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Introduction: The manipulator in the mirror…


Euphemisms are softer ways to say harder things.

· He wasn’t fired. He was released to pursue other opportunities.

· She didn’t die. She passed on.

· It’s a correctional facility, not a prison.

· He’s vertically challenged, not short.

· She’s chronologically challenged, not late.

· It’s a restroom, not a bathroom.


We in the church love our euphemisms. We aren’t supposed to worry, so we are concerned. We’re not supposed to gossip, so we share.

Now, let’s think about prayer.

When we pray, when we go to God with our requests, we are to simply ask. We are to make no demands of God.


We are free, though, to ask fervently. Careful there. If we are especially fervent, that fervor might tilt toward persuasion.

Persuasion, left unchecked, can turn to manipulation.


I might call it fervent prayer. I might say that I’m making a request of God. But that’s a euphemism, because I’m going beyond an open-handed request.

I’m insisting that God agree with me. I’m requiring God to get on my page. I’m convinced that my perspective is right and I’m out to convince God that I’m right.


As silly as it sounds, I’m being manipulative with Almighty God. 


Now nobody wants to be or to be known as a manipulator. But, when I look in the mirror, I see someone who has, at times, been guilty of over-persuasion.

I’ve sought to manipulate friends and family - and that’s ugly. You may know what it feels like to have someone try to manipulate you. It doesn’t feel very good.


From time to time, that manipulative streak also shows up in my relationship with God.

Now, what I want - and what you want - is to follow God’s agenda, to be on His page, and to do what He calls me to do.

But there are times when I detour away from that mindset into one that tries to get Him to see things my way. I want Him to use His power so that “[my] will be done.”

Now, I happen to I think that I’m not alone in this. I also think that I’ve begun to be able to tell when I’ve taken that deadly detour.


If you have ever fallen into the trap of being more passionate about God following your script than you are about following His; if it is sometimes true that you are requiring Him to agree with you, then you just might be a manipulator.

This morning, the Bible shines its light on a man who thought he could manage God and turn God his way. We’ll see how he saw his error in one of the most entertaining stories in the Old Testament.
Review…


We’ve been learning from the experiences of the Jews as they wandered around in the wilderness of the Sinai Peninsula during the days of Moses. They’ve learned about the dangers of grumbling and they’ve learned about God’s faithfulness, His holiness, and His grace.


By now (as of Numbers 22) they have been in the desert for the better part of a generation.
 After nearly forty years they can finally see the light at the end of the desert tunnel. They are inching closer and closer to the Promised Land.


Unusually, though, today we won’t see much of Israel. The entire focus of our text is on the non-Jewish world. So, while we do learn a lot today, we’re not learning from what the Jews experienced. We’re learning from what their enemies learned.


Scripture tells us that Israel camped [1] in the plains of Moab beyond the Jordan opposite Jericho.

The Moabites lived in the desolate area east of the Jordan River. And the Moabites weren’t at all happy that the Jews had camped in their neck of the woods.

Strategies to Oppose Israel (vv. 2-6)

Strategy #1: Alliance Between Moab and Midian (vv.  2-4)


[2] Now Balak the son of Zippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorites. [3] So Moab was in great fear because of the people, for they were numerous; and Moab was in dread of the sons of Israel.

Israel had recently destroyed the nation of the Amorites
 and the Amorites were a much more powerful nation than Moab. Understandably, Moab was nervous.


Israel’s presence had upset the balance of power in the region, and King Balak of the Moabites understood that HIS people were in real trouble if he didn’t figure out some way to get rid of Israel.


So, first, Balak took the sensible step of forming an alliance with the nearby tribe of Midian
 to stand with him against Israel.


He called the leaders of Midian to a council and painted a picture of Israel as a great threat. [4]…“Now this horde will lick up all that is around us, as the ox licks up the grass of the field.”


And so, since, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend”, we’re not surprised that Midian and Moab became allies.

They both hated Israel, had both been shaking in their boots out of fear of Israel, and have now shaken hands, united in their opposition to Israel.


But forming an alliance was not all Balak did to try to be rid of the Jews. Balak was a creative, resourceful leader, able to think outside the box, and his attack against Israel became two-pronged.


He certainly hoped that Midian PLUS Moab would defeat Israel, but he also pursued a second line of defense.

We’ll spend the rest of our time together this morning focusing on this second strategy.

Strategy #2: Subversion (vv. 5-6)


Meet Balaam (v. 5)


[5] So [Balak] sent messengers to Balaam the son of Beor, at Pethor, which is near the River, in the land of the sons of his people, to call him, saying, “Behold, a people came out of Egypt; behold, they cover the surface of the land, and they are living opposite me.

So, meet Balaam. He was a Middle Eastern prophet with a tremendous reputation for spiritual power.


He lived in Mesopotamia, near the Euphrates River. That’s close to where Abraham was born. It was believed that Balaam had power over the gods. 


Balak knew about Balaam. Balak wanted Balaam to know about the threat Israel posed to Moab.


King Balak of Moab and the Midianites sent a delegation to Balaam, to enlist his aid with a mission. Here’s the mission.

Balaam’s assignment (v. 6)


[6] Now, therefore, please come, curse this people for me since they are too mighty for me; perhaps I may be able to defeat them and drive them out of the land. For I know that he whom you bless is blessed, and he whom you curse is cursed.”

Balak is not at all convinced that Moab plus Midian is strong enough to send Israel packing. So, he is going to recruit Balaam to bring a spiritual curse against Israel.


Now, before we go any further, I want to say a word about the unseen and the immaterial world and the Bible’s account of miracles.

About the unseen world…


As we have been looking at the lessons the Jews learned in the wilderness we’ve encountered miracles: the parting of the Red Sea, water from a rock, manna from heaven.

Last week we heard about healing that would come to Jews after a snake bite if they would look at a bronze serpent Moses had placed up on a standard.


With all of these miracles, though, I want you to know that most of the Bible does not include stories of the miraculous. It is wrong to think that there is a miracle on every page.


Still, there are miracles. And that’s difficult for some people to accept. I get that. But then, there are lots of thing in our world that are hard to accept and hard to understand.


If we do nothing more than accept God as a reality, though, miracles are a possibility. They are even a probability.

No, they don’t happen all the time. God rules His world by reliable physical realities. But He reserves the right to break in, suspend those physical “laws” and make a point when He wants to.


The Bible also tells us that there are spiritual realities - both holy (God) and unholy (demons). And these unholy realities can break in to make a point, at times, too.

The story of Balaam is the record of a miraculous intervention and of a conflict between holy and unholy spiritual forces.

In the words of Balak to Balaam about blessing and cursing (v. 6), we hear an echo of the foundational promise God made to Abraham back in Genesis 12.


There, God said that He would bless those who bless Abraham and that He would curse the one who cursed him. Here, Balak is expressing his “faith” in Balaam to bless and to curse.

So, in enlisting Balaam to curse Israel, we have much more going on than a contest between Israel and Moab. What we have is a showdown between God and a prophet whose resume says that he can manipulate God.


The “alliance” of Moab and Midian sent a delegation of dignitaries nearly four hundred miles - a journey of over three weeks - to hire Balaam to curse Israel.

A Prophet’s Education (vv. 7-35)
God to Balaam - “Don’t even THINK about it!” (vv. 7-14)


The alliance delegation takes a trip to see Balaam (vv. 7-8)


[7] So the elders of Moab and the elders of Midian departed with the fees for divination in their hand;
 and they came to Balaam and repeated Balak’s words to him. [8] He said to them, “Spend the night here, and I will bring word back to you as the LORD may speak to me.” And the leaders of Moab stayed with Balaam.

Balaam’s response sounds reasonable. It even sounds godly.


I’ll suggest another word to help us understand Balaam’s response. The word is “manipulative” (if you think I am being harsh toward Balaam, I’ll ask you to reserve judgment for a bit).


It appears that while Balak hadn’t told Balaam much about Israel, the prophet was already familiar with them.

He knew about the miracles in Egypt, the crossing of the Red Sea, and about their exploits in the wilderness.
 

He knew they had a reputation for being powerful AND for having a powerful god. So, before he agreed to curse this people, he wanted to check with Israel’s “god.”


And notice.

He used the proper name for God: LORD (in Hebrew, it probably sounded something like, “Yahweh”). LORD identifies Him as the covenant-keeping God of Israel. However, we are not to think that Balaam thought that the LORD was the one, true God.


Balaam believed the LORD to be a tribal deity. He was the god that the Jews worshipped, just like all tribes had their own gods.

And Balaam wanted to consult the LORD simply because he believed that to curse a people, you needed to convince that people’s god to do so. He believed that he could negotiate with the LORD, get the LORD to side with him, and then successfully curse Israel.


That night, God showed up, probably in Balaam’s dreams.


God forbids Balaam’s trip to Moab (vv. 9-14)


God asked, [9]…“Who are these men with you?”

Balaam told God that he had been hired to curse the nation of Israel. God then gave Balaam crystal clear direction.


[12] God said to Balaam, “Do not go with them; you shall not curse the people, for they are blessed.”


Just like that, Balaam was trapped between God’s command and Balak’s request. His report back to Balak’s delegation was a mixed bag of good and not so good.


[13] So Balaam arose in the morning and said to Balak’s leaders, “Go back to your land, for the Lord has refused to let me go with you.”

Now, to his credit, Balaam told his visitors that God would not allow him to go to Moab with them. To his discredit, he failed to mention that he was not allowed to curse Israel.


When the delegation returned from their four hundred-mile journey and had to tell Balak that Balaam wasn’t with them - and why - the king wasn’t deflated at all.

No, he simply sent another delegation to try and persuade Balaam to come to Moab.

God to Balaam - “Go, But Don’t CURSE Israel!” 6(vv. 15-21)


The second delegation presses hard! (vv. 15-17)


[15] Then Balak again sent leaders, more numerous and more distinguished than the former. [16] They came to Balaam and said to him, “Thus says Balak the son of Zippor, ‘Let nothing, I beg you, hinder you from coming to me; [17] for I will indeed honor you richly,
  and I will do whatever you say to me. Please come then, curse this people for me.’”

Balak is doing everything he can think of to convince Balaam to curse Israel. But, when the delegation arrived at Balaam’s home in Mesopotamia, they found Balaam firmly resolved to NOT go to Moab.


Kinda…


Balaam plays hard to get… (vv. 18-19)


[18] Balaam replied to the servants of Balak, “Though Balak were to give me his house full of silver and gold,
 (THERE! He just named his price.) I could not do anything, either small or great, contrary to the command of the LORD my God. [19] Now please, you also stay here tonight, and I will find out what else the Lord will speak to me.”

Of course, it is possible that what we have here is a God-fearing heathen prophet who has chosen to worship the one, true God (I mean, Balaam did just refer to “the LORD my God”).


I think that it is much more likely that Balaam’s answer was intended to manipulate god/God AND Balak so that he could get as much money as possible.


What appears to be a firm, “No” was really a bargaining chip (Balaam was a prophet for the profit).


Again, God came to Balaam at night. This time, He gave Balaam what might seem to us to be a surprising answer.


God allows Balaam to take that trip to Moab (v. 20)


[20] God came to Balaam at night and said to him, “If the men have come to call you, rise up and go with them; but only the word which I speak to you shall you do.”

So, after having told Balaam to NOT go to Moab, God now gave His permission to travel to Moab with the delegation. What remains constant, though, was His refusal to allow Balaam to curse Israel.


This is not to say that God was delighted that Balaam was going to Moab. He allowed it. But God does not always approve of the things He allows.


But, Balaam had freedom to go and he went. The delegation from Balak went ahead, while Balaam lagged behind, riding his donkey.


Very quickly, Balaam’s trip to Moab got very interesting. 
God to Balaam - “I Will Not Join Your ‘Side’” (vv. 22-35)


Balaam’s invisible [to him] Opponent (vv. 22-27)



God’s anger (v. 22)

[22] But God was angry because he was going, and the angel of the LORD took his stand in the way as an adversary against him. Now he was riding on his donkey and his two servants were with him.


If God’s anger here seems unfair - after all, God told Balaam that he could go! - it will seem less so when we see what was going on in Balaam’s heart as he went.
 

And how will we get a glimpse into the prophet’s heart?


Well, often, the best commentary on the Bible is the Bible itself. And there is a passage in the New Testament that sheds light on what was going on inside Balaam as he traveled to Moab.


In 2 Peter 2, the Apostle Peter wrote about false prophets and he mentioned Balaam by name.


He says that these false prophets, [14] have eyes full of adultery and that never cease from sin, enticing unstable souls, having a heart trained in greed, accursed children; forsaking the right way they have gone astray, having followed the way of Balaam, the son of Beor, who loved the wages of unrighteousness.


Peter singled out Balaam as someone who was willing to do the wrong thing - even to go so far as to curse Israel against the will of God - if the money was right.


That is what Peter referred to in the same passage as [2 Peter 2:16] the madness of the prophet. And, because he made the insane decision to disobey God, God became Balaam’s “adversary.”

We just read that the angel of the LORD [22] took his stand in the way as an adversary against Balaam. You may have thought that was a figure of speech. There was nothing figurative about it.



God detours Balaam’s donkey (vv. 23-27)

[23] When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD standing in the way with his drawn sword in his hand, the donkey turned off from the way and went into the field; but Balaam struck the donkey to turn her back into the way.

[24] Then the angel of the LORD stood in a narrow path of the vineyards, with a wall on this side and a wall on that side. [25] When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD, she pressed herself to the wall and pressed Balaam’s foot against the wall, so he struck her again. [26] And the angel of the LORD went further, and stood in a narrow place where there was no way to turn to the right hand or the left. [27] When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD, she lay down under Balaam; so Balaam was angry and struck the donkey with his stick.

This story drips with irony.


In ancient times, a prophet was called a “seer.” And what was invisible to Balaam, the seer, this man who boasted of visions, was visible to a donkey.


And pity the poor donkey. She was caught between a rock and a hard place. She saw the angel of the LORD. She was frightened. So, she carried Balaam into narrower and narrower passageways.


Balaam thinks that she is just being stubborn (which makes some sense…). But, he’s infuriated. Here he has a reputation for being able to manipulate gods and he can’t even manage his donkey.


Frankly, it’s hard, given what Balaam didn’t know, to fault him for being angry at the donkey. I would have been angry! And I don’t think I would have jumped to the conclusion that the donkey had seen an angel.


You and I know that the donkey saved Balaam’s life by veering away from the angel of the LORD. Balaam doesn’t know that. So, away he goes, flailing at the donkey with his dull stick while the angel stands ready to strike with his sharp sword.


In the middle of this unjustified beating, something even stranger than an angelic appearance to a donkey happens. Until now, this donkey has been a silent partner in all of Balaam’s travels.

Until now.


Balaam and his donkey get conversational (vv. 28-30)


[28] And the Lord opened the mouth of the donkey, and she said to Balaam, “What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?”

So, Balaam’s donkey speaks. And as strange as that is, it’s even stranger that Balaam takes the donkey’s words in stride and answers.


[29] Then Balaam said to the donkey, “Because you have made a mockery of me! If there had been a sword in my hand, I would have killed you by now.” [30] And the donkey said to Balaam, “Am I not your donkey on which you have ridden all your life to this day? Have I ever been accustomed to do so to you?” And he said, “No.”

So, Balaam and his donkey have a conversation.


The donkey was faced with a choice. She could obey Balaam and be killed by the angel with the sword, or she could swerve out of the way of the angel and get beaten by Balaam.


The donkey chose wisely. She feared the angel more than she feared her master.


Balaam was also faced with a choice. He could disobey God, please Balak, and earn a lot of money, or he could obey God, displease Balak, and lose a lot of money.


Balaam chose money and Balak over God. His donkey won this wisdom contest going away.

When Balaam admitted to his donkey, “No, I guess you never have disobeyed…”, God opened Balaam’s eyes and the seer finally saw.


He saw the angel of the LORD with his drawn sword ready to strike, and then bowed low as the angel took him to task.


Balaam meets the One who will not be manipulated (vv. 31-35)



God reveals Balaam’s danger (vv. 32-33)

[32] And the angel of the LORD said to him, “Why have you struck your donkey these three times? Behold, I have come out as an adversary, because your way was contrary to me. [33] But the donkey saw me and turned aside from me these three times. If she had not turned aside from me, I would surely have killed you just now, and let her live.”

Now, finally. and for the first time, Balaam listened to God. He admitted his sin to God and submitted to God.



Balaam comes to his senses (v. 34)

[34] Balaam said to the angel of the LORD, “I have sinned, for I did not know that you were standing in the way against me…”

And the sin Balaam was confessing was NOT the sin of going to Moab (God had allowed that), but the sin of intending to do the one thing God told him to not do: curse Israel!


“In fact, LORD” he now continues, “if You want, I won’t even go to Moab. I’ll turn right back around and head back home.”

But God had a more challenging assignment for Balaam.


God re-commissions Balaam (v. 35)

[35] But the angel of the LORD said to Balaam, “Go with the men, but you shall speak only the word which I shall tell you.” So Balaam went along with the leaders of Balak.”

And with that, the journey resumed and Balaam trudged southward toward the hills of Moab.


I say “trudged”, because he now understands that he will get no money for this mission because he will be doing exactly the opposite of what King Balak hired him to do. He is going to Moab to bless Israel. 

Conclusion:  


So…the next time someone comes to you with a request to curse someone that God says to bless, you’ll know to not do that. That’s the lesson of Balaam.

Or is there a bit more? Do God’s dealings with Balaam go a bit deeper, and do they strike a bit closer to home?


I first became aware of the presence of Balaam in my own heart over thirty years ago.

I was a much younger man and Northwest was a much younger church. The leadership believed that changes needed to be made in our leadership structure. So, we prayed about it - a lot!


Then, we presented the set of changes to the membership and called for a vote. Our recommendations for the changes we were proposing were defeated.

As a young leader, I’ll admit, that loss stung. What was odd, though, was that a couple of weeks after the vote, I noticed that I hadn’t prayed much at all.


I wondered if there was a connection between my prayerlessness and the vote. I prayed about it.


Before the vote, if you had asked, I would have told you that I was praying fervently that the vote would pass.

Upon reflection, I admitted that my fervor trended toward persuasion. I was trying to convince God that it should pass and why it should pass.

As I prayed, I came to the conclusion that I had been trying to manipulate God to see to it that the vote passed.

If, before the vote, I had simply been making an open-handed request of God, I would have been sad at the loss. But, my prayer life would not have been de-railed. I would not have gotten depressed and angry.


My emotional and spiritual response informed me that Balaam was alive and well in my heart.


So, the Lord led me to repentance. I confessed the sin of trying to manipulate God, received His cleansing forgiveness, and re-entered a life of intimacy with God.


Since that time, I’ve battled Balaamism repeatedly. The struggle isn’t over, but at least I’m more aware when it rears its ugly head.


This morning may be the first time you have ever considered that Balaam’s problem is your problem. That your tendency to want to get God on your page, persuade God that you are right, attempt to manage God, insist that God agree with you, is a problem.

Maybe Balaam’s story has opened your eyes to an element of  manipulation in your relationship with God.

If so, today is the day to come to God in repentance. Admit to Balaamism and turn from it. Confess your sin of demanding that God get with your program. Be done with “My will be done” and tell the Lord, “THY will be done.”

As you turn from the manipulative spirit of Balaam, turn to the Lord in humility and submission.


A few years after the episode with Balaam, the nation of Israel was finally poised to enter the Promised Land.


On the night before the conquest was to begin, the commanding general, Joshua, lifted his eyes and saw a man in the distance, standing alone with a drawn sword in his hand.


Joshua went out to him and asked, [Joshua 5:13] “Are you for us or for our adversaries?”

The man with the sword (was he the same Man Balaam met?) answered, [14] “No; rather I indeed come now as captain of the host of the Lord.”

Joshua fell on his face and bowed low in worship.


God doesn’t take sides. But He is looking for us to side with Him. There is life to be found in aligning ourselves with His purposes. There is no greater privilege than to be on God’s page and to living out of His playbook.


Will you join Joshua - and Balaam - and follow Jesus into a life of worship and love and service, being “on mission” for the Great Commission - today?
� The people rejected an opportunity to enter the Promised Land at Kadesh-barnea. Because of that faithless rejection, they had been consigned to wander around in the desert for forty years, until all the generation that had rejected the Word of the Lord had died (except, of course, Caleb and Joshua).


� See Numbers 21:21ff.


� Israel and Mob were related to each other, the Moabites being descended from Lot, Abraham’s nephew (See Genesis chapters 13 and 20.). Because they were family, Israel was commanded to not make war against Moab. (Deuteronomy 2) So, it is possible that the Moabites weren’t so afraid of being militarily defeated as they were afraid of the economic impact of having this “horde” of Israelites living nearby and devouring the land’s resources.


� Israel and Midian were also related, as Midian was descended from Abraham via Keturah, a wife mentioned after Sarah died. Also, when Moses settled in Midian after he fled from Egypt, he married the daughter of Jethro, a Midianite priest.


� Notice that Balak didn’t tell Balaam all about his predicament. He didn’t tell Balaam about God’s powerful presence in their midst and much, much more. His main message to Balaam was that he wanted Israel to be cursed.


� Consider this quote from Mike McHargue. (better known as “Science Mike” on his blog and elsewhere) While I haven’t read the book, Mike has recently written Finding God in the Waves, a book about science and faith. I suspect that I might not agree with all that Mike says, but he is a thoughtful guy who follows Jesus. This is an excerpt from his book. “Early in the 20th century, Albert Einstein demonstrated that matter and energy are made of the same basic stuff. And that not only is everything that is solid in the universe made up of mostly empty space, but that what actual little ‘mass’ there is only exists because some particles interact with a universal, invisible field called “the Higgs Field.” The reason you and I exist is that most of our bodies’ particles create some kind of quantum drag against an invisible Higgs Field that makes them slow down from light speed and gain mass in the process.” Mike, who is a believer in Jesus, goes on to say, “That’s at least as weird as anything in Genesis.”


� Make no mistake about it - Balaam was in the prophet business for the profit!


� It seems likely that Balaam knew much about the history of Israel from the prophecies he gives later in chapters 23-24.


� Note Genesis 12, 13, 15, 17, 18, 21, etc... where there are multiple repetitions of the Abrahamic Covenant promise to bless Abraham and his seed.


� Don’t miss this! He promised Balaam lots of money!


� Ephron (a Hittite) said something similar when speaking with Abraham in Genesis 23 about purchasing a burial site for his family. After some negotiating, Ephron named his price by saying, “My lord, listen to me; a piece of land worth four hundred shekels of silver, what is that between me and you?”


� If that was the case, why did Balaam say that he would listen one more time to see what God might say to him further? God had already spoken definitively! Why didn’t he simply re-iterate that answer and say, “NO!” to this delegation, too?


� I think it likely that the men with Balaam couldn’t see the Angel of the Lord, much as those with Saul of Tarsus couldn’t see the angel who blinded him on the road to Damascus. (Acts 9)


� Hebrew scholars Keil & Delitzsch confirm that it was not Balaam’s traveling to Moab that angered God, but his attitude as he went. They translate the beginning of verse 22, “And the anger of God burned, that he was going…” the anger of God being kindled by the growing willingness of Balaam to curse Israel. Most English translations simply give us “because he was going,” leaving us to believe that God was angry because Balaam did what he was given permission to do. Among the versions that give us the more accurate sense is The Living Bible, which has, “But God was angry about Balaam’s eager attitude…”


� Or again, consider Jude 11, Jude, speaking about false prophets, says, “Woe to them! For they have gone the way of Cain, and for pay they have rushed headlong into the error of Balaam, and perished in the rebellion of Korah.”


� 2 Peter's words that the speaking donkey was to stop the prophet's madness leads us to believe that Balaam was determined to curse those whom God had blessed.


� Here, Balaam got it right, at least for now. Our study next week will show that he never really gave up his heathen ways. But, here, at least, God has his attention.





