Lesson 49 worksheet - Israel: The Doctrine of Balaam
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.

1. When God told the Israelites to go into the Promised Land, they refused, so they wandered in the wilderness for 40 years. In the 38th year of their wandering, they fought with Sihon, the king of the Amorites, and Og, the king of Bashan. They conquered both of these kings and possessed their lands and cities. The neighbor of these defeated kings, Balak the king of Moab, wanted to defend himself against the Israelites. He hired Balaam, the Mesopotamian prophet, to put a curse on Israel.
2. In our last lesson, we learned how God told Balaam not to curse Israel, but to bless them. Balaam blessed Israel three times, and prophesied that they would eventually defeat the Moabites, and their other enemies in that area. Balaam went home to Mesopotamia without receiving money and honor from king Balak. At this point in the story, it seems to us that Balaam is a faithful prophet who obeyed God. He appears to be a hero among Bible characters. If we don’t study the rest of the Bible, we will think that Balaam is one of the “good guys”. Let’s find out what else he did later.

3. The book of Numbers, chapters 22, 23, and 24, tell us the story of Balaam and Balak in great detail, but there is more to learn. Balaam is mentioned in many other places in the Bible. He is mentioned at least three times in the New Testament. We have to collect all of the available evidence before we can know the whole story about Balaam.
4. We need to understand that Balaam was acquainted with the true God (the God of Israel), but he was not completely devoted to follow and obey him. He prayed to God, and God answered him, but there were some serious flaws with Balaam’s faith. We noticed the first sign of a problem when he went to God a second time to ask if he should curse Israel. God had already clearly told him not to curse them, because they were blessed. When Balak’s men came with new offers of more money and honors, Balaam already knew what God wanted him to do, but he decided to ask again.

5. Balaam’s willingness to continue to try to go against what God had said was prompted by his love of money. The princes of Moab offered to promote him to very great honor, and to do anything that he would ask of them. Balaam’s answer revealed what was in his heart. He said, “Even if Balak would give me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot go beyond the word of the LORD my God”. Nobody offered him a house full of silver and gold. That was Balaam’s idea. He was thinking and dreaming about riches, hoping that God might change His mind, so he could get rich.
6. The apostle Peter talks about false prophets and false teachers. (2Pet. 2:1-22) He says they are “covetous”, and “make merchandise” of people. He says they “have forsaken the right way, and are gone astray, following the way of Balaam”.  What is the way of Balaam? Peter says he “loved the wages of unrighteousness”. He loved money more than he loved the truth of God. 1Timothy 6:10 says, “The love of money is the root of all evil.”
7. Jude, in his short book of the New Testament, writes to warn about wicked men who bring false teachings into the church. He compares them to some of the enemies of God, including disobedient Israelites, fallen angels, Sodom and Gomorrah, Cain, and Korah (who rebelled against Moses). Jude says that false teachers run “greedily after the error of Balaam for reward”. This tells us that Balaam was greedy, and he loved rewards more than he loved the truth of God.
8. God had already told Balaam not to go with Balak’s men, but the second time he said Balaam could go with them. God told Balaam to say only the word that He would give him. God could see what was in Balaam’s heart. He knew that Balaam had already decided to cooperate with Balak, so God determined to kill Balaam. When the donkey saved Balaam’s life, the angel had to remind Balaam to do only what God told him. This warning apparently frightened Balaam so much that he was afraid not to obey God, even if he had to lose the money and honor.
9. After Balaam blessed Israel and went home, we only find small bits of information about him scattered throughout the Bible. The next time we hear about Balaam, in Numbers chapter 31, Israel has won a war against the Midianites. Israel kills the five kings of Midian, and at the same time, they killed Balaam with a sword. Why would Israel kill the prophet who blessed them three times? We have to look further for more clues. Later in the same chapter, Moses is angry that the Israelites took the Midianite women as captives. He said, “These women are the ones who caused our nation to sin, and God sent a plague on us. It happened because of the counsel of Balaam.”
10. Numbers chapter 25 tells us how Israelite men were attracted to the Moabite and Midianite women. They began to visit them and commit adultery with them. Because of this, many Israelites began to worship the Moabite god, Baalpeor. God told Moses to kill all the men that had taken women from this false religion. God sent a plague that killed many Israelites. As faithful people prayed and wept at the Tabernacle, one Israelite boldly took one of these women into the camp of Israel, and brought her into his tent in front of everybody. Phineas, a grandson of Aaron the priest, took a javelin and followed them into the tent. He killed both of them! God commended Phineas for fighting against sin. Because of what Phineas did, God stopped the plague, but 24,000 people had already died. 
11. The New Testament teaches us the reason for this tragedy. In Revelation 2:14, Jesus talks about “the doctrine of Balaam, who taught Balak to cast a stumblingblock before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed unto idols, and to commit fornication”. Balaam was afraid to curse Israel, but he knew how to destroy them. If he could get them to sin, then God Himself would destroy them. Balaam taught Balak to use good food and beautiful women to attract Israel to idol worship. It was a very effective plan, and it caused a lot of damage to God’s people.
12. When we have all the facts, we see that Balaam was not one of the “good guys” in the Bible. He knew something about God, but he did not follow Him with his whole heart. Because he worked against Israel, God turned against him. We should be very careful to never be against God’s chosen people.
Fill in the blanks and correct any mistakes. Keep this lesson for future reference. Come back for lesson No. 50 - “The Last Sermon of Moses”.
