
Balaam – Prophet for Hire 
 
 

1. This is a strange story. One of the reasons we love it is BECAUSE it 
is strange. We will address all the strangeness and enjoy the ride, but 
there is a problem: we often lose sight of lessons in this story 
because we focus on the funny, weird bits. (Numbers 22-31) 

 
2. Let’s set the scene: This occurs just before the story we talked about 

a few weeks ago in the lesson on “Your Own Personal Jordan.” The 
earlier generation came up against the Jordan River 40yrs before but 
failed. Their faith wasn’t enough to cross the river and so their bones 
now lie in the desert. Their children and grandchildren are now 
standing at that same river.  
 

3. Last time, we looked at what was going through their heads as they 
faced a river they believed was home to and guarded by a powerful 
god named Baal. This time, we will look at what was going on on the 
other side of the river. Because the approach of the Israelites was not 
unnoticed.  
 

4. The King of Moab was concerned – of course! He knew he had to do 
something. Set battles were rare in the day as war was just too costly 
to do on a tribal level, and tribes are what we are really talking about 
here. While we sometimes call them nations, they weren’t nations in 
the modern use of that word.  
 

5. The King of Moab sought out a celebrity prophet. Balaam was well 
known as a prophet for hire. By the way, he was so well known that 
his name and reputation pop up in places other than scripture. In the 
USA in the 80s and 90s, there were fake psychics everywhere on 
television advertising their psychic powers for hire at $3.99 or similar 
per minute. Madame Cleo and others made quite a bit of money 
before the bottom fell out of that market.  
 

6. Balaam was like that: he would say what you wanted to say if you 
paid him to say it. And people bought into it, thinking that he had 
power, not only to tell the future, but to change it. In that sense, he 
was also a wizard or he possessed demi-god powers…according to 
him, and he was widely believed.  
 



7. The people standing at the river, ready to cross, had already proven 
themselves in battle. They had defeated the king of the Amorites and 
the king of Bashan. The King of Moab sees the dominos falling and 
decides to take action. He sends for Balaam and pays him to come 
and curse Israel…because if they get past Jordan and Baal, the 
Moabites could be in trouble.  
 

8. Balaam didn’t live near the Jordan; he lived in Beor, a village in 
modern day Iraq that was known as a village of sorcerers and 
wizards.  
 

9. While undoubtedly a fraud, Balaam seemed to think he had SOME 
abilities and he certainly believed in blessings and curses so God 
sent him a dream telling him not to curse Israel. Balaam tells the 
messengers of the king that he is sorry but he can only do what 
Yahweh demands.  
 

10. The King of Moab (His name was Balak but, to avoid confusion 
with Balaam, we will address him by his title), sent his highest level of 
priests along with “honors” to entice Balaam. Balaam is swayed by all 
the money and status so he sets out in the morning with the princes 
of Moab.  
 

11. Why would he do that? Balaam was, like about everyone else, 
a henotheist. He believed in many gods and that some were more 
powerful than others. With the backing of the gods of Moab, plus the 
god of the Jordan River, and with the sweet, sweet scent of fame and 
money in his nostrils, he took a chance. He asked Yahweh if he 
couldn’t just go anyway and God said yes, but warns him to only say 
what God wants him to say.  
 

12. Balaam knew God’s Name but didn’t know His character. God 
will allow you to do stupid things if you insist on doing them.  
 

13. Balaam and this high ranking retinue are now on the road. 
Balaam is riding his donkey. While donkeys are considered comical 
characters in Western European lore, they were hugely important in 
the Middle East and riding on one rather than walking was a mark of 
prestige. And Balaam is nothing if he is not all about the prestige.  
 



14. As they go, they near a wall. The Angel of the Lord shows up 
and the donkey sees it but no one else does (remember that – it’s in 
there on purpose. Sin is stupid. Going against God’s will is stupid. 
This high ranking body of men thought they were at the pinnacle of 
their careers but even a donkey saw what they could not). 
 

15. The donkey balks at the sight of the angel. The donkey leaves 
the road and goes into a field. Balaam tries to get control of the 
donkey but the angel blocks their path and the donkey moves against 
a wall, banging Balaam’s foot. Balaam is whacking the donkey rather 
steadily now and the donkey runs down a path between two stone 
walls. The angel blocks their way again and the donkey gives up and 
lies down.  
 

16. Balaam is embarrassed and losing prestige quickly. He starts 
beating the donkey again and God decides to make this fun. He has 
the donkey turn around and ask Balaam “Why are you beating me? 
What have I ever done to make you treat me like this?” 
 

17. And…Balaam answers. “You have made me a laughing stock! I 
wish I had a sword so I could kill you!” The donkey…replies. “Hey, it’s 
me! Have I ever let you down before?” Balaam has to agree and that 
is when Balaam is allowed to see the angel.  
 

18. The angel says “Why are you hitting your donkey? I have come 
out here as your enemy because what you intend to do is contrary to 
what I’ve told you to do. If anyone is going to die here, it won’t be the 
donkey, it will be you.” 
 

19. Balaam, the ultimate con man, says “IF I have offended or 
displeased you in any way, I’ll turn back.” The angel tells him, “no, 
continue on, but you are not allowed to curse Israel. You are to bless 
them.” 
 

20. The King of Moab meets them at a high place and they build 
seven altars to their god there. Then, the king tells Balaam to earn his 
money and curse Israel. Instead, Balaam blesses them. The king is 
upset but Balaam tells him that he can only say what words are 
placed in his mouth (a spin on the “the spirits are telling me” schtick).  
 



21. Frustrated, they go to a more holy high place, Pisgah, and build 
more altars there. They make sacrifices on each altar…and Balaam 
blesses Israel again. The king is angry and takes them to Peor to 
overlook the Israelites. The king doesn’t ask Balaam to say anything 
but the Spirit of God comes over Balaam and, for a third time, he 
says a blessing over Israel.  
 

22. The king sends Balaam home and he, himself, and all his men 
go back to their home. If the story ended there, we would say that 
Balaam was a conman but he did well here…but it doesn’t end here.  
 

23. Unable to pronounce a curse on Israel, Balaam came up with 
another plan. He found a way to make the Israelites curse 
themselves. He has the kings on the other side of the Jordan send 
many thousands of women to set up shops and work as traders 
around the Israelites. The plan is to lure them into marriage outside of 
their covenant and to the worship of other gods (as men will do just 
about anything for a woman).  
 

24. The plan worked – too well. God countered with a plague and 
then an armed incursion to strike back at those who dreamt up this 
plan. Balaam is killed along with many others.  
 

25. Some things need to be said, and some things need to be 
learned from this story. God makes a pretty impressive appearance 
here and the story shows us the stupidity of men in their quest for 
power, prestige, and status. It also needs to be said that the ending of 
this story is a horrible one. We aren’t covering it today but will during 
the MBSs in the new year when we look at the OT. Let’s just say that 
the Israelites said God approved of a lot of things that He didn’t and a 
great many people suffered as a result.  
 

26. One of the most important lessons we can take away from this 
is to ask ourselves if we have ever sold our Christianity for fame, 
money, status, power….a win. I have seen Christians attack other 
people over politics, prices, masks, differences in doctrine, returning 
a shopping cart, or driving in a way that displeased them. They didn’t 
even need the lure of money and status – they just let go out of a 
sense of self righteousness and a twisted concept of human justice.  
 



27. Never attack. Never defend. Merely speak and act. And 
remember the scripture when it says “whatever you do in word or 
deed, do all in the Name of the Lord.” If you cannot do what you were 
about to do or say what you were about to say in the Name of the 
Lord, well…don’t be less intelligent than a conman’s donkey.  
 

28. Because it isn’t just Balaam; everyone’s tongue and presence 
is up for sale, every day. Don’t sell yourself too cheaply. The Book of 
Hebrews tells us that a great cloud of witnesses is watching. Let’s 
make the right side, even if we can’t see them, cheer.  

 


