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Moshe and Bilam: Two Sides of the Same Coin? é‘fj‘ '§
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Bilam the Villain

1. Bemidbar 23:1-3
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Balaam said to Balak, “Build for me here seven altars, and prepare for me here seven bulls and

seven rams.” Balak did as Balaam had spoken; and Balak and Balaam offered on every altar a bull

and a ram. Balaam said to Balak, “Stand by your burnt offering, and I will go; perhaps G-d will

come to meet me, and whatever He shows me | will tell you.” He went to a bare height.

2. Bechor Shor 23:1
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In order to bring appeasement, maybe He will hold back and desire that he curse them.

Bilam the Prophet

3. Bemidbar 22:7-12
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The elders of Moab and the elders of Midian departed with the instruments of divination in their
hand; and they came to Balaam and spoke to him the words of Balak. He said to them, “Lodge
here this night, and I will bring you word again, as God shall speak to me.” The princes of Moab
stayed with Balaam. God came to Balaam, and said, “Who are these men with you?”” Balaam said
to God, “Balak the son of Zippor, king of Moab, has said to me, ‘Behold, the people that has come
out of Egypt, it covers the surface of the earth: now, come curse me them. Perhaps I shall be able
to fight against them and shall drive them out.”” God said to Balaam, “You shall not go with them.
You shall not curse the people; for they are blessed.”

4. Bemidbar 22:6
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Come then, put a curse upon this people for me, since they are too numerous for me; perhaps | can

thus defeat them and drive them out of the land. For | know that whomever you bless is blessed

indeed, and whomever you curse is cursed.”

Moshe and Bilam
5. Devarim 34:10
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There has not arisen a prophet since in Israel like Moshe, whom God knew face to face.



6. Sifri Devarim 357
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“And there shall not arise in Israel again a prophet such as Moshe.” But among the nations there
did arise. And who was he? Bilam the son of Beor.
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But there is a difference between the prophecy of Moshe and the prophecy of Bilam.
1. Moshe did not know who was speaking to him
o and Bilam did know...
2. Moshe did not know when He would speak to him until He did so.
o Bilam did know...
3. Moshe did not speak with Him unless he was standing...
o And Bilam spoke with Him when he was fallen...
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To whom may he be compared? To the king's cook, who knows the expenses of the royal table.

7. Bemidbar Rabbah 14:20
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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 like Moshe? This was Bilaam the son of Beor.
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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.
1. Moshe would speak with Him, standing...
o And with Bilaam, He would only speak with him prostrate
2. Moshe would speak to Him 'mouth to mouth,’ ...
o And with Bilaam, “Speaks the one who hears the speeches of God” — as He did not
speak to him 'mouth to mouth.’
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3. Moshe would speak to him face to face...
o And with Bilaam, He only spoke in parables...
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Three characteristics were in the hand of Bilaam that were not in the hand of Moshe
1. Moshe did not know who was speaking with him.
o Bilaam knew who was speaking with him...
2. Moshe did not know when the Holy One, blessed be He, would speak to him,
o Bilaam did know when the Holy One, blessed be He, would speak to Him... They told
a parable about the king's butcher who knows what the king brings to his table and
knows how much is spent for the king's table. So it was that Bilaam knew what the
Holy One, blessed be He, would say to him in the future.
3. Bilaam would speak with Him any time he wanted...
o 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."”

8. Talmud Bava Batra 14b
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Moshe wrote his own book and the portion of Bilam

9. Commentary of Rabbenu Gershom to Bava Batra 14b
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The portion of Bilam — even though Bilam himself was a prophet.



Understanding this Link

10. Rabbi Yitzchak Arama, Akeidat Yitzchak 82
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Likewise, He set up Moshe for Israel and Bilam for the other nations. See the differences between
Israelite prophets and the prophets of the other nations. The prophets of Israel warn the Israelites
against sinning... and the prophet that He set up for the non-Jews tried to destroy them from the
next world. Not only that, but all the prophets had mercy on Israel and the other nations... This
cruel one stood up and tried to eradicate an entire nation for no reason. This is the reason that the
story of Bilam is recorded, to inform us why God withdrew His Holy Spirit from the nations, for
this one came from them and look what he did.

11. Torah Temimah Devarim 34:10, note 26
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When | was learning in the VVolozhin yeshiva, | heard in the name of Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner an
explanation of this, using a parable of an eagle and a bat, that both of them know when the sun
rises and when the sun sets, but their reason for knowing are exact opposites. The nature of the
eagle is known, that it loves the rays of sun and at night its eyes cannot see. As opposed to the bat,
who finds calm only in the darkness and fears the light of day. Therefore, when the sun shines,
they both know, but the reason is different. The eagle knows to wake and see the light and life,
and the bat knows to hide. And when the sun sets, they also both know, but the eagle knows to
hide, and the bat knows to wake up.
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This image parallels Moshe’s and Bilam’s knowledge of God. Because when the opportunity
comes to bring light and blessing to the world, Moshe’s prophecy wakes up, and he intends to use
this time to bring this into the world. And Bilam also knows this time, but he hides during this
good time and withholds his prophecy, like a bat. And corresponding to this, when the channels
of light and good influence are closed and, a dark spirit of anger comes against Israel, then Bilam
wakes his prophecy to action, but Moshe, knowing this bad time, hides and withholds his prophecy
until this time passes. Thus, both know how to determine God’s will, but this one goes to light
and this one goes to darkness.



12. Darosh Dorash Yosef, page 361-363

In other words, when Moshe delivered the word of God, he was expressing the emotions and
thoughts of his own soul. Experientially, his prophecy emanated from the depths of his spirit. His
standing up represents his asserting his own personality rather than being a passive channel. His
personality merged with his prophecy into a single identity...

But Bilaam’s words had no connection with his cold personality. His entire prophecy was a “fig
leaf” that hid his ugly spirit... Bilaam knew perfectly well that the prophetic words that he spoke
were not his. He did not feel inside himself what his mouth uttered, nor did he appreciate the
beauty of the words that flowed mechanically from his mouth. Unlike Moshe, Bilaam did not
stand up to meet with and participate in the divine prophecy.

On the words, “152 927 ow" av?2 %X '1719” — The Lord happened upon Bilaam and put an utterance
in his mouth,” Rashi comments, 7%7° WK X 715°2177 7172 OPIOT QTR 1°92 739M 107 7"2pn 17 101 —
God placed a bridle and hook in his mouth, as a person bridles an animal with a fishhook in order
to lead it where he wishes.” In short, Bilaam was compelled to speak the words of God even as
he remained himself, unchanged.

13. Simi Peters, Is Bilam the Greatest Prophet? Tradition 52:3

Sifrei creates a link between Moses and Bilam that challenges our assumptions about both.
Exploring this link leads us to an insight that is startling in its simplicity: Moses might have become
Bilam, and Bilam might have become Moses. Each is a gifted poet with a capacity for prophecy
and, equally, a potential for defying God. What makes Moses a man of God and Bilam a hated
enemy is the manner in which they use their powers, and the choices they make. Moses’
willingness to defy God will be used to serve God; he challenges God fearlessly in defense of
Israel. Bilam, though, chooses to sell his talents to the highest bidders for the worst causes. He
has entry to the King’s palace, but he would rather be the King’s butcher than His trusted minister.

This is something worth understanding as we contemplate the end of Moses’ life and his status as
the supreme prophet whose teachings cannot be superseded. The midrash reminds us that Moses
was not born Moshe Rabbenu. He chose to become the man he became, just as Bilam chose
otherwise.



