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Rembrandt, Balaam and the Ass, 1626 
 



 2 

 

 

 

Num 22:25 

 

 

Ibn Ezra 

 

 

 

 



 3 

Haamek Davar 

 

 

 

Gen 31:48 

 

 

 

 

Tanchumah 

 

 

 



 4 

Midrash Tanchuma, Vayetzei 13:4 
 
This heap is witness between me and thee  
 

Gen 31:48 
 
Scripture states elsewhere in reference to this verse: 
 
 
And crushed Balaam’s foot against the wall  
 

Num 22:25 
 
The heap alluded to in our text was the very wall at which Balaam violated the 
promise he had made to Jacob, as it is said:  
 
I will not pass over this heap to harm you  
 

Gen 31:52 
 
Balaam and Laban were one and the same, for it is said of him: 
 
 An Aramean was destroying my father  
 

Deut 26:5  
 
Balaam was called an Aramean, because he desired to annihilate Israel, as is 
said: 
 
 Come, execrate Israel  
 

Num. 23:7 
 
Hence, it was the very wall that had borne witness to the oath that he had 
made that called him to account, as is written: 
 
 The hand of the witness shall be first upon him  
 

Deut. 17:7  
 
And Jacob swore by the Fear of his father, Isaac  
 

Gen. 31:53  
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This righteous man did not swear by the name of the king, but rather on the 
life of his father. He did it just as a man who desires to prove the truth of this 
remarks says: 
 
 “I swear by the life of my father.”  
 
He swore this oath only out of respect, as is written:  
 
A son shall honor his father  
 

Mal. 1:6 
 

 

Pirkei Avot 5:19 
 

 
 
 
 

(19) Anyone who has these three things is from the students of Abraham, our 
father, and [anyone who has] three other things is from the students of Bilaam 
the evildoer: [one who has] a good eye, a humble spirit and a small appetite 
-- is from the students of Abraham, our father.  
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[One who has] an evil eye, a haughty spirit and a broad appetite - is 
from the students of Bilaam the evildoer. What [difference] is there 
between the students of Abraham, our father, and the students of Bilaam the 
evildoer?  
 
The students of Abraham, our father, eat in this world and possess the next 
world, as it is stated 
 

 
 
 (Proverbs 8:21), "There is what for those that love Me to inherit, and 
their treasuries will I fill."  
 
But the students of Bilaam the evildoer inherit Gehinnom (Purgatory) 
and go down to the pit of destruction, as it is stated 
 

 
  
(Psalms 55:24), "And You, God, will bring them down to the pit of 
destruction; the people of blood and deceit, they will not live out half 
their days; and I will trust in You." 
 
 
Berakhot 7a:8-11 
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How much time does His anger last? God’s anger lasts a moment. And 
how long is a moment? One fifty-eight thousand, eight hundred and 
eighty-eighth of an hour, that is a moment. The Gemara adds: And no 
creature can precisely determine that moment when God becomes angry, 
except for Balaam the wicked, about whom it is written: 
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 “He who knows the knowledge of the Most High”  
 

Num 24:16 
... 
This should not be understood to mean that Balaam was a full-fledged 
prophet. Now, clearly, Balaam did not know the mind of his animal; and 
he did know the mind of the Most High? If he could not understand the 
rebuke of his donkey, he was certainly unable to understand the mind of the 
Most High. 
... 
Rather, this verse from Numbers teaches that Balaam was able to 
precisely determine the hour that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is angry. 
At that moment, Balaam would utter his curse and, through God’s anger, it 
would be fulfilled. 
... 
And that is what the prophet said to Israel: 
 
 

 
 
 “My nation, remember what Balak king of Moab advised, and how 
Balaam, son of Beor, responded; from Shittim to Gilgal, so that you may know 
the righteous acts of the Lord” (Micah 6:5).  
 
What is meant by the statement: “So that you may know the righteous acts 
of the Lord”? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Sifrei Devarim 357:40 
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(40) (Devarim, Ibid. 10) "And there shall not arise in Israel again a prophet 
such as Moses": (Deut 34:10) 
 

 
 
But among the nations, there did arise. And who was he? Bilam the 
son of Beor. But there is a difference between the prophecy of Moses 
and the prophecy of Bilam. Moses did not know who was speaking to 
him, and Bilam did know, viz. (Bamidbar 24:16)  
 
"The speech of the hearer (Bilam) of the words of the Almighty." Moses did 
not know when He would speak to him until He did so. Bilam did know, viz. 
"and the knower of the knowledge of the Most High." Moses did not speak with 
Him unless he was standing, viz. (Devarim 5:28) "And you, here, stand with 
Me."  
 
And Bilam spoke with Him when he was fallen, viz. (Bamidbar 24:4) "The 
vision of the Almighty shall he see, fallen and his eyes uncovered." 
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Num Rabba 14:20 
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Bemidbar Rabbah 14:20 
 

 
 
(20) And in Moshe's coming to the tent of meeting to speak with Him: 
It is learned (Deuteronomy 34:10),  
 

 
 
“And no other prophet arose in Israel like Moshe” - in Israel, none did arise, 
but among the nations of the world, one did arise; so that there not be a claim 
open to the nations to say, “If we had a prophet like Moshe, we would have 
worshiped the Holy One, blessed be He. And which prophet did they have [that 
was] like Moshe?  
 
This was Bilaam the son of Beor. 
 
 However there is a difference between the prophecy of Moshe and the 
prophecy of Bilaam:  
 
Three characteristics were in the hand of Moshe that were not in the hand of 
Bilaam.  
 
Moshe would speak with Him, standing; as it is stated (Deuteronomy 5:28), 
“And you stand with Me and I will speak to you, etc.”  
 
And with Bilaam, He would only speak with him prostrate, as it is stated 
(Numbers 24:4), “fallen and of open eyes.”  
 
Moshe would speak to Him 'mouth to mouth,' as it is stated (Numbers 13:8), 
“'Mouth to mouth' I speak to him.”  
 
And with Bilaam [it is written,] “Speaks the one who hears the speeches of 
God” – as He did not speak to him 'mouth to mouth.'  
 
Moshe would speak to him face to face, as it is stated (Exodus 33:11), “And 
the Lord spoke to Moshe face to face.”  
 
And with Bilaam, He only spoke in parables, as you say (Numbers 24:15), 
“And he started his parable, etc.”  
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Three characteristics were in the hand of Bilaam that were not in the hand of 
Moshe: Moshe did not know who was speaking with him.  
 
Bilaam knew who was speaking with him, as it is stated, “Speaks the one who 
hears the speeches of God, who gazes upon the vision of the Almighty.”  
 
Moshe did not know when the Holy One, blessed be He, would speak to him, 
and Bilaam did know when the Holy One, blessed be He, would speak to Him; 
as it is stated, “and who knows the mind of the Most Elevated.”  
 
They [accordingly] told a parable about the king's butcher who knows what 
the king brings to his table and knows how much is spent for [what goes] on 
the king's table.  
 
So it was that Bilaam knew what the Holy One, blessed be He, would say to 
him in the future.  
 
Bilaam would speak with Him any time he wanted, as it is stated, “fallen and 
of open eyes” - he would prostrate himself on his face and immediately, his 
eye would be revealed about what he was asking; and  
 
Moshe did not speak to Him anytime he wanted.  
 
Rabbi Shimon says, “Moshe too would speak to Him anytime he wanted, as it 
is stated, 'And in Moshe's coming to the tent of meeting to speak with Him' - 
immediately, 'and Moshe heard the Voice speaking to him.'” 

 

 

 

 

Bilaam & Lavan in Midrash 

A passage from Tanhuma associates Bilaam with none 
other than Lavan, the archetypical rabbinic villain: 
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Midrash Tanchuma, Vayetzei 13:4 
 
This heap is witness between me and thee (Gen. 31:48).  
 
Scripture states elsewhere in reference to this verse: And crushed Balaam’s foot against the wall 
(Num. 22:25).  
 
The heap alluded to in our text was the very wall at which Balaam violated the promise he had 
made to Jacob, as it is said: I will not pass over this heap to harm you (Gen. 31:52).  
 
Balaam and Laban were one and the same,13Sanhedrin 105a. See Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews 
6:123. for it is said of him: An Aramean was destroying my father (Deut. 26:5).  
 
Balaam was called an Aramean, because he desired to annihilate Israel, as is said: Come, execrate 
Israel (Num. 23:7). Hence, it was the very wall that had borne witness to the oath that he had made 
that called him to account, as is written: The hand of the witness shall be first upon him (Deut. 
17:7). And Jacob swore by the Fear of his father, Isaac (Gen. 31:53).  
 
This righteous man did not swear by the name of the king, but rather on the life of his father. He 
did it just as a man who desires to prove the truth of this remarks says: “I swear by the life of my 
father.” He swore this oath only out of respect, as is written: A son shall honor his father (Mal. 
1:6). 
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The King and his Mistress 

 
Gen Rabba 52:5 
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“God came to Avimelekh in a dream at night, and He said to him: 
Behold, you will die because of the woman that you have taken, as 
she is married to a husband” (Genesis 20:3). 
 
 

 
 
 
“God came to Avimelekh in a dream at night” –  
 
Rabbi Yosei said: The Holy One blessed be He appears to the prophets of the 
nations of the world only at a time that people typically have taken their leave 
from one another.  
 
That is what is written: “In thoughts from visions of the night,” (Job 4:13) “a 
matter stealthily came to me” (Job 4:12).  
 
What is the difference between the prophets of Israel and the prophets of the 
nations of the world?  
 
Rabbi Ḥanina bar Pappa and the Rabbis, Rabbi Ḥanina bar Pappa said:  
 
This is analogous to a king who was situated with his friend in a great 
hall, with a curtain placed between them.  
 
Whenever he would seek to speak with his friend, he would draw the 
curtain back and speak with him. But for the prophets of the nations 
of the world, He does not draw it back, but, rather, he speaks to them 
from behind the curtain. The Rabbis say: It is analogous to a king who 
had a wife and a concubine. When he goes to his wife, he goes 
publicly, but when he goes to his maidservant [the concubine], he 
goes clandestinely.  
 
So, the Holy One blessed be He appears to those of the nations of the 
world only at night: “God came to Bilam at night” (Numbers 22:20); 
“God came to Laban the Aramean in a dream of the night” (Genesis 
31:24); “God came to Avimelekh in a dream at night.”  
 
 
What is the difference between the prophets of Israel and the prophets of the 
nations of the world?  
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Rabbi Ḥama ben Rabbi Ḥanina and Rabbi Yisakhar of Kefar Mandi, Rabbi Ḥama 
said: The Holy One blessed be He appears to the prophets of the nations of 
the world only with a truncated form of speech, as it says: 
 

 
 
 “God happened [vayikar] upon Bilam” (Numbers 23:4).  
 
 
Rabbi Yisakhar of Kefar Mandi said: This expression vayikar is nothing other 
than an expression of impurity, just as it says: “If there will be among you a 
man who will not be pure due to an…incident [mikre]” (Deuteronomy 23:11).  
 
But to the prophets of Israel [He appears] with a complete form of speech, 
with an expression of endearment, with an expression of sanctity, with the 
expression with which the ministering angels laud Him, as it is stated: “And 
this one called to that one and said: Holy, …” (Isaiah 6:3).  
 
Rabbi Yosei ben Beiva said: “The Lord is far from the wicked” (Proverbs 15:29) 
– this refers to the prophets of the nations of the world; “and He hears the 
prayer of the righteous” (Proverbs 15:29) – this refers to the prophets of 
Israel.  
 
“God came to Avimelekh in a dream at night, and He said to him: Behold, you 
will die because of the woman…” – from here we learn that there is no 
forewarning [necessary] for Noahides.  
 
“And she is married to a husband [be’ulat baal]” –  
 
Rabbi Aḥa said: Her [Sarah’s] husband was crowned with her but she was not 
crowned with her husband.  
 
The Rabbis say: She was her husband’s superior. Everywhere, the man gives 
the orders; here, however, “Everything that Sarah says to you, heed her 
voice” (Genesis 21:12). 
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