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Context 
 This year for Advent we are looking at a number of prophecies in the OT that point towards Jesus.  As we 

prepare for Christmas, Advent is a time of preparing for the arrival of Jesus.  Now, Jesus’ first arrival happened 

2000 years ago, but he will be arriving again!  Jesus is going to return at some point to establish God’s rule on 

earth, redeem creation, raise the dead and judge all people.  He will establish God’s kingdom or rule for all of 

eternity.  Although we usually look backwards to that first Christmas at Advent, I want us to be reminded that we 

also need to look forward. We need to look forward to the return of Christ, not just focus on his first arrival. 

 Our passage today comes from the book of Numbers. That seems like an odd place to go for Christmas!  

But we are going to look at an important passage in the famous account of Balaam.  Some of you may be familiar 

with Balaam, but I suspect some of you are not. Likely, if you are familiar with Balaam, you learned about him in 

Sunday school.  As we will see, Balaam had a number of encounters with the Angel of the LORD while Balaam 

was riding his donkey.  Balaam couldn’t see the Angel of the LORD at first, but his donkey could.  Eventually, 

God had to resort to opening the mouth of the donkey so the donkey could speak!  The donkey spoke to Balaam 

and warned him about the angel standing in the road in front of them.  This is the famous part of the story that 

makes for good Sunday School material. But the account of Balaam has a lot more to it than just his donkey 

speaking.  We are going to delve into that story a little deeper today and then get to the last vision or prophecy of 

Balaam which points ahead to the Messiah. 

 Where to begin?  Back in Numbers 21, the people of Israel are approaching the land of Canaan, the 

Promised Land.  Along the way, they are defeating tribe after tribe of hostile people who are attacking them.  In 

short order they defeat the Amorites and then King Og of Basham.  These defeats take up all of 11 verses in the 

book of Numbers. Then there are three whole chapters devoted Balaam and his activities!  We need to 

realize that the story of Balaam was very important to Moses and that it was recorded in great detail. 

 Who was Balaam, though?  Balaam was a pagan prophet.  As the Israelites were travelling, 

conquering nation after nation, the king of Moab, Balak, was terrified!  He knew he didn’t stand a chance against 

Israel, so he tried to hire Balaam to curse Israel.  Today we think that sounds funny, but we must remember that 

in the ancient world battles between different nations had serious theological implications.  Every people group 

believed that their tribal gods fought for them.  If one group defeated another group, it was believed that the 

victorious people group’s gods were more powerful than the defeated group’s.  This is why, a thousand years 

later, the people of Israel and Judah could not fathom the thought that they might be conquered by the Assyrians 

and Babylonians respectively. It wasn’t just Israel that thought God fought for them, but all nations believed their 

gods fought for them.   

 So it was well within his worldview for the King of Moab, Balak, to try to involve divine intervention to 

defeat the Israelites.  The interesting part of this story is not that the two warring peoples, Israel and Moab, 

offered sacrifices and believed their respective deities were battling for them. The interesting part is that Balak 

didn’t believe his own Moabite gods could defeat Israel’s God.  He didn’t seek to offer sacrifices to his own gods 

to get them to fight. Rather, he sought out Balaam to try to essentially bribe Israel’s God, Yahweh, to curse Israel 

or to at least not fight for them. 

 This was the origin of Balak’s summons to Balaam.  Balak teamed up with the elders of Midian and 

together they sent a group of important dignitaries to Balaam along with a fee for “divination” or a fee for 

“spiritual services” to Balaam asking Balaam to come to Moab to put a curse or hex on Israel.  Part of his request 

says that those whom Balaam blesses are blessed and those whom Balaam curses are cursed.  These words are 

reminiscent of God’s words to Abraham in the covenant. 

 Balaam received the delegation and says that he must sleep on it and ask Yahweh for an answer.  It is 

interesting that Balaam asks Yahweh, in most English translations LORD.  I’m not sure why Balaam didn’t ask a 
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pagan god, but he sought out the LORD.  The answer he got was not to his liking or to the delegation’s.  God 

tells Balaam not to curse Israel because they are blessed and that he shouldn’t even go with the delegation back to 

Moab. 

 There are a couple things of interest here. First, Balaam actually heard from God!  And he didn’t seem 

too surprised.  Seemingly at will, Balaam seeks God’s guidance and gets it in a tangible way immediately.  

Furthermore, Balaam actually obeyed God.  He told the delegation he wouldn’t come with them.  So they go 

back to Balak who is very disappointed. He sends a second group, including more important people and probably 

even more money.  Balaam sleeps on it again and God tells him he may go, but on the condition that Balaam may 

only say what God tells him.  The next morning, when Balaam leaves to go to Moab.  God is not pleased but we 

are not told why.  The best guess is that God knows Balaam’s heart and the greed that is in there. 

 As Balaam is traveling, riding his donkey, the Angel of the LORD blocks his path three times.  Each time, 

the donkey veers off the road to avoid the angel.  Each time, Balaam gets angry and beats the donkey.  The 

donkey can see the angel, but Balaam, the supposed great prophet and seer, the great spiritual man, cannot.  This 

is part of the irony in the passage!  Up until this point, when Balaam needed to hear from God, he was able to hear 

from him at will!  Now, however, when confronted with the very Angel of the LORD, he is blind!  His donkey, 

a mere animal, has more spiritual insight and “vision” than Balaam, the prophet and seer of visions. 

[Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers, p. 170] 

 Finally, the third time the Angel of the LORD blocks the way, he does so in a narrow spot where there is 

no room for the donkey to turn aside. The donkey just lays down in the road, unable to move forward.  Balaam is 

irate! He gets off the donkey and starts beating the donkey threating to kill it.  Finally, God opens the mouth of 

the donkey so it can speak. It turns to Balaam and basically asks, “What’s up with you?  Have I ever disobeyed 

you before?  Why are you beating me?”  Balaam, so angry he doesn’t seem surprised his donkey can talk, 

complains that the donkey has made a fool of him by wandering off the road to many times.  Then God opens 

Balaam’s eyes and he sees the angel. He is terrified!  It’s interesting, too, that the text seems to indicate that 

Balaam is with the delegation from Balak. They seem oblivious to all of this, but it explains why Balaam feels 

humiliated by the donkey’s actions. 

 The Angel of the LORD tells Balaam that his donkey has saved his life 3 times. He tells Balaam that he is 

being reckless going to Moab, taking fees and hoping God will allow him to curse Israel.  Balaam admits his sin 

and says that he will go home if that is what God wants.  The angel reiterates that may go but must only say what 

God puts in his mouth. 

 Things brings us up to Chapter 23.  Balaam gets to Balak, who is very excited he has come.  Balaam 

warns him that he can only say what God tells him to say, but Balak doesn’t seem concerned. They go together to 

a high place where Balaam can see the Israelites.  They build 7 altars and sacrifice and ram and bull on each altar.  

This is the price paid to God for a favourable reply.  Then Balaam goes off to another “high place” to consult with 

God.  High places in their worldview were places where one could get in touch with the gods.  This is why it was 

usually in the “high places” that altars and idols were set up to pagan gods, especially when Israel fell into 

idolatry. 

 Balaam encounters God and God gives him a message.  He winds up blessing Israel instead of cursing 

them!  Balak is not impressed!  But Balaam reminds him that he can only repeat what God tells him. This 

happens two more times in different places.  This means that in total Balaam has had Balak build 21 altars and 

sacrifice 21 rams and 21 bulls!  And all of it is wasted!  Not only did Balaam not curse Israel, but he actually 

blessed them 3 times. 

 Balak, understandably, is irate.  He can’t believe he has spent all this money trying to curse Israel and all 

that has happened is that Balaam has blessed them even more!  After the third time, Balak says “Please, don’t 

curse them if you can’t, but at least stop blessing them!”  But Balaam says, “I’ve got to say what God tells me to 

say,” and at that point he offers a fourth blessing, without a sacrifice being offered.  This one is a freebie I guess. 

Text 
 Let’s turn now and read together the 4

th
 oracle of Balaam. This is found in Numbers 24:15-24. We are only 

going to read vv 15-19, though. If you don’t have a Bible, we can get one to you if you put up your hand. 

What It Says 
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 As I mentioned, only 11 verses are devoted to Israel’s defeat of two other groups, whereas 3 whole 

chapters are devoted to Balaam and his prophecies over Israel.  This is a clue that these chapters are important 

and that Moses, and God who inspired him, thought it worth recording these events in detail.  There are a number 

of things going on in the narrative that are really quite creative.  Balaam is portrayed as a man who hears from 

God. He is a powerful prophet whose blessings and curses are accurate and effective.  He is able to communicate 

with God seemingly at will when Balak first approaches him.   

 One may legitimately ask if Balaam was a righteous man? Doesn’t his ability to communicate with God 

mean he is?  But in fact, Balaam is not a righteous man. He is not a saint.  He merely has a gift.  In other 

passages, both in the OT and NT, it is made clear that the gift of prophecy is not a sign of salvation.  Jesus himself 

warns that many will come to him on the Day of Judgment having performed spectacular miracles but Jesus will 

say that he never knew them. Paul’s letter 1 Corinthians goes to great lengths to argue that having spiritual gifts, 

including the gift of prophecy, is of no value if you do not have God’s divine, self-giving love in you which makes 

you primarily concerned with the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual well-being. 

 That Balaam hears from God is not a sign of Balaam’s righteousness. [Wenham, p. 168]  That Balaam is 

obedient to only say what God puts in his mouth is not a sign of Balaam’s integrity as much as a sign of the 

validity of the oracles or blessings he gave. [Wenham, p. 167] 

 How do we know this?  Look at the parallels between the middle of the story and the end.  In the middle 

of the story, after Balaam accepts the request to go to Moab, there are three encounters with God in which the 

donkey has more spiritual insight than Balaam.  The donkey sees God, or at least the Angel of the LORD, but 

Balaam doesn’t.  Because the donkey does what is right, Balaam gets super angry.  But ultimately the donkey is 

shown to be correct, the donkey has the spiritual sight that Balaam lacks and the Angel of the LORD vindicates 

the donkey for disobeying Balaam by walking off the road or sitting down instead of trying to pass the angel. 

 Once Balaam reaches Balak, there are 3 more encounters with God. This time, however, Balaam is the one 

with the spiritual sight and Balak is the one who gets angry. Now Balaam is in the role of the donkey and Balak 

is in the role of the angry master trying to get the donkey to challenge God.  But Balaam keeps obeying God 

instead of doing what he is told by Balak.  Balak doesn’t see God, but Balaam communicates with God in this 

part of the story. The parallels are there on purpose!  The reader is intended to see the parallels of three 

encounters with God, a seemingly disobedient servant who actually sees God and the angry master who doesn’t 

see God. [Wenham, p. 165]  

 Balaam is not portrayed as a godly man. Rather he is portrayed as a man who has a gift and a man God 

uses to bless his people, Israel, in spite of or in direct opposition to what the enemy leaders want.  God can use 

broken, or even pagan, tools to accomplish his divine goals for his people! 

 Now, within this big picture understanding of what’s going on with Balaam, Balak and Israel, let’s zero in 

on Balaam’s 4
th

 prophecy or oracle.  Balaam begins in verse 15-16 just as he began in verses 3-4.  The oracle 

establishes that Balaam can see clearly (now), that he hears God’s word, has seen a vision from the Almighty.  

Balaam has fallen on the ground in God’s presence and his eyes have been opened.  In this ecstatic state, he sees 

a vision. 

 Verse 17 says, “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near…”  This tells us that Balaam’s 

prophecy is on the very horizon, the very edge of his prophetic perspective.  The one he is speaking of will come 

in the very distant future. 

 Balaam goes on to describe the one he sees, “A star will come out of Jacob; a sceptre will rise out of 

Israel.”  Remember that in Hebrew poetry lines are often paired together to highlight or explain one another. The 

star Balaam sees will be a great king.  How do we know? Because star is paired with sceptre and sceptres are a 

sign of royal power.  This great king will crush the heads of Moab. Remember who paid for Balaam to be there? 

Balak the king of Moab! 

 Jeremiah quotes this passage, actually. [Jeremiah 48:45] The king will defeat all the sons of Sheth, or more 

likely, “Sutu,” a people mentioned in Egyptian texts from around 1900 BC.  The people were so utterly destroyed 

that later in Israel’s history they had been forgotten by the time Jeremiah was writing. [Wenham, p. 179]  Edom 

and Seir will be conquered but Israel will grow strong.  Verse 19 says, “A ruler will come out of Jacob and 

destroy the survivors of the city.” 
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 So God is blessing Israel through Balaam. He is giving them a prophecy about a future powerful king who 

will conquer their enemies.  He is predicting the Messiah to come! 

 There is something fascinating happening in this section of Numbers.  If you read ahead to Numbers 25, 

the next section after Balaam’s prophecies and blessings on Israel, we find something disturbing. While all of this 

is happening between Balak and Balaam, while God is telling Balaam to be obedient to only saw what God tells 

him to say, as Balak is getting angry that he cannot bribe Yahweh to curse Israel, the Israelites themselves are 

disobeying God.   

 Numbers 25 opens with the fact that the men are engaging in sexual sin with the women of Moab!  

At the very time that God is blessing them through the pagan prophet Balaam, at the same time that God is 

refusing to betray them, the Israelites are betraying God.  While God is reaffirming Israelite victory to Balak, the 

king of the Moabites, the Israelites themselves are being seduced by the women of Moab, attending their 

sacrifices to Baal and having sex with them!  It’s a remarkable contrast! 

 Eventually, one of the priests sees an Israelite taking a Moabite woman into his tent to have sex and the 

priest, zealous for the Lord and angry at the idolatry, takes a spear and runs both of them through! This appeases 

God’s anger that finally somebody is standing up against evil.  But the dramatic contrast is there between God’s 

faithfulness to Israel through Balaam and Israel’s own disobedience and unfaithfulness to God. 

What It Means 

 What does this prophecy point to?  What does Balaam foresee?  Part of this prophecy is fulfilled by King 

David.  He defeated the various people mentioned.  David was about 300 years after Balaam!  So Balaam was 

looking ahead and saw the rise of David and the defeat of Moab and others. 

 But why, then, did Jeremiah quote this passage?  Jeremiah was hundreds of years after King David.  It’s 

because this passage was later understood to be a prediction of the Messiah.  What Balaam saw was more than 

just David.  Balaam also foresaw the rise of the Messiah, the ultimate King, rising out of Israel.  By the time of 

Jeremiah, this passage was understood to be pointing to more than David. 

 This is how prophecy works sometimes.  The prophet or “seer” only has his words or the images he sees 

to go by. He or she may not know how their own prophecy will play out.  In the book we just finished reading 

through, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, they describe how a single prophecy can actually be pointing to 

a number of different times of fulfilment.  I have made this visual aid to help us understand how this works. 

 From the prophet’s perspective, they are looking straight on. They see circles within circles.  But when 

we turn the prophecy sideways, we see that each of these circles may be hundreds of years apart.  From the 

prophet’s perspective, it’s all squeezed together. From a later point in history, you can begin to understand that 

there are several periods of fulfilment, one after the others.  

 Balaam saw a kingly figure with power rise and conquer.  That was fulfilled in part by David. He 

represents the first circle.  But Jeremiah lived after David. He lived between the first two circles.  Looking back 

at Balaam’s prophecy, Jeremiah knew that it was not completely fulfilled.  He also knew that God had 

promised a Messiah and Israel’s understanding of the Messiah had grown tremendously since Moses recorded 

Balaam’s prophecy.  Other Jewish scribes and priests also recognized that Balaam’s prophecy was about the 

future Messiah.  Jeremiah, also a prophet, looked forward and saw still more to be accomplished. He saw the 

second two circles.   

 A few hundred years after Jeremiah, some magi from the East saw an actual star rising and knew that it 

was a sign of a king being born.  We don’t know the exact roots of their knowledge, but it seems likely that the 

prophet Daniel, living in exile in Babylon and then under the Medes and Persians, planted the seeds of this 

knowledge.  But Daniel was also working from a Jewish background. Daniel knew about Balaam’s prophecy and 

the Messianic meaning behind it. It is reasonable to conclude that the Magi in Matthew knew of Balaam’s 

prophecy (by way of Daniel) and that’s why they headed to Israel, looking for a king, when they saw the star! 

 So Balaam’s prophecy looked forward beyond David to Jesus.  He foresaw Jesus, the Messiah, rising like 

a star from Jacob and like a sceptre out of Israel.  But that’s not the only use of Balaam’s prophecy in the Bible.  

Both Peter and John use star imagery for Jesus in 2 Peter and Revelation.  These later uses of star imagery for the 

Messiah are rooted in Balaam’s prophecy back in Numbers. [DA Carson and GK Beale, Commentary on the New 

Testament’s Use of the Old Testament, p. 1048, 1096] 
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 Peter writes in 2 Peter 1:19, “We also have the prophetic message as something completely reliable, 

and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the 

morning star rises in your hearts.”  Here Peter is reminding his readers that Jesus is going to return.  The 

prophetic message of Jesus is like a “light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in 

your hearts.”  The “Day” of which Peter speaks is the Day of the Lord, or the day Christ returns and sits in 

judgment of the world.  Jesus is the “morning star” whose rising marks a new day. 

 John writes in Revelation 22:16, “I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you[a] this testimony for the 

churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the bright Morning Star.”  Remember, last week 

we talked about Genesis 3 and, in part, that God banned Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden so that they 

would not have access to the Tree of Life.  We made the connection to Revelation 22 where the Tree of Life is 

accessible in the New Jerusalem, coming to Earth, when Jesus returns.  Here, at the conclusion of that description 

of the New Jerusalem and the Tree of Life, Jesus identifies himself as “the Offspring of David, and the bright 

Morning Star.”  Again, the image of a morning star draws from Numbers 24. The morning star marks the 

beginning of a new day. In this case, the beginning of a new era of God’s rule on earth! 

 What does this mean?  Balaam was at the front end of all the fulfilment. He saw all of them at once.  

Then David came and began to fulfil the prophecy.  After David, Jeremiah wrote about Balaam’s prophecy still 

looking forward. Jeremiah was between the first 2 discs.  He looked forward to the birth of Christ.  Peter and 

John, however, were writing after Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem. They were between discs 2 and 3.  They still looked 

ahead and wrote about the rising star as something still to come. They looked ahead and saw the prophecy as 

being fulfilled by the return of Christ. 

 Where do we live?  We also live between discs 2 and 3.  We live between the birth of Christ and the 

return of Christ.  So this passage’s complete fulfilment is still in the future for us. It is still to come.  Peter and 

John didn’t draw on Balaam’s prophecy as proof that Jesus was the Messiah, looking back at Jesus’ birth.  

Rather, they drew on Balaam’s prophecy looking forward to Christ’s return.   

Why It Matters 
 What does this mean for us?  We still must look forward to Christ’s return.  Yes, Jesus has come once, as 

a baby, born that first Christmas day.  But he has not yet brought all of his enemies to justice and destruction.  

He will still return one day in the future to finish the work he began. 

 As we look forward to Christmas, as we prepare to celebrate Christ’s first arrival or “advent,” we need to 

learn to also look forward, beyond Christmas, to the return of Christ.  We can’t be satisfied with what we have.  

We need to look forward in anticipation of the return of Jesus.  With his return, God’s rule will arrive in full 

force. Then every enemy will be defeated. Then every knee shall bow and tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord.  Then all our tears will be wiped away and there will be no more sorrow. 

 Christmas isn’t just about what happened in the past. Christmas is also about what will happen in the 

future.  We celebrate Christmas because of what happened in the past, but that should serve as a reminder, as 

evidence for what will happen in the future. 

 In Numbers, this prophecy of the Messiah, this long passage of God faithfully blessing Israel, is followed 

and contrasted with Israel’s unfaithfulness to God.  Today, I think something similar is happening with 

Christmas.  While we prepare to celebrate a holiday about God’s love to us, his generosity in blessing us and 

fulfilling prophecy by sending Jesus, a holiday about God’s great present and being present with us, we are falling 

into idolatry too.  We are being enticed by the shiny, flashy side of Christmas. We are being seduced by 

materialism and the god of pleasure and comfort.  We willingly go and make sacrifices to the god of wealth, even 

while preparing to celebrate God’s generosity to us. 

 We need to lift our eyes up above the materialism of Christmas. We need to look past the glitz and 

bling of our culture and look to the return of Christ.  If we can look to the rising of the star in the future, if we can 

look to the arrival of Christ in power, the pull of stuff at Christmas may just begin to lose its hold on us. 

 Balaam predicted the rising of the star 1400 years before Christ, 3400 years ago!  300 years later, David 

began to fulfil the prophecy, but it took even longer for the star to appear over Bethlehem, the star that summoned 

the other pagan prophets, the Magi.  We are used to looking back at that star and thinking the star’s work is done. 

But there is another star coming.  The bright and morning star, which marks the beginning of a new day, a new 
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era, is lurking below the horizon.  The day of the Lord, the return of Jesus in power, is part of Balaam’s prophetic 

vision. It needs to be part of our vision too. 

 This year, as you prepare for Christmas, think about Balaam’s prophecy every time you see a star. Each 

time you see a star, each time you sing about a star, remember that the prophecy is not yet complete. 

Remember that there is still a star to look forward to. 

 Make it a habit, when you see a star this advent season, to think of the return of Christ.  Think about his 

future return and what will be of value then. Let this shape how you celebrate Christmas. Let this shape how you 

prepare for the holy-day.  Amen. 


