
Story Number 59

BALAAM PEOR AND MIDIAN

[Part 2 not suitable for younger children]

Part 1

After defeating Sihon and Og the Israelites settled down for a while for

a rest in the area they had conquered from Sihon, as it was not yet time

to cross the Jordan.

They had not attacked Moab – they had been told not to – but the king

of Moab, named Balak, was apparently (along with the chiefs of nearby

Midian) a puppet of Sihon, 1 who relied on Sihon to defend him. Seeing

what Israel had done to Sihon, he was afraid that he might be removed

and replaced, either by Israel or by an internal revolution. He could

persuade his people that Israel was a threat to them but he also realised

that if they attacked Israel they stood no chance. So he consulted with the

chiefs of Midian – after all he and they were all in the same boat.

They decided that the best way was to get an expert to publicly curse

Israel and so weaken their morale; then if he attacked them he might win.

For this purpose he decided to send to Balaam, who lived in the land of

Ammo in northern Mesopotamia, a man whose blessings and curses were

famous for being successful. So he sent messengers to Balaam asking him

to come and curse the nation that had come from Egypt and was sitting

on his doorstep. He would pay well, Balaam could name his own price.

When the messengers arrived, Balaam said that he would first have to

1. Joshua 13:21 re- the chiefs of Midian. Probably Balak as well.
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consult God for instructions. That night God appeared to him in a dream

and asked who these people were, and he replied that they had come from

Balak to get him to curse a nation that had moved near him. ‘Do not curse

them’ said God, ‘they are a people who are blessed.’

In the morning he told the visitors ‘I am sorry, God will not let me

curse them, and I cannot disobey him.’ So they went home and told Balak.

Not to tbe discouraged, Balak tried again, sending high dignitaries and

important people to plead with Balaam and to offer him an enormous fee.

Balaam was tempted by the fee. ‘Stay overnight and I’ll see what God

says now’ he told them. He wondered whether God had really forbidden

him, or if it was just a dream that could be ignored.

That night God appeared to him again. ‘You are intent on going?

Alright go with them, but you will only say what I tell you to say.’

Next morning he saddled his donkey and went with them. On the way

a man stood in front of him with a drawn sword. He did not see the man,

but the ass did, and moved off the road into a field. He was annoyed and

struck the ass with his stick. Then the man (an angel of God) stood in his

way in a passage in the vineyard, where there was a wall on each side, so

the donkey, who again saw the man, squeezed against the wall in order to

pass, crushing Balaam’s leg. Again he struck her with his stick. A third

time the man stood in the way, this time in a narrow pass with no room

to move to the side, so the ass crouched down, and Balaam, extremely

angry at her, struck her a third time.

God then gave the ass the power to speak. ‘What have I done to you

that you keep striking me?’ she said.

‘Because you are playing me up’ he replied, ‘and if I had a sword in

my hand I would have killed you!’

‘I am your donkey that you have ridden on since as long as you

remember, have I ever done that to you?’

God then opened Balaam’s eyes and he saw the man with the sword,

who straight away asked him ‘Why have you struck your ass these three
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times? She saw me and turned away each time, and had she not done so

I would have killed you and left her alive!’

Balaam apologised profusely, ‘I did not know you were there, but if

you want I will turn round and go back home.’

‘Not necessary, go with the men, but only say what I tell you to say.’

Hearing that Balaam had arrived, Balak went out to meet him, and

asked why he had not come in the first place. ‘Could I not honour you

(i.e. with sufficient payment)?’

‘Now I have come’ he replied, ‘but I cannot say anything except the

words that God puts into my mouth.’

Balak took him to a hill where he could overlook the Israelite camp. He

then asked Balak to build altars and fetch animals, and they offered

sacrifices, after which he went alone and waited for God to speak. When

God told him, he returned to Balak and called out what God had told him

– but instead of curses, these were blessings!

Balak was furious. ‘I asked you to curse the people, not bless them.’

‘I cannot help it, I can only say what God tells me to say.’

Balak tried again, took him to another hill, again they offered sacrifices

and Balaam consulted God, and again he blessed Israel instead of cursing.

Balak tried a third time with the same result. He could not control his

anger. ‘Run off home!’ he said, ‘I offered to honour (i.e.pay) you but God

has prevented you from receiving anything from me.’

‘I am going home’ said Balaam, ‘but first I will give you a word of

advice.’ And he made a sugestion as to how to weaken Israel.

Balaam went home and Balak took his advice.
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Part 2

The Israelite men, tired after the wars with Sihon and Og, started to

play around with the Moabite and Midianite women, who seduced them,

then invited them to parties in honour of their idols, and persuaded them

to eat and drink, and bow down to their idols, in particular one called Baal

Peor.

God was extremely angry with them, and attacked them such that large

numbers started to die. Moses did not know what to do, told the chiefs to

kill all who worshipped Peor so that God’s anger would calm down, but

somehow this did not seem to work.

One of the family chiefs of the tribe of Simeon then took a Midianite

princess and publicly, in front of Moses and all the Israelites, ‘took’ her.

(This was apparently the way Peor was worshipped.) Moses and others

were crying, not knowing what to do. But Phinehas, Aaron’s grandson,

could not stand it. He took a spear, went up to them, and thrust the spear

through both of them together. The deaths caused by God instantly

stopped, and God praised Phinehas for his action which had saved Israel,

but not before fourteen thousand had died.

God told Moses to punish the Midianites. The army, which had lost

14,000 men, was reorganised, and went out and attacked Midian. They

wiped out all the population, including the five kings and all the women

and children except the very young girls (who they took as slaves),

without losing a single man. They took the spoil (the Midianites had been

very rich), including over 800,000 animals (cattle, sheep and donkeys),

and this was divided between the soldiers and the rest of the people, with

a tax given to the Levites. The soldiers also took an enormous amount of

gold, the officers giving the gold they took to Moses who put it in the

Tabernacle, while the other soldiers kept what they took.

Finally they killed Balaam, whose idea it was for the women to seduce

the soldiers and get them to worship Peor.
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