Numbers III
A Talking Donkey
Overall Theme: The stubbornness of Israel and God’s patience, mercy and faithfulness.
Sub-themes:
1. Stubbornness and rebellion among God’s people.
2. God’s judgment for stubbornness and rebellion, but also… 
3. God’s continued mercy, patience and faithfulness despite our stubbornness and rebellion.
4. Leadership of God’s people
5. Preparing to enter the Promised Land.
First two weeks:
Numbers 11  The “rabble” crave other food and say “We were better off back in Egypt.”
Numbers 13 & 14  Ten spies give an unfaithful report about the Promised Land.  It is too hard.  There are giants!  (even with God on our side) We felt like grasshoppers.
Caleb and Joshua:  With God fighting with us, we can do it and we must do it.
Their lack of belief in God’s providence is called rebellion and contempt.
Consequences:  Because of their unbelief, NONE of these unfaithful, symbolically saved individuals, were able to enter the Promised Land.  Wow.
Numbers 20   The people grumble again!  
v. 5 Why did you bring us out of Egypt?  v. 4 better if we had died!  We have no water (thought they had earlier been given water)
Moses, in his anger and frustration strikes the rock twice (rather than speaking to it)
God:  Consequences.  Moses, you will not enter the Promised Land.
Numbers 19  The Red Heifer Sacrifice described with its fantastic, undeniable and Bible-inspiration-proving parallels to Jesus’ sacrifice.
Numbers 21  The people grumble AGAIN!!!
We had is so good in Egypt.  We had onions and leeks and great tacos.  Now we detest this miserable (miraculous, God-given) food.
Consequences:  Poisonous snakes
God to Moses:  Put a snake on a pole which is a fantastically precise and incredibly profound prefigure of the action of Jesus, who also was lifted up on a pole and became sin for us.
Remember:  At Numbers 20:13 the book fast-forwards 40 years.
We are now in the period in which the former generation has already been scattered across the desert and the second generation are preparing to enter the Promised Land.
Theme of this section:  Preparing to Enter the Promised Land
Historical part:
Numbers 20  Israel approaches Edom, asking for permission to pass through to Canaan.  They were refused, so they went around Edom.  (Edomites are descended from Esau, brother of Jacob)
Numbers 21 They then come to the Amorites (not the Ammonites).  They defeated the two kings of the Amorites, Sihon and Og, taking the area of Trans-Jordan.
Then, Numbers 22, they confront Moab and its king Balak who also refuses them passage.  
That is where our story today begins.
Numbers 22:1-7
Balak summons the prophet Balaam.  Who is Balaam?  He is a prophet of YHWH, but appears to live among the Ammonites (Not the Moabites) near the Euphrates River (Numb 22:5).  (Amman, Jordan is from the Ammonites)
Balaam is a prophet of YHWH, but he has been living among pagans.
Balak tries to hire Balaam to call a curse down on Israel.  Perhaps they saw him as a soothsayer—a truth teller, a future-predicter.
He had actually performed divination on other occasions (Numbers 24:1)
v. 7  Apparently, they have not figured out that Ballam is a prophet of  YHWH, as they offer to pay him to perform divination.
Divination is any of a number of ritual practices to use natural phenomenon to predict the future.
Reading tea leaves.  Tarot cards.  At that time:  cutting open an animal and reading their innards.     
This tells me that Balaam has not clearly distinguished himself from the pagans.  He has hidden his differentness from his friends.  He has not stopped believing, but he has stopped being a “light to the world.”
Mistake!!!
In the end, this will get Balaam.
Numbers 22:12-20
Numb 22:16-17  Balak to Balaam: I am paying you!  Curse Israel, as they are more powerful than I am.
Reminds me of Beast Games, in which the game leader offered people $1 million to betray their team.
Numb 22:18-20  “I cannot go beyond the command of my God.  
Good job, Balaam.  (but do not forget the inherent weakness he brings to the table…)
v. 20 God to Balaam: Go with them, but do only what I tell you.
Numb 22:21-41 Balaam’s Donkey.  One of the most curious stories in the Bible.
Balaam is traveling to visit Balak, but an angel stands in a narrow gap through which he must travel.
v. 22 Why is God so angry?   He knows Balaam’s heart is divided.
Surprising:  God opens a door here for Balaam, but God is still testing Balaam.
I am not exactly sure what I learn from this… But I believe we must always watch our hearts, even when we are doing the right thing.
v. 23 The donkey saw an angel of the Lord with a drawn sword, so the donkey turned off the road.
Balaam beat the donkey.
v. 24  This happened a second time, but the path was so narrow, Balaam’s foot was crushed by a wall.  
Balaam beat the donkey again.
v. 26 This happened a third time, and the donkey laid down on the ground.
Balaam beat the donkey again!
The donkey spoke v. 27-31  “What have I done to you?”
Donkey: (paraphrasing)  “Do you think I am a dumb donkey—that I do not know what I am doing?”
Numb 22:31-35  You are on a reckless path. Your donkey saved your life.
v. 35 Go with the men, but speak only what I tell you as a prophet. 
Numb 22:37-38 to Balak “I can’t say whatever I please.  I must speak only what God puts in my mouth.
Balaam speaks with God five times and delivers five (or more) oracles.  Each oracle is an even-stronger defense of YHWH and his people against the sinful desires of Balak and the Moabites.
Ex:  Numbers 23:5-12  First message
Numbers 23:12  Balaam: I must speak only the words the Lord puts in my mouth!
Second message: Numbers 23:16-26
v. 19  God is not human that he should lie…Does he speak and not act?  I have received a command to bless [Israel]. He has blessed and I cannot change it.
Numb 23:23-24  No!  I will not do a divination against Israel!
v. 25-26  Balak:  Well, if you won’t curse them, I am paying you, so at least do not bless them!  Balaam?  Sorry.  I am a prophet.
Numbers 24:8-13  A third request of Balak and a third oracle by Balaam 
This time Balaam flat-out blesses Israel. 
v. 9 “Those who curse you (Israel) will be cursed!
Balak is really mad!!!  Go home!!!
24:12-13 I told you—even for silver and gold.
At this point, we are thinking Balaam is a pretty good guy. But…
Ch 25  Here is where we see Balaam’s downfall.
Numbers 25:1-5
Here is what happens when God’s people are sitting around, not about their mission.
The people begin to take part in pagan practices to the Baal of Peor (v. 5)—pagan sacrifices, which always included sexual immorality with a priestess.
v. 4  God:  Kill all the leaders who allowed this to happen.  
A tough message for me!   
But… What is not stated in Numbers 25 is this:
2 Peter 2:15-16   Balaam offered his religious services for money.
Revelation 2:14-15   Balaam did not curse Israel, but he gave Balak advice on how to entice them.  
Lesson: When we do proper religious things (as did Balaam), but do not separate ourselves from the things of the world, it is just a matter of time.
2 Peter: Balaam offered his religious services for money.  Our Christianity will become transactional.  We will be more concerned for what Christianity is doing to improve our own lives than living sacrificially for Christ.
Rev 2  If we spend enough time doing worldly things with worldly people, we will eventually become nearly indistinguishable from the world.  We will lose our salvation, as did Balaam.
So, we need to be careful what motivates us and we need to keep a healthy distance, not from the world, but from the things of the world.
Jesus: You cannot love God and money.
Paul: Do not be yoked together with unbelievers.
Numbers 25:6-13
Moabites seduce Israel to idolatry and immorality. v. 6-8 Phinehas intervenes, driving a spear through both the man and the woman, while they are having sex, right there in the camp.   v. 10-13  God praises Phinehas for his zeal for God’s honor.  God makes a covenant with the priest Phinehas and his descendants.
Wow! God takes idolatry and sexual immorality—particularly with the world—very seriously!!!
But… This is a one-off example, like Ananias and Saphyra
Zeal for God?  Awesome!
Strong convictions to oppose sin among God’s people and to bring it into the light?  Great!
Driving a spear through the sinners:  Let’s find a better means to oppose sin.
Ch 27 Joshua appointed successor to Moses.  Moses goes up on Mt. Nebo and sees the Promised Land from afar.  Jan and I went there—it looks across the entire Jordan Valley, to the hills of Judah.
Numbers 31:8 Balaam killed, along with the Midianites.
Ch 32 Reuben and Gad settle East of the Jordan, but agree to help conquer the tribes in Canaan.
Summary:
Let us take the admonition of 1 Cor 10:6-10.  These things occurred to them as examples for us—that we would not set our hearts on evil things as they did.
Let us not be of those who left slavery in Egypt along with Moses/Jesus, but whose bodies were scattered in the desert.
Let us not grumble.  Let us not detest the things of God.  
Do not turn back to Egypt! It was better back then.  It was easier.  You have nothing there!!!
Let us, instead, fix our eyes on the Promise Land that lies before us.
And let us be like Caleb and Joshua.  Let us trust in God’s providence to do great things here in Merced.  
And, in order to enter the Promised Land, let us not mix with the pagans.  Let us remain distinct. We are the light of the world.  We are different. We do not, neither will we ever fit into the things.
Do not be like Balaam of Peor who did religious things, who acknowledged God with his mouth, but who did NOT take the admonition of 1 Cor 10.
No! Let us boldly follow Joshua and Caleb and enter the Promised Land where we will dwell with God forever.

