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Bilaam

Who was Bilaam? What is his genealogy? Is Bilaam a prophet, someone who hears and informs the population what 
God wants? Is Bilaam a diviner (that is, a fortune-teller), one that predicts the future but makes no attempt to 
change that future? Or is Bilaam a sorcerer? A sorcerer tries to change the future, typically through ritual acts or 
incantations. Commentators have called Bilaam all of these. Whatever his genealogy or his profession, Bilaam is one 
of the bad guys in Jewish tradition.

In her first essay on parsha Balak in her book, Studies in Bamidbar,1 Nehama Leibowitz addresses the kind of man 
Bilaam was. As is her wont, Ms. Leibowitz suggests several approaches, each an approach adopted by a sage.
Today’s d'var is largely based on this essay.

The text of Bilaam’s first blessing includes the words, “From Aram, Balak, king of Moab, led me.”2 The midrash 
presents three different opinions as to Bilaam’s identity, noting the word Aram.3 The first view, using the principle of 
conservation of Biblical personages, is that Balaam is none other than Laban, the man who wanted to entirely 
destroy Jacob and his family! Another opinion is that Bilaam is Laban’s grandson. The third opinion is that Bilaam is 
Laban’s nephew. A note in Ginzberg’s Legends of the Jews states there is a fourth view, that Bilaam was not was a 
relative of Laban, certainly not identical with him. One of these theories is that Bilaam is Kemuel, the son of Milcah.4

Milcah, for those of us who do not remember every Biblical character, is Abraham’s sister-in-law, the wife of 
Abraham’s brother Nahor, Haran’s daughter5 and Sarah’s sister.

Whatever his family history, the midrash has Bilaam an advisor to Pharaoh.6 When Pharaoh was deciding how to 
deal with the Hebrew people, he called upon three advisors (Let us deal wisely with them7), the three advisors being 
Bilaam, Yitro, and Job. Bilaam spoke against the Jews and advised that they be killed. Although it has nothing to do 
with today’s d'var, the midrash has Yitro speaking in defense of the Hebrews and Job remaining silent. So Bilaam, 
the advisor to Pharaoh who suggested Jews be killed, was ultimately killed by Jews.8

Leibowitz compares Biblical language describing how different people received Hashem’s words. God spoke to the 
prophets of Israel without the prophets' seeking those words. For example, Hosea opens with, “The word of the 
Lord that came unto Hosea.”9 Hosea and the other prophets of Israel did not pursue God’s words. Indeed, some 
prophets, such as Jeremiah, found dealing with the Lord to be an unwelcome imposition. In contrast, Bilaam 
hankers after prophecy. He strives through magical means to obtain the word of God. For example, in Numbers 
23:1-3, Bilaam, via the medium of seven altars, seven bullocks, enchantments, and solitude, hopes to force God to 
appear to him. When Hashem does appear, what happens? The Talmud10 discusses the implications of the phrase 
found in Numbers 23:5: “Hashem put an utterance in Bilaam’s mouth …” “Rabbi Eliezer said: an angel, Rabbi 
Yochanan said: a hook.”

According to Rabbi Eliezer, Bilaam was merely guided from above to bless and not to curse. He had been 
intellectually enlightened to face the true facts. Rabbi Yochanan, on the other hand, felt Balaam had to utter 
blessings in spite of his own desires, forced against his will, struggling like a fish on a hook.

Rambam has a less extreme opinion. He explains the phrase “Hashem put an utterance in Bilaam’s mouth” not as 
implying external compulsion; rather, God taught him by rote what he should say, so that Bilaam will not forget.

Was Bilaam a prophet of God? Nachmanides, using textual analysis, also said no, Bilaam was not a prophet of 
God.11 In Numbers 22:31 we read that “Hashem uncovered Bilaam’s eyes.” According to Rambam, the phrase 
“uncovered his eyes” is used for someone who has not reached the level of prophecy. It is not used in connection 
with true prophets. Nachmanides points to 2 Kings 6:17, where Elisha’s attendant had his eyes opened, and to 
Genesis 2:19, where it says God opened Hagar’s eyes as proof text that the phrase is used for those without the gift 
of prophecy.



In contrast to this, Rambam, in his Guide for the Perplexed,12 discusses that there are different levels of prophecy.
One of the lower grades of prophecy is being inspired to utter words of wisdom or divine praises or moral reproof.
Maimonides points to the phrase “Hashem put an utterance in Bilaam’s mouth” as proof text that Bilaam belonged to 
this lower class of prophets.

Another difference between Bilaam and the Hebrew prophets is that the prophets of Israel emphasize divine 
authority for their utterances, as expressed in phrases such as: “Thus said the Lord,” and “For the mouth of the Lord 
of Hosts has spoken.” Bilaam, on the other hand, prefaces his later words with:13 “The words of Bilaam son of Beor 
…” Bilaam attributes his utterances to himself, his family, and his own powers. Still, with the third blessing one 
detects that a change may have come over Bilaam in his attitude, preparations, and in the quality of his inspiration, 
as we read:14 “…and the sprit of God was upon him.” Both Rashbam and Hirsch, for example, feel on this third 
occasion the divine presence did rest on Bilaam out of love.

Nevertheless, other sages detect, even in Bilaam’s final utterance, a false note. Rabbi A.L. Scheinbaum15 calls Bilaam 
the consummate liar who presents himself as a saint. The Talmud16 explains how this seeming blessing is not really 
a blessing; it was worded in such a way that it could be turned into a curse.17 The midrash compares Moses’ 
blessings, which were said in a low, quiet voice, to the words spoken by Bilaam that were said in a very loud voice, 
so that the other nations might hear and out of envy make war on Israel.18

There is yet another view of Bilaam. He is not a prophet, even a low category prophet. He is not a sorcerer that via 
seven altars, etc. tries to change God’s actions. Rather, he is a diviner. The medieval work Tz’enah Ur’enah19 states 
that Bilaam operated as follows: if Bilaam saw the stars showed an evil fate, he would curse. Later, when that evil 
destiny came to pass, people thought it was a result of Bilaam’s curse.

There is also an opinion among the sages that while Moses was the greatest prophet in Israel, Bilaam was his peer 
among the nations of the world.20 It is related in the midrash21 that Hashem foresaw that the gentile nations might 
claim they adopted their lifestyle because they lacked leadership. Therefore, God provided them with leadership 
both powerful and brilliant. When Solomon was established as monarch, God provided the pagans with 
Nebuchadnezzar. Israel was provided Moses and the nations were given Bilaam. This shows that the nations wasted 
whatever opportunities Hashem granted them.

In conclusion, Bilaam did have a connection with Ruach Hakodesh (divine inspiration), but it was misused so that in 
the end, as described in the Book of Joshua,22 “The Children of Israel slew Bilaam son of Beor, the sorcerer, with the 
sword.”

Gut Shabbos.

END NOTES

1 Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in Bamidbar Numbers, World Zionist Organisation, Department for Torah Education & 
Culture in the Diaspora, 1980, page 282.

2 Numbers 23:7.

3 Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, translated from the German manuscript by Paul Radin, Jewish Publication 
Society (JPS), Philadelphia, 1968, Vol. III, page 354, and Vol. VI, note 722.

4 Gen 22:21.

5 Gen 22:20.



6 Rabbi Yisroel Ciner, Parsha Insights, an activity of Project Genesis in a mass email of 28 October 1997.

7 Exodus 1:10.

8 Numbers 31:8.

9 Hosea 1:1.

10 Sanhedrin 105b, quoted by Leibowitz, op. cit.

11 Selected Portions of Nachmanides’ Commentary on the Torah, Bamidar-Devrim, translated and annotated by 
Avraham Yakov Finkel, Yeshivath Bet Moshe, Scranton, PA., first edition, Vol. 4, 2006.

12 Chapter 45, page 242 of the Friedlander edition. Referenced by Leibowitz, op. cit.

13 Numbers 24:3.

14 Numbers 24:2.

15 Peninim on the Torah – An Anthology of Thought-Provoking Ideas and Practical Insights on the Weekly Parsha, 
14th series, Peninim Publications, Hebrew Academy of Cleveland, page 266.

16 Ta’anit 20a, quoted in Leibowitz.

17 Ginzberg, op. cit., Vol. VI, page 133, note 778, which cites Ta’anit 20a.

18 Ginzberg, op. cit., Vol. III, page 379.

19 Tz’enah Ur’enah, the classic anthology of Torah lore and midrashic commentary, Vol. 3, Bamidbar-Devarim,
translated from the Yiddish by Miriam Stark Zakon, Mesorah Publications, Ltd., 1984.

20 Ginzberg, op. cit., Vol. III, page 356.

21 Peninim on the Torah, op. cit., page 265, which does not reference its source.

22 Joshua 13:22.


