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Introduction: SEaAirLand…


All of our military services have “special forces” groups that are called on when there are special needs. Civilians like me have heard of these groups of warriors - Army Rangers and Green Berets and RECON Marines. And of course, we know of the Navy SEAL teams.


“SEAL” is an abbreviation for “Sea, Air, and Land”, which are the combat environments for which these soldiers are trained.


The SEALs predecessors fought with distinction in the Pacific theatre in World War II and in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam. More recently, they have been deployed to the deserts of the Middle East and to the high seas of the Persian Gulf.


They are experts in underwater demolition, hand-to-hand combat, covert infiltration, and night fighting.


The SEALs are highly trained and well disciplined. They are intelligent, emotionally balanced, fit, and strong. And their ability to operate in a variety of physical environments makes them a headache for our nation’s enemies.


It is very difficult for anyone to defend against a unit that can arrive in battle in a boat or via parachute, who can fight with almost any kind of weapon, and who can attack on multiple fronts.

A military unit that can wage war on sea and air and land has an advantage over one that can’t. 


In the same way, successful football teams - such as the NCAA Champion Clemson Tigers - have a run/pass offense (RPO) that has been called “the most devastating play in college football.”
 It’s tough to defend against a play that could end up being a run or a pass. Winning basketball teams have an inside game and good three point shooters.

Conducting a multi-front offensive against an enemy is brilliant strategy. And that is exactly what one particular enemy did against the Jews when they were living in the wilderness, about 1500 BC.


This morning marks the final installment of our “Lessons Learned in the Wilderness” series. We’ve learned lots of lessons to this point, and we’re learning, again, today, again, at the Jews’ expense.


We’ll watch as they snatch defeat right out of the hands of victory just before they entered the Promised Land, and it’s due in large part to their lack of vigilance. They just didn’t stop to consider that their enemy had more than one trick up his sleeve.


Before moving forward, let’s review a bit of what we saw last Sunday. Last Sunday’s backstory is pretty important to understanding what goes on today.

Review…


The nations of Moab and Midian
 had formed an alliance to oppose Israel. They jointly hired the prophet, Balaam, to curse Israel.


At first, Balaam refused to curse Israel because God told him not to.

But then, when King Balak of Moab offered him lots of money, he changed his mind, left his home and traveled to Moab, intending to curse God’s people.


However, the Angel of the Lord intercepted Balaam on the journey. He appeared at first only to Balaam’s donkey. She became unmanageable in trying to avoid the Angel with the sharp sword.


Balaam thought she was just being stubborn and beat her mercilessly. That led to a spirited conversation - between master and beast - and it was at that point that God opened Balaam’s eyes. He saw the Angel. The prophet got the message, loud and clear. While he would still go to Moab, he would not curse Israel.


That’s the necessary background to today’s look at the Bible.


When Balaam arrived,
 King Balak of Moab was thrilled to see him, having hired him to curse Israel. He took Balaam to a high place (a place of worship) where the prophet could see the people of Israel, all the better to curse them.

God’s Mercies Turn Cursings Into Blessings (23:1--24:25)

Intro: Preparations for a Prophetic Beatdown (23:1-3)

Balaam had Balak build him seven altars. On each one he offered a bull and a ram to secure a favorable response from God.


Balaam promised that he would tell Balak whatever the LORD told him and then went off to a separate hill to wait on the word of the LORD.


After hearing from God, Balaam made his way back to Balak and gave the oracle that the king had waited so long to hear, had gone to so much trouble to hear, and had promised so much money to hear.

Balaam’s First Prophecy (23:7-11)


Balaam BLESSES Israel (vv. 7-10)

[7] “From Aram
 Balak has brought me,

Moab’s king from the mountains of the East,

Come curse Jacob for me,

And come, denounce Israel!

[8] How shall I curse, whom God has not cursed?

And how can I denounce, whom the Lord has not denounced?

[9] As I see him from the top of the rocks,

And I look at him from the hills;

Behold, a people who dwells apart,

And will not be reckoned among the nations.

[10] Who can count the dust of Jacob, 

Or number the fourth part of Israel?

Let me die the death of the upright, 

And let my end be like his!”


That’s some curse, huh?


It was certainly NOT what Balak had in mind when he went to all the trouble to bring Balaam to Moab. The angry king gave the prophet a piece of his mind.


King Balak’s confusion! (v. 11)

[11] Then Balak said to Balaam, “What have you done to me? I took you to curse my enemies, but behold, you have actually blessed them!”


Balak is a victim of consumer fraud. He hired a curser and got a blesser. But, rather than take the hint, (God will NOT let Balaam curse Israel), Balak continued trying to get Balaam to curse Israel.


He should have left bad enough alone.

Balaam’s Second Prophecy - Not Again! (23:13-25)


Balak thinks “location, location, location” (vv. 13-14)


Balak figured that the problem was location, location, location. Balaam was simply viewing Israel from the wrong vantage point.


So, he moved Balaam to another mountain, hoping that Israel could be cursed from this new location.


They arrived at Mount Pisgah
, went through the same rigmarole of altar building, and then waited for Balaam to curse Israel.


It is the same song, second verse.


Balaam BLESSES Israel, again (vv. 18-24)
[23:19] “God is not a man, that He should lie,

Nor a son of man that He should repent;

Has He said, and will He not do it?

Or has He spoken, and will He not make it good?

[20] Behold, I have received a command to bless;

When He has blessed, then I cannot revoke it.

[21] He has not observed misfortune in Jacob;

Nor has He seen trouble in Israel;

The LORD his God is with him,

And the shout of a king is among them.

[22] God brings them out of Egypt,

He is for them like the horns of the wild ox.

[23] For there is no omen against Jacob,

Nor is there any divination against Israel; 
At the proper time it shall be said to Jacob

And to Israel, what God has done!

[24] Behold, a people rises like a lioness, 

And as a lion it lifts itself;

It will not lie down until it devours the prey,

And drinks the blood of the slain.”


Balak’s growing frustration! (v. 25)


Well, if Balak was upset after Balaam’s first prophecy, he is now beside himself. He screamed at Balaam, [25]…“Do not curse them at all nor bless them at all!”


Good advice. And King Balak should have taken it. He should not have allowed Balaam to speak again.


Instead, though, Balak thought that the third time would be a charm. So, he took Balaam to one more mountain, Mount Peor, to try and extract a curse. The third time was not a charm.

Balaam’s Third Prophecy; Third Time’s a Charm? (23:27--24:13)


Balaam blesses Israel (24:1-9)


And this time, Balaam didn’t even ask God what to say. He had gotten the hint and even seemed to enjoy his role of blessing Israel.


Scripture says, [2]…the Spirit of God came upon him.

[3]…“The oracle of Balaam the son of Beor,

And the oracle of the man whose eye is opened;

[4] The oracle of him who hears the words of God, 

Who sees the vision of the Almighty, 

Falling down, yet having his eyes uncovered,

[5] How fair are your tents, O Jacob,

Your dwellings, O Israel!

[6] Like valleys that stretch out, 

Like gardens beside the river, 

Like aloes planted by the Lord, 

Like cedars beside the waters.

[7] Water will flow from his buckets, 

And his seed shall be by many waters, 

And his king shall be higher than Agag,

And his kingdom shall be exalted.

[8] God brings him out of Egypt,

He is for him like the horns of the wild ox.

He will devour the nations who are his adversaries, 

And will crush their bones in pieces,

And shatter them with his arrows.

[9] He couches, he lies down as a lion,
 

And as a lion, who dares rouse him?

Blessed is everyone who blesses you, 

And cursed is everyone who curses you.”


For the third straight time, Balaam’s curses have come out blessings. And in the last words of his prophecy - either knowingly or unknowingly - this pagan prophet very nearly recited God’s promise to Abraham, word for word, about blessing those who blessed him and cursing those who curse him.


As expected, [10] Balak’s anger burned against Balaam.


Balak’s response (vv. 10-11)


[10]…Balak said to Balaam, “I called you to curse my enemies, but behold, you have persisted in blessing them these three times! [11] Therefore, flee to your place now. I said I would honor you greatly, but behold, the Lord has held you back from honor.”


And what that means is that Balak is not going to pay Balaam.


Sadly for Balak, though, Balaam does not stop speaking. Uninvited by his host king and unprompted by God, he again prophesied blessing on Israel.

Balaam’s Four-in-One Final Prophecy (24:14-25)


I’m not going to read Balaam’s final prophecies. Here, he gives four uninterrupted prophetic words - and it’s all more of the same. It is verse after verse of blessing on Israel and line upon line of cursing Israel’s enemies. Balaam even predicts the destruction of Moab by Israel.


When he finished, Balaam, who hadn’t uttered one word that lined up with what Balak had brought him hundreds of miles to say, did NOT return to his home in Mesopotamia. Rather, as will become clear shortly, he returned to the place he was staying in the region of Midian/Moab.


There is more to see today. But before we move on, let’s be sure to not miss what is so clear here, and that is God’s commitment to bless and to protect His people that they might be “on mission.”
The POINT of Balaam’s prophecies…


God was for Israel.


His plan, from Abraham forward, had been to bless a man and then to bless a people, and that this blessed people would then become a light to all the nations that would turn those nations to true worship - to Him, the one, true God.


To have allowed a prophet like Balaam to destroy Israel by way of a curse would have derailed His plan. So, God turned Balaam’s curses into blessings so that His people could fulfill His purposes for them.


When you place your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, you become God’s daughter or son. Your sins are forgiven and you receive the gift of eternal life. God is for you.


But it’s not that God has now joined your side. Rather, having joined His side, you come under His protection and care.


Once you have been saved by His amazing grace, NOTHING can remove you from His grasp. Not Satan. Not your sin. No human force.


The Apostle Paul wrote, [Romans 8:38] For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, [39] nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 


These are words to rely on in shaky times. Trials and hardships, loss and tragedy may well come your way. But having entrusted your eternal soul to Jesus, you are safe and secure forever.


You can approach the future with confidence and you can face today with confidence. No panic. No fear.


And just as God’s plan was to bless the world by blessing Israel, He has blessed you in Jesus to bless the world.


We have been enriched with great blessings through Christ. Those blessings have come our way so that we would BE blessings.


The point of our being blessed is that we would meet needs in Jesus’ Name, be a redemptive force for good in our society, and that we would share the best news ever - the message that life is to be found in Jesus - with those we know.


Now THAT would be a great place to end the message today, on a note of triumphalism and mission. But this is not the end. God’s amazing protection of His people is followed by apostasy.


Now, remember the Navy SEALs, the military unit that is able to fight in lots of different ways. What we’re about to see is the spiritual equivalent of the SEALs. We’ll see an attack on a different front.

Israel had been camped on the plains of Moab (Number 22:1) the entire time that Balaam and Balak had been conspiring to curse them. They were literally waiting for God’s “Go ahead” to enter the Promised Land.


Shortly after Balaam’s final prophecy, though, Israel committed idolatry. Or, as Moses put it, they “played the harlot.” 

Israel’s Failures Turn Blessings Into Discipline (25:1-9)

Israel’s Sin (1-3, 6)


Idolatry (vv. 1-3)


[1] While Israel remained at Shittim, the people began to play the harlot with the daughters of Moab. [2] For they invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down to their gods.


The people had camped by a grove of acacia trees,
 not far from the land of Canaan, but still in the area of Moab.


Some from the tribe of Moab sent engraved invitations to the Jews to join them for food and worship. The Jews accepted the invitations, ate the meal, and bowed down to the Moabite gods.


So, after God had just protected them from Balaam’s cursings, here they are, bringing God’s judgment against themselves, all by themselves. Amazing.


And what a win for the alliance of Moab and Midian.


All they had ever wanted was for God to curse Israel. They went to all the trouble to bring Balaam from Mesopotamia - and a lot of good that did. They have now found out that all they had to do to get God to curse Israel was invite them over for a meal in honor of their gods.


Israel jumped into idolatry and Moab knew that this would invite God’s wrath. Perfect.


Worshiping someone other than the one, true God was awful both because of the greatness of God AND because of all He had done for Israel.


God had entered into a covenant relationship with this nation. God and Israel were bound to each other, as a husband and a wife are bound to each other. God viewed the Jews’ worship of another God as adulterous. It was, figuratively, to [25:1] play the harlot.

And then, it turns out that they were also, literally, committing immoral acts.


Immorality (v. 6)


[6] Then, behold, one of the sons of Israel came and brought to his relatives a Midianite woman, in the sight of Moses and in the sight of all the congregation of the sons of Israel, while they were weeping at the doorway of the tent of meeting.


There is a very important context for this, and we’ll see that shortly.


But we need to see now that at a time when there should have been deep repentance over the sin of idolatry, this man, the son of a leading Israelite,
 was pursuing a sexual relationship
 with a woman to whom he was not married who just happened to be a member of the enemy tribe of Midian and a daughter of a Midianite ruler.


By bringing this woman into the family tent, he brought guilt on the whole nation. His sin only added to the wrath of God that had already been poured out on the people because of idolatry.


So, what Moab and Midian had been hoping and planning for through Balaam - get God to judge Israel - happens because Israel shoots herself in the foot.

God’s Judgment (25:4-5; 7-9)


Execute the leaders (v. 4)


[4] The LORD said to Moses, “Take all the leaders of the people and execute them in broad daylight before the LORD, so that the fierce anger of the LORD may turn away from Israel.”

God commanded Moses to put to death - publicly - the leaders who had allowed the worship of other gods.


This is important. In the work of God, leaders are to serve as models. Further, leaders are to protect the work of God from sin.


When God gave the command to execute the leaders, He wasn’t saying that all the leaders had been committing idolatry and immorality, but that they had been tolerating it.


Leaders are responsible for the sins they commit and for the sins they knowingly tolerate in the lives of those they lead.


The command to punish the leaders was severe. But we get it. We understand why it was so severe. However, that command was not carried out. In the very next verse, Moses gave a different command.


Moses’ lenient edit (v. 5)


[5] So Moses said to the judges (the leaders God said to execute!) of Israel, “Each of you slay his men who have joined themselves to Baal of Peor.”


So Moses called for an action that was less severe than what God commanded.
 And Moses’ unwillingness to carry out God’s command explains so much.


The people were weeping at the outpouring of God’s wrath at the Tabernacle (v. 6) when the man brought the woman to his own family’s tent BECAUSE, in the absence of the punishment of the leaders, 

God sent a wasting plague throughout the camp.


The plague (vv. 7-9)


It is clear what this man and woman (Zimri and Cozbi) were planning when they entered the tent, so a priest - Phinehas - grabbed a weapon, ran to that tent and killed them both. The plague was stopped, but only after twenty-four thousand Jews died.


What a mess.


On top of idolatrous worship was added a refusal to fully obey God’s command. To that is added sexual sin. It looks like what Moab and Midian had been seeking from the outset will finally be achieved.


They wanted the end of Israel. And surely, now, God will do away with His people.


But Israel’s sin did not bring an end to Israel. The Jews were not destroyed and they were not disallowed from entering the land God promised to give them.


They were severely disciplined. That is what God did then and that is what He does today when His people sin.


He chastens us, sometimes severely. He brings different forms of discipline into our lives to make us the people He wants us to become. Holy. Loving. Obedient. On mission.


And we praise Him both for not doing away with us when we sin AND for continuing to form us into the image of Jesus.

Conclusion:


But let me ask a question. 


How was it that the Jews fell so hard, so far, so fast? They are camped in a great spot, right near the Promised Land, waiting on God to tell them, “Go and get it!” - and they totally blew it.


You want to know how they fell so hard, so fast? I’ll tell you.

Balaam, enemy #1…


After the prophet, Balaam, failed in his efforts to curse Israel, he pulled Balak aside and made a suggestion.


He offered that if the Israelites could be seduced into violating their God’s commands, the LORD might yet curse them.


And this is not speculation. We know that this is exactly what happened because Moses tells us so later in the book of Numbers.


In chapter 31, we read of the death of Balaam. Israel killed him years after the events we have seen today, in a battle with Midian.


So, after the series of blessings, Balaam stayed in the area of Moab/Midian. He never went back home to Mesopotamia.


In telling of Balaam’s death, Moses mentions the women who seduced the Jewish men to sexual sin [31:16] through the counsel of Balaam.

So, it was Balaam who convinced Moab to invite the men of Israel to worship their false gods. Balaam was behind all of it.


From start to finish, Balaam was the enemy of God’s people. He was defeated in his hilltop effort to overtly curse Israel, but he had never been dissuaded from attempting to curse Israel. He was persistent and creative and zealous for the defeat of God’s people.


And having been protected by God from a frontal assault by the big guns of Balaam’s cursing, Israel left their flank vulnerable to an end around and got sucker punched into idolatry and sexual sin.


God’s people walked right into his trap. They weren’t as alert to the dangers posed by Balaam as Balaam was alert to look for ways to trip them up.


He was an anti-God SEAL. “I can’t attack on land. I’ll attack by sea. I can’t curse them. I can seduce them.”

If, at the time of Moses, Balaam was “Enemy #1” for God’s people, we are warned today that there is an enemy who would take us down. The Apostle Peter names him.
Our Enemy #1…


[1 Peter 5:8] Your adversary, the devil prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.


This enemy has been tinkering with different ways to fight God’s people for centuries, and he’s updated for 2017. He knows what He’s doing when it comes to tripping us up.


He knows lots and lots of tricks. He can attack by sea, land, or air, can run and pass, can dunk and hit 35 foot 3-pointers.


He tempts me to stay angry. If I stand firm there, as I told you last week, he can tempt me to be manipulative, rather than honest.


He tempts me to complacency about the state of my soul. Maybe he tempts you with this, too. He tempts us to focus more on the material and the temporal than on the eternal.


He’ll tempt us to not forgive, to become bitter, to sexual sin, to dishonesty or hoarding or being a spendthrift, to alcohol abuse and to drug use.


He’ll tempt us to drift in our commitment to Jesus, and if we avoid that temptation, he’ll tempt us to pride for not drifting.

Your enemy is more committed to derailing you from following Jesus than Balaam was committed to derailing Israel. He is persistent and creative, and if we are to avoid Israel’s fate, we’ll be prepared. 

Defending against a persistent, creative, multi-option enemy…


America’s enemies have yet to find much of a way to defend against a Navy SEAL team, an Army Ranger team, or a RECON Marine team. I’m glad for that.


But God has given us all the help we need to stand against a persistent, creative enemy.


We’re going to end this morning by listening to the Apostle Paul’s wisdom when it comes to standing firm against our Enemy #1. We find that wisdom in Ephesians 6.


Paul wrote to first century Christians who faced persecution from Rome, thoroughly unbiblical morals, excessive violence, and opposition from a host of competing worldviews and religions. 


That probably sounds vaguely familiar on at least some counts. So what he said to them, he says to us.


Please listen as we prayerfully consider Paul’s words together now.

[Ephesians 6:10] Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might. [11] Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil. [12] For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.
[13] Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm. 

[14a] Stand firm therefore, HAVING GIRDED YOUR LOINS WITH TRUTH…

[14b]…and HAVING PUT ON THE BREASTPLATE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS, 

[15] and having shod YOUR FEET WITH THE PREPARATION OF THE GOSPEL OF PEACE; 

[16] in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be able to extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 

[17a] And take THE HELMET OF SALVATION…

[17b]…and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 

[18] With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints, [19] and pray on my behalf, that utterance may be given to me in the opening of my mouth, to make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel, [20] for which I am an ambassador in chains; that in proclaiming it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak. 

� The Wall Street Journal, January 8, 2017.


� Actually, these “nations” are less like what we would refer to “nations” today and more like “tribes”.


� Balak was angered by Balaam’s late arrival to Moab. He may have thought that Balaam delayed because he doubted that Balak could pay him. He probably wouldn’t have thought, “I’ll bet his donkey told him to obey God.”


� It is certainly Balak’s thought that Balaam has come to curse Israel. I think it is even likely that at this point Balaam is still hoping against hope that he will be able curse Israel and make some money off the deal.


� Aram = Mesopotamia = present-day northern Syria and Iraq, the land mass between the Tigris and Euphrates.


� As is so often the case in Hebrew prophecy, these words are beautifully poetic.  Hebrew poetry is often created, though, not of rhyming words, but by parallel thought. In this case, the second line of each of the seven couplets simply restates the thought of the first line.


� The name of the mountain suggests that it might have been used as a watch post for observing troop movements in the eastern Jordan Valley.


� God spoke through Balaam. No doubt here. God can use whatever vessel He chooses. We are not to assume, though, that because God used him, Balaam was a clean vessel. He remained, throughout, thoroughly pagan.


� This third prophecy is a visionary prediction of Israel’s future settlement in Canaan, the rise of the Jewish monarchy, and her victories over specific foes.


� Agag (v. 7) was perhaps the name of a dynastic line of the Amalekites. If, though, the reference is to the pagan king killed by Samuel, then Balaam is giving a tremendous prophecy by inspiration from God looking centuries ahead in time.


� The wild ox and the lion envision the power of Israel. Balaam is warning Balak, “You are about to wake the sleeping lion. You will do so at your peril.”


� The fourth oracle is actually a series of short prophecies expanding on the third.


� These last four oracles of Balaam (vv. 15-24) all look forward to the time of the early monarchy, especially to the reign of David, when the Moabites, Edomites, Amalekites and Philistines were subdued by Israel. But, these subjugations were only temporary. When Israel weakened, these enemies strengthened, prompting the prophets to denounce the nations. These prophecies of Balaam came to be interpreted messianically - as having their fulfillment in the far distant future.


� And we don’t know if Israel even knew that all of this was going on while it was going on. It all takes place in the non-Jewish world and they may well have been totally ignorant of the whole thing until long afterward.


� Baal was the Canaanite fertility god, whose worship Israel sadly found very tempting.


� The word “shittim” refers to the acacia tree.


� Joshua tells us that this location was the staging area for spying out Jericho (2:1) and that it was their last campsite before crossing the Jordan to take the land. (3:1)


� This is the only record of Israel worshiping another god while in the wilderness.


� The man who sinned (who brought the Midianite woman to the camp of Israel) was Zimri, the son of Salu, Salu being a leader of the tribe of Simeon. (v. 14)


� Sexual relations were a very common aspect of idolatrous worship and it is possible that this tryst was an outworking of idolatry through unlawful sex.


� The woman was Cozbi, the daughter of the leader of Midian, Zur. Zur was later killed as an enemy of Israel. (v. 15)


� Eli was responsible for tolerating the sins of his sons. (1 Samuel 2) Samuel was responsible for not stopping his sons for their sins. (1 Samuel 8) Jacob was too passive in dealing with his sons’ violence. (Genesis 34) David was guilty for not stopping Absalom’s rebellion before it really got going. (2 Samuel 13)


� This interpretation is held by C.F. Keil (commentary on the Pentateuch; Eerdmans), Gordon Wenham (commentary on Numbers (Tyndale), and others.


� The New Testament affirms this in Revelation 2. The resurrected Lord Jesus, writing to the church at Pergamum, said, [Revelation 2:14] “But I have a few things against you, because you have there some who hold the teaching of Balaam, who kept teaching Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit acts of immorality.”


� The New Testament only refers to Balaam in connection with his being a false prophet and his interest in overthrowing God’s blessing of Israel. 2 Peter 2:15-16 highlights Balaam’s association with greed; Jude 11, with the thinking that one can sin with impunity; Revelation 2:14 with compromise with the world.





