
1 

Oak Grove Presbyterian Church 
Rev. Dr. Bart Roush 

July 26, 2026 
Numbers 22:20–35 

 

Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit. 

Startle us, O God, with your truth and open our hearts and our minds to 
your wondrous love. Speak your word to us; silence in us any voice but 
your own and be with us now as we turn our attention, our minds and 
our hearts, to you, in Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

We finish our sermon series on road trips this Sunday. We have saved 
one of the oddest stories for last. It’s not in any Christian lectionary that 
I could find, so I don’t imagine that many of us have heard this story 
from the pulpit. I imagine it may be in some children’s bible because it 
includes a talking donkey. Some of you who read the bible in a year may 
recall the story from the Old Testament book of Numbers. Numbers can 
be, frankly, kind of a boring book, especially since it comes on the heels 
of Leviticus with all the rules and laws for the people of Israel. Number 
is mostly an accounting of the numbers that comprise the twelve tribes 
of Israel and their movements as the wander the desert. 

A little background and lead up for the story. The Israelites are camped 
out on the border between the Amorites and the Moabites. The King of 
the Moabites, King Balak has witnessed the Israelites destruction of the 
Amorites, and the entire region of Moab is nervous and afraid as the 
Israelites approach their land. King Balak feels he must do something, so 
he sends some of his men to a pagan prophet named Balaam, in hopes 
that Balaam the seer will put a curse on the Israelites hoping that this 
may help King Balak defeat the Israelites. 
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When King Balak’s men arrive to Balaam, they tell Balaam their worries 
about the Israelites and King Balak’s wishes to have Balaam curse the 
Israelites. They also bring a nice fee for this service. Balaam, although, 
not an Israelite, tells the men to spend the night with him, and Balaam 
will tell them what God says about their request.  

In the night, God speaks to Balaam and tells him that he cannot go with 
the men, that he may not put a curse on the people of Israel, and that 
they are blessed. The next morning Balaam conveys what he heard from 
God and tells the men to go back to their own country and that he cannot 
go with them. When the men arrive back to King Balak, they tell him 
that Balaam refused to come back with them. 

King Balak sends even more men, and more prestigious men, to Balaam. 
When they arrive they tell Balaam that King Balak really wants him to 
curse the people of Israel and will reward him handsomely. Balaam tells 
the men that even if King Balak offered all the silver and gold in his 
palace, he could not go with him because God’s command was pretty 
clear. But he also tells them to spend the night to see what God might 
have to say about this. Perhaps the thought of all the silver and gold in 
the palace was enough for Balaam to ask again. The story picks up from 
there at verse Numbers 22, verse 20. Listen for a word from God. 

20That night God came to Balaam and said to him, “If the men have 
come to summon you, get up and go with them, but do only what I 
tell you to do.” 21So Balaam got up in the morning, saddled his 
donkey, and went with the officials of Moab. 
22God’s anger was kindled because he was going, and the angel of 
the Lord took his stand in the road as his adversary. Now he was 
riding on the donkey, and his two servants were with him. 23The 
donkey saw the angel of the Lord standing in the road, with a drawn 
sword in his hand, so the donkey turned off the road and went into 
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the field, and Balaam struck the donkey, to turn it back onto the 
road. 24Then the angel of the Lord stood in a narrow path between 
the vineyards, with a wall on either side. 25When the donkey saw 
the angel of the Lord, it scraped against the wall and scraped 
Balaam’s foot against the wall, so he struck it again. 26Then the 
angel of the Lord went ahead and stood in a narrow place, where 
there was no way to turn either to the right or to the left. 27When the 
donkey saw the angel of the Lord, it lay down under Balaam, and 
Balaam’s anger was kindled, and he struck the donkey with his 
staff. 28Then the Lord opened the mouth of the donkey, and it said 
to Balaam, “What have I done to you, that you have struck me these 
three times?” 29Balaam said to the donkey, “Because you have 
made a fool of me! I wish I had a sword in my hand! I would kill 
you right now!” 30But the donkey said to Balaam, “Am I not your 
donkey, which you have ridden all your life to this day? Have I 
been in the habit of treating you this way?” And he said, “No.” 
31Then the Lord opened the eyes of Balaam, and he saw the angel 
of the Lord standing in the road, with his drawn sword in his hand, 
and he bowed down, falling on his face. 32The angel of the Lord 
said to him, “Why have you struck your donkey these three times? I 
have come out as an adversary because your way is perverse before 
me. 33The donkey saw me and turned away from me these three 
times. If it had not turned away from me, surely just now I would 
have killed you and let it live.” 
34Then Balaam said to the angel of the Lord, “I have sinned, for I 
did not know that you were standing in the road to oppose me. Now 
therefore, if it is displeasing to you, I will return home.” 35The 
angel of the Lord said to Balaam, “Go with the men, but speak only 
what I tell you to speak.” So Balaam went on with the officials of 
Balak. 
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The rest of the story of Balaam and King Balak concludes by King 
Balak bringing Balaam to several high places overlooking the Israelites, 
with King Balak demanding a curse, only for Balaam, at God’s 
direction, to offer a blessing to the Israelites. Balaam then delivers a 
prophesy of triumph for Israel and for a future Messiah. King Balak 
becomes angry and orders Balaam to leave without being paid. Later, 
Balaam will advise King Balak on how to corrupt the Israelites so they 
go against God. 

Balaam is mentioned in the New Testament a number of times. Peter 
compares false teachers to Balaam and talks about the wages of 
unrighteousness. Jude mentions Balaam when talking about the love of 
money as sin. The book of Revelation mentions Balaam unfavorably as 
a person who led people away from the ways of God. He does not 
appear in these instances as a favorable person. It’s curious, then, that 
God chooses him to deliver blessings upon Israel when the King seeks a 
curse. 

Balaam was a Seer, a type of diviner. Though he is not an Israelite, he 
does know that he needs to seek a word from the Israelite God when 
King Balak asks him to curse the Israelites. And he gets a very clear 
answer. Don’t go. Don’t curse. The Israelites are blessed. It seems clear 
and he sends the king’s men away. But when the next group arrives, the 
interchange is a little more hesitant. Balaam tells him that he will not go, 
not even if the king gave him all the gold and silver in the palace. 
However, he also tells the men to stay the night, and he will inquire with 
God again. 

It sounds like he’s being holy; like he’s exercising his spiritual muscles 
here. But, God was pretty clear before. Balaam seems more like a person 
who keeps asking a question hoping for a different result, even though 
the answer was really clear before. And God does change God’s answer, 
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sort of. God says, “Fine. Go. See for yourself.” And the story tells us that 
God’s angry because he went. Perhaps God is letting Balaam see the 
consequences of his actions, because Balaam already knows he 
shouldn’t go. 

Balaam sets out on his donkey toward Moab, and an angel of God 
blocks his way three times. The angel is invisible to Balaam, the seer. 
The donkey tries to veer off the road. Balaam gets angry and beats the 
donkey to continue. The donkey tries to go through a narrow bath along 
a vineyard wall and scrapes Balaam’s foot. Balaam, again, angry beats 
the donkey. The third time, the angels stand in the way altogether, so the 
donkey just stops and refuses to move. Balaam strikes the donkey a third 
time. It seems that God, and the donkey, have had enough, and God 
opens the mouth of the donkey, and the donkey says to Balaam, “What 
have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?” 

Taking no notice that a donkey is talking to him, Balaam argues 
back with the donkey, and says that if he had a sword, he would strike 
the donkey down. The irony is, if he were paying attention, there was a 
sword right in front of him. Of course, it’s being held by God’s angel 
who is trying to tell Balaam that he hasn’t been listening! It is then that 
Balaam’s eyes are open, and he sees the angel of God, who tells him he 
may continue, but only if he proclaims what God tells him to do. It 
seems, Balaam the seer, is finally getting the message. 

There is an unusual Hebrew phrase in the story, only appearing in this 
chapter.i When speaking of Balaam and not being able to see, the 
Hebrew uses the singular for “eye.” Jewish rabbis have interpreted this 
to show the hubris of Balaam the seer. “The man who claims visionary 
authority is marked by partial sight. He sees, but only out of one eye; he 
knows, but not fully.” To drive the point home further, the wisest 
creature in the story is a donkey! 
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While the mentions about Balaam in the New Testament center around 
greediness and his plotting against the Israelites to corrupt them, perhaps 
his character flaw isn’t just about wickedness, but over confidence and 
self-certainty. The first word in the story is “See,” and Balaam is renown 
for his ability to see, but even when he is given a clear answer initially 
from God, he still seeks a different answer, and then on the road, when 
confronted with the angel of God, it is the donkey that sees instead of 
Balaam. (Here, I have to interject one preacher says that this story 
proves that hindsight is 20-20. You knew there was going to be a bad 
joke in here somewhere!). 

This story encourages, I think, to make sure we are listening and paying 
attention. And do so in a humble way. I can hear the voice of the prophet 
Micah saying, to “do justice, love mercy, and to walk humbly with 
God.” It might mean we need to pay attention to unexpected voices or 
from people we may not always listen to. It might mean that we expand 
our circles from people who only agree with us and telling us exactly 
what we think or feel. We all have confirmation bias – that is, we tend to 
gravitate toward things that agree with what we think. And it is easy to 
do because so much of our information can be siloed into our own 
viewpoints. 

But beyond listening to those who may not agree with us, I think this 
story also tells us the importance of paying attention to what those 
closest to you may have to say. We might need to pay attention to the 
donkeys in our lives. We can infer that Balaam’s donkey was a loyal 
companion and worker. After Balaam hits the donkey three times, the 
donkey, through the power of God, rebukes Balaam and is like, “Dude, 
come on. I’m your donkey you have known your entire life! Have I 
treated you this way?” To which Balaam can only offer a meager “no.” 
The donkey has never led Balaam astray or mistreated him. 
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And there may also be times when we are the donkey. We may be the 
trusted friend who nudges a person or tries to stop a person dead in their 
tracks to help them reevaluate decisions they are making. And, we may 
not always be liked in that role, so we may need to communicate, 
persistently and kindly, about what we are seeing until our friend can see 
the obstacles in their way.  

The beauty of this fantastical story, is that it reminds us that we need one 
another to see the fullness of God. We cannot go on the road, on our 
journey of faith without others to help us along the way. Because, as 
good as we think our eyesight might be, we all miss things. Things are 
not always as clear as we would like them to be. May we have eyes to 
see. 

Amen. 

 

 
 

i https://www.jtsa.edu/torah/who-sees-the-truth-and-who-speaks-it/ 


