A DONKEY THAT COULD TALK

Numbers 31:8-9 and 25-40

There is an interesting story in the Old Testament in which a donkey shows more intelligence than its master. 

In chapter 21, Israel is wandering through the desert because the people listened to unbelieving spies instead of the faith filled Joshua and Caleb. In their quest for food and water, they wander from one place to another, gradually moving northward (see map).

God warned Israel, not to declare war against Moab and Ammon because He had given them their land and Esau was related to Israel (Deuteronomy 2:9-29). Because the kings of Ammon and Moab refused to allow Israel to pass through their territory, the people circled around. Israel even paid for all the food and water needed for this journey. 

After this, Israel sent messengers from its camp in Jahaz to the king of the Amorites in Hesbon (about 30 km distant). Moses requested permission to pass through his land as he had requested of Moab and Ammon. He made reference to the fact, that their journey around these lands was without problems. He again offered to purchase food and water from the people. The Amorite king also refused to allow their passage through his territory (Deut. 2:26-37).  

Israel declared war and won easily. Deut. 2:34 reports that Israel killed off the entire population! This area had once belonged to the Moabites (Numbers 21:25-30). When King Og of Basan heard of this victory, he feared that he would be next and sent his armies to fight Israel. This was a normal strategy, for one could expect that Israel would be weak and tired after the battle against the Amorites. But his plan didn’t work and Og experienced the same fate as the Amorites.

Balak, King of the Moabites now begins to fear his new neighbor, Israel. He no longer sees them as peaceful Nomads, but rather as a powerful and dangerous super power. 

King Balak was actually from the area of Babylon (Num. 22:5) and kept Mideanite priests as his advisors. Chaldea or Babylon (now Iraq and Iran) were well known for their gifts of wisdom and powers of sorcery and for their knowledge of Astronomy and Astrology. Balak sent messengers to Pethor on the Euphrates River and requested the famous Chaldean prophet Balaam,  son of Peor, to come to place a curse on Israel. Balaam had the reputation, that everything which he prophesied came to pass (Numbers 22:6). According to Nahum 1:11, Balaam was from Niniveh. The word “Pethor” means “sorcerer” or “diviner”. Perhaps this passage should be rendered,  ”...sent to the city of sorcery, which lies on the Euphrates River...”). Perhaps the Edomite king was even his brother, whose territory laid south of Moab and north of Midean (Genesis 36:32). The names Mideonite and Moabite were often used interchangeably (see Num. 22:7, 31:2 and 25:1-6). 

Balaam was warned by God in a dream not to go, but Balak insisted (22:12). He believed that Balaam was holding out for more money and sent another messenger, offering to pay whatever Balaam should demand. Isn’t it amazing, the extent that some godless people will go to in order to protect their health, wealth and lives when they are not even in danger?   Unbelievers are usually superstitious and see everything through these spectacles. He who doesn’t fear God, fears everything and everyone.

Before continuing with this study, we might briefly consider a few matters which have become the subject of much theological debate. 

Problem Nr. 1:
It is clear that Balaam is not a follower or believer in the Hebrew God, yet he seeks and receives a message and guidance from him. How can this be explained? Incidentally, this passage presents a problem for the Jehovah’s Witnesses, because Jehovah (verse 8) and Elohim (verse 9) are represented as one and the same person.

Response: The Scriptures make it clear, that Balaam was a godless person. In Numbers 25, Balaam encouraged the Jews to mix with the Moabites and worship Baal Peor, resulting in the death of 24,000 Israelites.  In 2. Peter 2:15, Jude 11 and Revelation 2:14, Balaam is depicted as an enemy of God’s people.

But God often speaks to godless people. He spoke to Abimelech, Nebuchadnezzar, the wife of Pilate and to Satan himself! Just because Israel was God’s chosen people did not mean that He dealt exclusively with them. The Jews were often more wicked and hard hearted than their enemies! 

 Balaam prays to God

 Balaam admits his sin and repents

 Balaam proclaims God’s truth - God’s Word

 Balaam brings sacrifices to Jehovah-God (builds 21 altars and sacrifices at least 50 animals!)

Men are not redeemed because they believe in the Existence of God. James 2:19 tells us that even the devils believe - and tremble! Even believing that God’s Word is truth and preaching it do not bring salvation. Good works and great sacrifices are not effective in obtaining God’s mercy and forgiveness. 

We must believe in God. He or she who truly believes in God, keeps fellowship with Him and His children. A true child of God obeys him out of love. Those who believe in the existence of God and obey Him out of false motives are called hypocrites (Matthew 7:21-23). Not everyone who says, “Lord, Lord!” will enter the kingdom of God, but only those who live according to His will. 

Problem Nr. 2: 
Why would God at first tell Balaam not to go and then change his mind? And after telling him to go, why does he become angry because he does go?

Response:  Some contend that a copy error is responsible for this problem. The original Hebrew probably read: “Go out to the men” (instead of  “with the men”).  This kind of argumentation is popular with some, who don’t show much confidence in the reliability of God’s Word as we have it today. 

Another argument is that God gave Balaam permission to go, but that he didn’t wait for God’s signal. He “ran a red light” so to speak. Attention is drawn to verses 32-34, where the Hebrew seems to validate such an understanding. 

I don’t pretend to know all the answers to these questions, but find much we can learn about God and his salvation. We can even learn from a donkey, if we are willing to listen!

Balaam struck his donkey three times. God gives us plenty of warning before serving judgment. Evil men are not so gracious. The Bible says that when men are righteous, even the animals have it good (reference?).

The first time, the donkey went aside into a field. Unexpected or unusual occurrences can draw our attention to God and our own wrong doing.
The second time, the donkey crushed Balaam’s foot against the wall. God often speaks through sickness and injury.
The third time, the donkey simply laid down and quit. If we find that all our efforts seem fruitless and nothing we do meets with success, it may be God’s way of letting us know that we need to examine our motives or actions in the light of God’s Word.
Many donkeys are mentioned in the Bible, but the donkey of Balaam is certainly the most fascinating of them all. His donkey speaks (if God can use a donkey, then he can also use me!) and sees an Angel, which his master cannot see. 

Balaam said that if he had a sword in his hand, he would have killed his donkey. But the angel DID have a sword in his hand. He declared that he would have killed Balaam if the donkey had not done what it did (verse 29), but the donkey would have been allowed to live (verse 33)!. Balaam was able to see the angel of God only after his eyes were opened. As Jesus said, “Without me you can do nothing!” (Joh. 15:5). ”But ask now the beasts, and they shall teach thee; and the fowls of the air, and they shall tell thee” (Job 12:7).  Is the donkey a genius? Is the prophet (Hebrew= “seer”!) Balaam blind or stupid?  He conducts a conversation with his donkey as though this were a normal thing to do! God is almighty! The LORD opened the donkey’s mouth and eyes, but closed Balaam’s eyes and understanding. Later however, God opened Balaam’s eyes and mouth to prophesy blessings upon God’s chosen people!
Against his own will and certainly against that of King Balak, Balaam was required to bless Israel. Balak had enough of that sort of thing and told Balaam to stop prophesying and return home. But God commanded Balaam to prophecy just one more time. This time he foretold the appearance of an unusual star, which would announce the birth of a special ruler in Israel (Numbers 24:17). 

It is likely that one of the servants who accompanied Balaam on his journey converted to the Jehovah of Israel (22:22). Or is it possible, that the donkey itself gave us the report of this unusual incident?! 

What ever became of Balaam and his donkey? 
Let us examine Numbers 31:

 God told Moses, that he had just one more task for him to do, and then he would die. How soon would you have accomplished that task? If our concept of God and heaven are in harmony with scripture, we should jump at the opportunity, don’t you think? 

 The task God gave Moses was to wage war against the Mideanites, but did God not forbid this very thing earlier (Deuteronomy 2:9)? Were not his wife Zippora and his Father-in-law Jethro Mideanites?

 Yes, this was because Midean had received a special promise of blessing and an inheritance from God. But the Mideanites and their leaders rejected God and his promises. They also became the enemies of God’s chosen people. Those for whom Christ died and who reject His salvation will also be condemned to terrible judgment.

 Moses sent 12,000 soldiers with the order to kill all men, women who had known a man, and male children. This of course included the five Mideanite kings and Balaam (verse 7-8 and 15-18). If the number of virgins who escaped death is considered (v. 35), there must have been at least 100,000 fatalities.

 Besides the virgins, all animals of burden were taken captive (verse 9), including Balaam’s donkey.

According to verse 34, there were 61,000 donkeys, of which 671 were dedicated to the LORD. Numbers 31:39 says, the asses were thirty thousand and five hundred of which the LORD'S tribute was threescore and one.” Although the Bible does not say explicitly, I believe the odd number is Balaam’s donkey. Certainly, the donkey which could talk and obeyed God would be among those dedicated to the House of the LORD. According to Matthew 7:21-23, the donkey was worthy of such an honor, but Balaam was not! Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven. Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many wonderful works? And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity.
 Isaiah wrote in chapter 1, verse 3,  “The ox knoweth his owner, and the ass his master's crib, but Israel doth not know, my people doth not consider.”  That is why you normally find an ox and a donkey portrayed in the manger scenes, which depict our Savior’s birth. If the star that wicked Balaam prophesied was present, why not a consecrated donkey?

 God used a donkey that obeyed God willingly and he used a godless and wicked man to bless his people although unwilling. Balaam died unrepentant of his sins. 
     Ralph V Harvey
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