers, 
Balaam seems, at first glance, to be represented as a faithful prophet of YHWH, 
though outside of the nation of Israel. He calls YHWH “his God” and repeatedly 
refuses to say anything that YHWH has not spoken. Everything YHWH 
commands him to do, he obeys, and even blesses Israel of his own accord at the 
end of his oracles. Yet, every other reference to him in the Old and New 
Testaments reads his actions negatively.5  Later Israel will put him to death, 
seemingly as punishment for his actions (although these sins are not recorded in 
Numbers 22-24). The rest of the Bible’s read on Balaam, however, is consistent 
with itself, if absent from the story. Balaam was hired to curse Israel, but YHWH 
refused to listen to him and turned his curse into a blessing. There also seems to 
be a condemnation on the means he used (divination) although, again, Numbers 
22-24 seems to depict it differently – YHWH comes to him. This is a case where a 
careful reading of the text will help but, we also need some help from the rest of 
Scripture to properly read these chapters. 

o Book of Balaam as an Independent Source?: Some have suggested that these 
chapters (22-24) have been inserted from another source.6 There could be 
something to this suggestion as it records events that Israel would not have been 
aware of and seems to be mostly from Balaam’s perspective. If true, we do not 
know how Moses or Joshua would have come across this account, but it is 
possible, and this need not conflict with Mosaic authorship.  

o Balaam in Archeology: Interestingly, the Old Testament is not the only 
reference to Balaam. Near to where the events in Numbers took place, an 

 
5 Numbers 31:8, 31:16; Deuteronomy 23:4-5, Joshua 13:22, 24:9-10, Nehemiah 13:2,2 Peter 2:15, Jude 1:11; 
Revelation 2:14 all have clearly negative readings of Balaam There is one reference that does not necessarily fit the 
pattern (Micah 6:5) that can be taken as either neutral or positive in its reading of Balaam.  
6 Dennis R. Cole, Numbers: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture (Nashville, Tenn: Holman 
Reference, 2000). 371 



excavation team uncovered a plastered wall with an inscription recording an 
account of Balaam son of Beor who was a “seer of the gods” who actually brings a 
curse on gods and goddesses who had brought a drought.7 The inscription is 
interesting in that it seems to offer an account of Balaam is very much in line 
with the biblical one.  

• God Speaks to Balaam: The elders of Moab and Midian brought a divination fee to 
Balaam and reported the words of Balak to him. Balaam promised an answer after 
consulting the word of YHWH. God (name change in the text) came to Balaam and 
asked, “Who are these men with you?” Balaam told Him they came from Balak to put a 
curse on a people coming out of Egypt. God told Balaam that he must not go with them 
or curse the people because they are blessed.  

o Elohim/YHWH: It is interesting to note the use of YHWH and Elohim 
throughout the text of these chapters. Balaam’s usually speaks of YHWH but in 
the narrative, it is God (Elohim), not YHWH or the angel of YHWH, that speaks 
to him. This is different that what we see throughout in YHWH’s dealings with 
Moses (“YHWH said to Moses”). There may be some significance to this.  

• Balaam Refuses: So Balaam got up in the morning and told the messengers that YHWH 
(again, name in text) has refused to allow him to go with them. They went back to Balak 
and reported his answer.  

• Balaam Comes to Balak: Balak, however, did not give up easily. He sent more 
distinguished messengers than the first and they came to Balaam and promised him 
great honor if he will curse Israel for them. Balaam, initially refused, saying that he 
could not transgress the message of YHWH, his God, but told them to stay the night and 
see what YHWH would say. This time God told him to go, but they he had to say 
whatever he was told. So Balaam got up and went with the princes of Moab.  

o Numbers 22 Reading vs. OT Reading 
• The Angel of YHWH, Balaam, and his Donkey (1): God’s anger was kindled because 

he went. As Balaam was riding on his donkey (accompanied by two servants) the angel 
of YHWH was standing in the road to oppose him with a sword drawn in his hand. The 
donkey swerved off the road into the field to avoid the angel, but Balaam beat the 
donkey and made her turn back to the road.  

o Why was God angry if He had told Balaam to go? This is a real difficulty in 
the text. It seems as if Balaam is obeying God’s command but that this somehow 
angers YHWH. Some have suggested that the answer could be in reading the text 
that “while he was going” instead of “because he was going.”8 This is an unusual 
way of reading the participle involved but possible and solves a problem not 
addressed in the text that also fits with the way the rest of the Old Testament 
understands Balaam’s actions. Perhaps Balaam’s heart changed on the way and 
now intended to curse Israel.  

o The Seer and the Donkey: The text contrasts Balaam and his donkey. The 
prophet – a seer – could not see while the donkey can. As YHWH opens the 
mouth of the donkey as His instrument, so he will do with Balaam. As Balaam is 

 
7 Ibid.366-370 
8 Ashley, The Book of Numbers. 451, 454 



called on three times to curse Israel, so the donkey is called on three times to go 
where she cannot.9 The donkey’s speech is a message to Balaam that God can use 
whatever instruments he wishes. The donkey’s speech is integral to the story and 
alternative naturalistic explanations do not, I believe, make sense of the text.   

• The Angel of YHWH, Balaam, and his Donkey (2): The angel of YHWH, again stood 
in his path where there was a path between two walls in a vineyard. The donkey pressed 
herself into the wall and crushed Balaam’s foot. So he beat her again.  

• The Angel of YHWH, Balaam, and his Donkey (3): Then the angel of YHWH stood in 
a narrow place where there was no place to turn and the donkey lay down. Balaam was 
angry and beat her with his staff (seemingly an escalation of the beating). The angel of 
YHWH opened the donkey’s mouth and she and Balaam had a conversation: 

o Donkey: “What have I done to you that you have beaten me these three times?” 
o Balaam: “You have made me look stupid; I wish there were a sword in my hand, for I 

would kill you right now.” 
o Donkey: “Am I not your donkey that you have ridden ever since I was yours until 

this day? Have I ever attempted to treat you this way?”  

Then YHWH opened Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the angel of YHWH standing in the way 
with his sword drawn in his hand; so he bowed his head and threw himself down with his 
face to the ground. The angel said to him,  

“Why have you beaten your donkey these three times? Look, I came out to oppose you 
because what you are doing is perverse before me. The donkey saw me and turned 
from me these three times. If she had not turned from me, I would have killed you but 
saved her alive.”  

Balaam repented saying that he did not know of the angel’s presence and offered to go 
back home, but the angel told him to go on and only speak what he is told. So Balaam 
went with the princes of Balak.  

• Balaam and Balak: Balak met Balaam at a city on the boundary of Moab. Balak asked 
Balaam why he had not come – didn’t he have the means to honor him? But Balaam said 
that he is only able to speak the words God gives to him. They came to Kiriath Huzoth 
and Balak sacrificed bulls and sheep and then went up to Bamoth Baal where they could 
see the Israel’s camp. 

o Later, Scripture charges Balaam with divination. Although the text here does not 
seem to condemn Balaam (God still speaks to him) he does seem to going 
through a process to invoke God, rather than the proper Biblical approach of God 
initiating with the prophet. This is what Balaam does “for a living,” perhaps he 
thinks even now that he can induce God, if the proper procedures are followed, 
to bring a curse on Israel. He dares not speak anything other than what YHWH 
gives him to speak, but, from reading the rest of the OT, he may still be seeking 
to curse Israel.   

 
9 Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers, Illustrated edition. (Nottingham, England : Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Academic, 
2008). 171 



• Balaam Blesses Israel: Balaam had seven altars built and a bull and a ram sacrificed on 
each altar. Balaam told Balak to wait by the altar while he went further up. Then, God 
met Balaam and gave him a message to speak to Balak. Balaam went down and uttered 
his oracle.  

In short, he recounts his being hired by Balak to curse Israel, but asks “how can I curse 
one whom God has not cursed?” He sees them – a nation that lives alone, not to be 
counted with the nations. He concludes with, “Let me die the death of the upright, and let 
the end of my life be like theirs.” 

o A nation not reckoned among the nations: Indicates Israel’s election by God 
as set apart and different than the nations. 

o Who can count them? An illusion to the Abrahamic covenant (they will be like 
the stars and the sand). Also “cursing” and “blessing” evokes God’s promise to 
“bless those that bless you” and “curse them that curse you.” 

o Let me die like them: Indicates the surety of the fulfillment of God’s promises. 
Men in Israel can die knowing that their name and line are secure.  

• Balaam Blesses Israel (2): Balak was angry with Balaam’s first oracle, but Balaam 
explained that he could only say what YHWH instructed. So Balak brought him to 
another place where he could see a part of Israel, but not the whole, to curse them from 
there. The same process was repeated (one difference is that this time, singularly, does 
the text say that YHWH met and spoke with Balaam, rather than God/Elohim), and 
Balaam spoke his second oracle.  

In short, Balaam contrasts God with man. Men lie and change their mind, but what God 
has declared and spoken, he will perform. He has blessed Israel and he will not reverse 
it. He does not look on the iniquity of Israel but is with them. There is no spell or 
divination that will stand against Israel but they will rise up like a lion and eat their 
prey.  

o God is not a man that he should lie… I cannot reverse what God has 
spoken: Again, the “lie” here would be a reversal of God’s covenant with Israel. 
It is irrevocable and cannot be reversed. Balaam is powerless to curse Israel 
because God has spoken.  

o God has not looked on the iniquity of Jacob: This seems strange since, as 
we’ve read Exodus and Numbers we’ve repeatedly seen Israel’s iniquity and 
God’s response to it. This does not mean that God is unaware of Israel’s sin or 
that He does not respond to it, but that He looks on them favorably as His own 
and their iniquity does not threaten this favor. He has not “regarded it.” This is 
similar to how God does not regard our iniquity. He does see it and responds to it 
but His favor (love/faithfulness) is not in jeopardy.  

o YHWH is with them: A theme throughout the Pentateuch symbolized by the 
tabernacle.  



o The people will rise like a lion(ness) and eat their prey: Israel’s ultimate 
victory over Moab, Edom, and other enemies is anticipated. 

 

• Balaam Blesses Israel (3): Balak was again frustrated at Balaam’s oracle – you don’t 
have to curse them, but don’t bless them! But, again, Balaam reminds him that he has to 
obey what YHWH speaks. Balak takes him to another place, the top of Peor, that looks 
towards the wastelands. The process was, again, repeated, except this time Balaam did 
not go up to seek for omens because he saw that it pleased YHWH to bless Israel. So he 
set his face towards the wilderness and seeing Israel camped tribe by tribe uttered 
another oracle.  

In short, Balaam is utterly the oracle of a man whose eyes and ears are open. Israel’s 
tents and dwelling places, seen with his opened eyes are beautiful. Their descendants 
will be like abundant water and their kingdom will be exalted. They will devour hostile 
people. The one who blesses them is blessed and the one who curses them is cursed.  

Balak became very angry and told Balaam to “go back where he came from.” He had 
intended on honoring him, but YHWH, has gotten in the way. Balaam responded, again, 
that he could only speak what YHWH told him, but that he will advise him as to what 
this people will do to Moab in the latter days.  

• Balaam Blesses Israel (4): So Balaam uttered a fourth and final oracle. This time, it is 
done, seemingly, extemporaneously, without an attempt an divination (he understands 
that YHWH will bless Israel, so he, in a sense, jumps in on it). Balaam, again, is the one 
with open eyes to see what God sees. But this oracle has a different tone. It is perhaps 
best to quote at length. 

‘I see him, but not now; 
I behold him, but not close at hand. 
A star will march forth out of Jacob, 
and a scepter will rise out of Israel. 
He will crush the skulls of Moab, 
and the heads of all the sons of Sheth. 
Edom will be a possession, 
Seir, his enemy, will also be a possession; 
but Israel will act valiantly. 
A ruler will be established from Jacob; 
he will destroy the remains of the city.’” 

o Who is the “He” Balaam is talking about? Most directly, this prefigures David 
(who conquered and possessed Edom and Moab). As we progress in biblical 
revelation, there is another greater king than David who is anticipated.  

o Star & Scepter: Signs of kingship. 



• Balaam Prophesies About the Other Nations: Balaam finally offered a series of short 
oracles:  

o On Amalek: Was the first of the nations, but will perish. 
o On the Kenites: Their dwelling place seems strong with their “nest” set on a 

rocky cliff. But they will be taken away by Asshur (Assyria) 
o On Asshur: Ships will come from the coast of Kittim and afflict Assur and Eber 

and he(?) will perish forever.  

Balaam and Balak both left and went back to their homes.  

The Final Rebellion (25:1-19):  

• Sin with the Moabite Women: In Shittim, the people began to commit sexual 
immorality and idolatry with women from Moab. This brought on the anger of YHWH 
against Israel.  

• Punishment: YHWH told Moses to arrest the leaders of the people and hang them in 
broad daylight so that his wrath would be turned against them. Moses told the judges to 
execute the men responsible. 

• Phinehas: Then an Israelite (a Simeonite) brought a Midianite woman (the daughter of 
a clan leader of Midian) to his brothers in plain view of Moses and the community (while 
they were weeping at the entrance to the tent of meeting). When Phinehas (the son of 
Eleazar and the grandson of Aaron) saw it, he followed the man into the tent, took a 
javelin, and thrust it through them both. This stopped the plague that was upon Israel.  

• YHWH’s Response: Phineas’ action YHWH told Moses, brought atonement to Israel for 
their sin. Furthermore He established a special covenant of peace with Phinehas and his 
descendants. YHWH commanded Moses to destroy Midian because of their treachery.  

Final Discussion (if times allows): 

o What is (y)our relationship to these chapters? What can be applied to your individual 
context, our context as an American church, and/or our context as the Church? 

o What can you learn from these chapters about how to live in a way that is pleasing and 
honoring to God? 

 

Reading Numbers Together:   

• Week of 8/15: Numbers 26-27 
• Week of 8/22: Numbers 28-30 
• Week of 8/29: Numbers 31-33 
• Week of 9/5: Numbers 34-36 

 


