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Being An Ass 
by Numbers 22-24 

Readings: Numbers 22:21-35; Romans 8:31-39; John 8:25-30 
 
“Sticks and stones may break my bones may break my bones but words can 

never hurt me.”  Many of us would have learnt those words as children.  Words that say 
that words have no power over us.  Yet we know it’s not true.  When we have been hurt, 
really hurt it will have been by or because of words.  Likewise when we have been truly 
happy, even blessed it will because of words, “I love you”, “I’m sorry”, or even just our 
name.  Words are important, words have power. 

Today we are looking at a story that comes from a time which understood the 
power of words, and we will have a chance to pause to consider some of the wonderful 
words that God has said to us and know just how powerful those words are, and know 
that because of them we are truly blessed. 

YOU CANNOT CURSE WHAT I HAVE BLESSED 

The hoardes of Israel (21:1-4) 
After a period of intense activity and movement the people of Israel have set up 

camp on the border of the Promised Land, over the Jordan from Jericho and here they 
will stay till the beginning of the book of Joshua. 

Not surprisingly the arrival of such a large number of people who have just 
defeated a range of enemies terrifies the local inhabitants, the Moabites.  In the first of a 
number of animal images which will appear in the story they are worried that “This horde 
is going to lick up everything around us, as an ox licks up the grass of the field.” (v3) 

This panic leads us to the longest sustained narrative and by far the best story in 
the book of Numbers, in which the people of Israel play no part.  It is carefully 
constructed story with a pattern of things happening in threes.  It is also filled with 
humour, suspense and a happy ending of sorts.  If you haven’t read it I strongly urge 
you to do so. You can easily imagine it being told around campfires in Israel and it is 
worth us as we go through considering the effect it would have on the listeners.   

Balaam meets with God: The Donkey and Ass (22:5-35) 
We quickly meet our two main characters, Balak, king of Moab, and Balaam, a 

renown pagan diviner and prophet who lives near the Euphrates, and who is referenced 
in non Biblical sources.  Balaak sends a group of elders  to hire Balaam for as he says. 
“A people has come out of Egypt; they have spread over the face of the earth, and they have 

settled next to me.  Come now, curse this people for me, since they are stronger than I; perhaps I 

shall be able to defeat them and drive them from the land; for I know that whomever you bless is 

blessed, and whomever you curse is cursed.”  (v5-6) 

Right the beginning this should bring a wry smile to our face for this sounds just 
like God’s words of blessing to Abraham back in Genesis.  This link is reinforced when 
Balaam consults with God who tells him “You shall not go with them; you shall not curse 
the people, for they are blessed” (v12).  This verse is the crux of the passage, Balaam is 
caught between the demands of Balak and the command of God.  How is this going to 
be resolved? 
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The visiting party are sent home disappointed but not to be put off, Balak sends a 
more distinguished party with a greater reward.  Balaam reminds them that he can only 
do what the Lord God tells him to do.  Surprisingly God tells him to go this time but he is 
only to do what he is told. 

So the next morning Balaam goes off on his donkey but surprisingly we are now 
told that God is angry with him (v22) and he sends an armed angel to oppose him.  
Three times the donkey sees the angel and acts to avoid him and his sword.  He goes 
into a field, crushes Balaam’s foot and finally just lies down and each time is beaten. 

Then we have some surprising words “Then the Lord opened the mouth of the 
donkey” and not surprisingly the ass asks, “Why are you beating me?”  People 
sometimes act as if the Bible is full of talking animals but Walt Disney moments are very 
rare, I can only think of one other and that is the snake in Genesis 2. 

Balaam says he is so angry that he does something surprising and talks back to 
his donkey, saying that if he had a sword he would kill his donkey, little realising that 
three times the donkey has acted to stop him from being killed by an angel who does 
have a sword. 

The donkey asks another question “Have I been in the habit of treating you this 
way?” Balaam finally sees what the donkey has seen all the time. The angel says his 
path is reckless and more than that he is being cruel to his ass who has acted to save 
his life.  Balaam repents and offers to return but again he is told to go to Balak but is 
reminded that he is only to speak what he is told, and that to disobey will mean death. 

Impact on Israel 
It is worth us considering what effect this would be having on Israelites listening 

to this story to this point. 
We can read this story and see Balaam in a reasonably good light, he keeps 

referring to God, but it is unlikely that Israelites would have seen him that way.  He is a 
pagan sorcerer who does things that the law specifically prohibits.  Furthermore it seems 
that he is a gun for hire.  It is interesting that when Balaam agrees to go he does not tell 
his employers that he will not be able to curse these people, it seems that he is perhaps 
hoping for payout despite what God has said.  This would explain why the Lord is angry 
with the way he goes.  God’s blessing of for that matter his cursing is not for sale. 

But most importantly the incident with the donkey shows the inadequacy of 
Balak’s secret spiritual weapon.  Balaam is supposed to be the best of the best in the 
spiritual world, yet a donkey can plainly see what Balaam is blind to.  Balaam says to the 
donkey you have made an ass of me, and how right he is.  You can just imagine the 
laughs around the camp fire.  The Lord may use Balaam to bring a message but if the 
Lord chose to he could just as well use his donkey.  The people have nothing to fear 
from people like Balaam. 

Balaam meets with Balak:  
So Balaam carries on with his journey.  It must have been a rather strange 

journey, with every noise the donkey made he would have to say “I’m sorry, did you say 
something?”  But he also would have much to think about.  He was soon to find that he 
was going to be in the same situation as he had put the donkey.  He had tried to force 
the donkey to go against God, Balak will now do the same to him.   

Once he arrives he is told off by Balak but he affirms that he can only do what 
God puts in his mouth, he is basically saying he is willing to be an ass for God. 

First Oracle 
After a feast, being shown the people of Israel and some ritual sacrifices Balaam 

goes off alone to discover what God will have him do.  He returns with his first oracle 
which he delivers as Balak stands with all his princes (23:7-10). 
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Balak has brought me from Aram, 

    the king of Moab from the eastern mountains: 

‘Come, curse Jacob for me; 

    Come, denounce Israel!’ 

8 How can I curse whom God has not cursed? 

    How can I denounce those whom the Lord has not denounced? 

9 For from the top of the crags I see him, 

    from the hills I behold him. 

Here is a people living alone, 

    and not reckoning itself among the nations! 

10 Who can count the dust of Jacob, 

    or number the dust-cloud of Israel? 

Let me die the death of the upright, 

    and let my end be like his!” 

 

Whilst it may be a wonderful piece of poetry by parallelism it is not what Balak 
wants to hear.  Rather it is good news for Israel.  That which God has blessed cannot be 
cursed.  More than that, the very language would have reminded the Israelites of the 
promises that God has made to Abraham and to them at Mt Sinai.  God has said 
Abraham’s offspring will be like the dust of the earth and it here it confirmed.  They are a 
numerous nation set apart.  Rather than cursing them Balaam wants to join them even if 
only in death. 

Second Oracle 
Not surprisingly Balak is upset and despite Balaam reminding him that he can 

only say what God gives him they go through the sacrificial process again supposing 
that if Balaam can’t curse all perhaps he can do a part. 

The second oracle is even stronger than the first, attacking Balak for thinking that 
God would change his mind.  Divination and sorcery will not work against them (23:23).  
The bovine imagery returns in that God given Israel strength like an ox and changing 
metaphors they are like devouring lions.  Balak should be thinking carnivore not 
herbivore.  The plans of Balak against God’s people are shown to be useless. 

Third Oracle 
Balak says “Not happy, Balaam”  but tries one last time.  Once again a vantage 

point is found to look at the people and sacrifices are made, but this time Balaam 
dispenses with his sorcery but literally is inspired by the sight of God’s people.  God’s 
Spirit brings the final oracle which looks forward to Israel being settled in their land, with 
a great king, and defeating in God’s power all their enemies.  It finishes with words that 
come from God’s promise to Abraham thus reaffirming all that promise meant. “May 
those who bless you be blessed and those who curse you be cursed.” 

Balak is furious as rather than cursing Israel, Balaam has blessed them three 
times, and in his indignation withholds his payment, to which Balaam replies that he has 
only done what he said he would do, say God told him to say.  And when it comes to 
Israel Balaam is Blessings R Us, or better Blessings R On Them.   

Before leaving Balaam gives a final burst of prophecy which speaks of a future 
king of Israel, a star from Jacob, and a scepter from Israel (24:17) who will utterly defeat 
Moab and other nations around. 

However before he left we discover later he also gave some advice which was to 
have a great impact on Israel which would led to them making an ass of themselves, but 
more of that next week. 

Impact on Israel 
Once again as this tale is told around the campfire it would have brought great 

delight to its listeners.  For a start God has done the theological equivalent of the school 



Preached at St. David’s 17/10/2021     Being an Ass by Numbers 22-24/  4 

ground, “Know you are but what am I”  Balak’s plan has rebounded on himself,.  As he 
has tried to curse Israel he has ended up cursed himself. 

Moreover the people would have realised that God was working for their 
protection and secure future even when they didn’t know what he was doing. 

But most importantly they would have remembered that God was for them, that 
his purposes for his people would be accomplished, not his enemies or even his 
people’s failing would stop him.  The whole Balaam narrative keeps hammering home 
this point, God will bless his people, anyone who says otherwise is making an ass of 
himself. 

WORDS OF ASSURANCE 

There is much that we could think about from this narrative.  There is the puzzling 
figure of Balaam, whose side is he really on?  Church leaders can learn positively from 
his understanding that he can only speak what the Lord gives him, which should be the 
motto of every preacher.  But they can also be warned of the danger of being a church 
person for hire and so be blind to what God is doing right in front of us. 

We could helpfully think about how God works for us even when we are 
completely unaware of it  We could look at some of his prophecies which look forward to 
David and then on to Jesus Christ, and be reminded again at God’s control of history.  
Moreover as David defeated Israel’s enemies, Jesus defeated humanity’s true enemies, 
sin and death. 

The best way to think perhaps comes by thinking of the structure of the book of 
Numbers.  The people of Israel after 38 long years are on the verge of the Promised 
Land.  Yet they are surrounded by hostile enemies and temptations, and they still have 
the conquest of the Land to go.  And at this very point we have this wonderful story 
which vigorously reminds the reader of God’s purposes for his people, his determination 
to bless his people, what assurance this would give. 

We are in many ways in a similar place.  As Christian we stand on the verge of 
the Promised Land, God’s promised future, yet we still have to fight the good fight of the 
faith, and are surrounded by temptations, we to need to hear God’s clear words of 
blessing to us in Christ for they give great assurance.  That which God has blessed 
cannot be cursed, we need to be reminded of this?  Do you know God’s determination to 
bless us his people?  Is the word bless one that comes to mind when thinking of God? 

There are two areas where we should remember this.  Firstly when words accuse 
us.  When we hear a voice which questioningly asks “How can God forgive you?  You’re 
such an ass”  Each week we have an absolution when we confess our sins, it is not me 
who forgives, I am simply reminding us of the forgiveness that God has promised.  As 
far as the east is from the west are our sins removed from us in God’s forgiveness.  That 
is a blessing that God is determined that we have.  Our spiritual enemy may try to curse 
us in this way, but it will not work.  In Jesus we are blessed, we are forgiven. If we have 
been in the habit of being an ass forgiveness God can open our mouths in praise.   

Secondly, we need to remember that if God has blessed us who can curse us.  
When we listen to words of fear and anxiety we need hear the wonderful words of 
blessing and assurance of and related to this is the wonderful God’s eternal love to us in 
Jesus.  Romans 8:38-39 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor 

things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

These are wonderful words of blessing that we need to soak deep into our hearts.  
If we grasp these things then whilst stick and stones may break our bones nothing can 
truly harm us for we are safe in God’s love in Christ.  This is God’s stated intention and 
whomever he blesses is blessed.  We would be an ass not to see this assurance. 

Let us pray that we may know this more and more. 


