Wilderness Wanderings 12
The Israelites in the Wilderness Discussion # 12—Prepare for 10/14/20
Read:  Numbers 24 and Patriarchs and Prophets Chapter 40
How is this occasion, when Balaam takes up his “parable,” different from the previous two times?  
Here Balaam did not withdraw to be alone.  He made no pretense at working some magical art in secret, but remained with Balak at the altar.  Also on the two previous occasions, God “put a word” in Balaam’s mouth.  Here we see something rather different.  It seems that the Holy Spirit “came upon him” and spoke directly through him in a rather unusual way.  It’s clear that the words do not actually belong to Balaam on any of these occasions, but there is a different quality to these words.  Balaam behaves differently also, falling down on the ground.  The words “into a trance” are supplied, but the meaning seems to be that Balaam fell down on his face on the ground but that his eyes remained open.  This physical phenomenon implies control by the Holy Spirit.  Consider Saul’s experience in 1 Samuel 19:18-24.  
Consider the images that are used for Israel in Balaam’s statement.  What does this tell us of the Lord’s plans for His people?  
Verse 6 describes the nation of Israel as valleys and gardens spread out by the river’s side.  The figure shifts to describing Israel as “trees of lign aloes which the Lord hath planted, and as cedar trees beside the waters.”  So the God’s children are described as beautiful, aromatic trees which have been “planted” by Him “beside the waters.”  Thus they are prolific in fruit and seed.  In verse 7 the figure is that of a man carrying his pails of water and abundantly watering his garden, a picture of peace and prosperity.  Thus it was to be with Israel.  Verse 8 describes God’s people as having the “strength of an unicorn.”  Probably this would be the “wild ox” or buffalo.  It was no doubt a creature of great strength, courage, and two horns.  (Deut. 33:17, Psalm 22:21—note the plural on “horns.”  The LXX translates this Hebrew word by a Greek term meaning “one horn,” thinking it referred to the rhinoceros.  Apparently they didn’t notice that other texts speak of this animal as having two horns.)  It also seems to be represented as rather aggressive!  Perhaps that’s why the translators thought it was a rhinoceros.  This is a picture of complete conquest, with Israel irresistible.  Verse 9 continues this thought with a different figure:  a “great lion.”  Here, conquest achieved, Israel dwells in complete security.  The great beasts of the world resent being disturbed.  It’s not a good idea to interfere with them!  Let sleeping lions lie, as it were.  And they do!  Lions rest peacefully in the heat of the day, knowing that no predators dare to interfere with their slumber.  In this figure, Israel is as secure as one of these great animals, fearing no disturbance.  
How does Balak react to Balaam’s third prophecy?  Why?  
Balak’s “anger was kindled against Balaam.”  Undoubtedly he now realized the deception under which Balaam had come to him.  He “smote his hands,” which is an expression of contempt and great anger.  He may have thought Balaam in league with Israel and therefore making sport of him.  Balak orders Balaam to take himself off home, as the very sight of him had become distasteful to the king.  And Balak mentions that he had “thought to promote” Balaam “unto great honor,” but that the “Lord hath kept thee back from honor.”  No doubt Balak was pretty upset with the Lord too.  
What is Balaam’s response to Balak?  Why?  
Balaam, true to form, has a tremendously disingenuous response.  He had gone to Balak in a spirit of stubbornness and avarice, knowing full well that his presence would raise false hopes in the king’s heart.  But he had been careful to say the right sorts of things!  So he repeats his statement that he could not go “beyond the commandment of the Lord,” even if Balak gave him a houseful of silver and gold.  Of course, we know that Balaam has already gone considerably beyond what the Lord had said.  
What is the content of Balaam’s further prophecy in verses 15-25?  
Here we have a Messianic prediction.  The host of Israel was before Balaam’s eyes, plainly visible from the elevated place where he stood.  The prophet was referring to the One to come whom he could see with his mind’s eye but not with his physical sight.  The conquest of the enemies of Israel is a token of the final destruction of the wicked and the establishing of Christ’s eternal kingdom.  Balaam states that “out of Jacob shall come he that shall have dominion.”  Though this was quickly fulfilled in David, the ultimate consummation can only be in Jesus Christ.  Notes and Observations:  
· In verse 16, Balaam mentions “the words of God,” an acknowledgement that the message came from God and not by the practice of magic.  
· The symbols “star” and “scepter” are used of Jesus in verse 17.  A star is the symbol of a great personage, and a scepter signifies rulership.  
· At the end of the chapter, Balaam returns “to his place.”  Upon arriving at home he conceived a scheme by which the downfall of Israel might be brought about, and returned immediately to Moab to lay his plan before the king.  


From Patriarchs and Prophets Chapter 40 (pgs. 451-452):  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Disappointed in his hopes of wealth and promotion, in disfavor with the king, and conscious that he had incurred the displeasure of God, Balaam returned from his self-chosen mission. After he had reached his home the controlling power of the Spirit of God left him, and his covetousness, which had been merely held in check, prevailed. He was ready to resort to any means to gain the reward promised by Balak. Balaam knew that the prosperity of Israel depended upon their obedience to God, and that there was no way to cause their overthrow but by seducing them into sin. He now decided to secure Balak's favor by advising the Moabites of the course to be pursued to bring a curse upon Israel.
He immediately returned to the land of Moab and laid his plans before the king. The Moabites themselves were convinced that so long as Israel remained true to God, He would be their shield. The plan proposed by Balaam was to separate them from God by enticing them into idolatry. If they could be led to engage in the licentious worship of Baal and Ashtaroth, their omnipotent Protector would become their enemy, and they would soon fall a prey to the fierce, warlike nations around them. This plan was readily accepted by the king, and Balaam himself remained to assist in carrying it into effect.
Balaam witnessed the success of his diabolical scheme. He saw the curse of God visited upon His people, and thousands falling under His judgments; but the divine justice that punished sin in Israel did not permit the tempters to escape. In the war of Israel against the Midianites, Balaam was slain. He had felt a presentiment that his own end was near when he exclaimed, "Let me die the death of the righteous, and let my last end be like his!" But he had not chosen to live the life of the righteous, and his destiny was fixed with the enemies of God.


