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Balak 5715 “The Prophecy of Bila’am” http://www.nechama.org.il/pages/636.html  

 כג פרק במדבר
ם( ה) ָּ֧שֶׂ ָ֛ק ַוי  ר ְיֹקו  ָ֖ ב  י ד  ִ֣ ם ְבפ  ָ֑ ְלע  ר ב  אמֶׂ ָֹ֛ ּוב ַוי ָ֖ק שׁ֥ ל  ל־ב  ה אֶׂ ר ְוֹכׁ֥ ֵּֽ  :ְתַדב 

Alef.  

1.    In Yalkut Shimoni, R. Eliezer interprets the verse as HaShem Placing an Angel in Bila’am’s 

mouth. Consequently, Bila’am only appeared to be speaking, but in fact the words were 

those of an angel. Therefore, there was no need to change what Bila’am said, but rather the 

words of the angel could be applied at face-value. 

 R. Yochanan understands that a physical object was placed in Bila’am’s mouth that caused 

the words to come out differently than the manner in which he said them. Therefore the 

words were Bila’am’s accompanied by the intention to curse, and therefore HaShem had to 

Intervene to assure that not only the words, but also the intent was thwarted.    

2.     

 RaMBaN on BaMidbar 23:5 attributes to other commentators a psychological, 

realistic interpretation of how the comments of ChaZaL can be understood, i.e., that 

Bila’am wasn’t aware of what he was saying, and HaShem used him as a stage for 

presenting what He Wanted to Balak. This suggests an alternative to the 

metaphysical approach that would simply take ChaZaL on this topic literally.  

 Similarly, re Beraishit 11:28, RaMBaN first offers a historical, logical understanding 

of what occurred between Avraham and Nimrod, before finally saying, that it is also 

possible to take the account by ChaZaL literally.  

 Re Ibid. 37:15, RaMBaN attributes to ChaZaL’s view that the person helping Yosef to 

find his brothers was an angel, explaining that rather than the entire affair being 

serendipity and a coincidence that affects human interactions, it was in reality a way 

for HaShem to Push forward His ultimate Plan to have the Jews go into exile in 

Egypt.  

 Re Shemot 3:13, RaMBaN takes two Midrashic explanations that could be simply 

taken literally, and interprets them in a logical, spiritual fashion. First, Moshe admits 

that the people will not necessarily immediately ask him about HaShem’s essential 

Nature, they can be expected to do so when the Tora is about to be given. At that 

point, what should I (Moshe) tell them? As for the answer that HaShem Provides, 

i.e., Ekyeh Asher Ekyeh, RaMBaN offers a logical account of the back-and-forth 

between Moshe and HaShem. Moshe asks for an approach by which he could 

theologically and philosophically explain God’s Nature, to which HaShem Responds, 

“All that the people need to know is that I will Be with them.” 

 Re VaYikra 9:7, RaMBaN once again supplies a psychological explanation for 

Aharon’s reticence to approach the altar. He suggests that Aharon obsessed over his 

participation in the sin of the Golden Calf, and would see reminders of that sin 

wherever he looked, particularly in the Tabernacle. By advising him to draw close to 

the Altar, Moshe was advising him that HaShem had Granted him atonement for the 

sin.  

3.    RaMBaN disagrees with ChaZaL that HaShem somehow metaphysically or physically altered 

Bila’am’s words unbeknownst to him, since Bila’am tells Balak directly in BaMidbar 24:3 that 
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he will deliver whatever HaShem has Imparted to him. Therefore, RaMBaN interprets 23:5 

as HaShem precisely Telling Bila’am what to say, with Bila’am consciously following the 

Divine Script that has been Given to him.  

4.    The counter of ChaZaL to RaMBaN’s critique would be to cite what HaShem Tells Bila’am 

prior to his leaving with Bila’am’s representatives. 

 כב פרק במדבר
א( כ) ֹֹ֨ ב ם   ֱאֹלקים׀ ַוי  ְלע  ל־ב  ה   אֶׂ ר ַלְיל  אמֶׂ ִֹ֣ א ֗לֹו ַוי ֹֹ֤ ְקר ם־ל  אּו ְלך   א  ִ֣ ים ב  ֲאנ ש ִׁ֔ ּום ה  ְך קָ֖ ִ֣ ם ל  ָ֑ ת  ְך א  ת־ ְוַא֗ ר אֶׂ ָ֛ ב   ַהד 

ר ׁ֥ ר־ֲאַדב  יך ֲאשֶׂ ָ֖ לֶׂ ֹו א  ה ֹאתׁ֥ ֵּֽ  :ַתֲעשֶׂ

The fact that the verb that HaShem Uses when Telling Bila’am that he is to speak in a 

certain manner, i.e., Ta’aseh, would support the idea that Bila’am will have to deliver 

HaShem’s Message that he was given, even though he might completely disagree with its 

contents. “Speaking” suggests sharing one’s thoughts; “doing” implies going through the 

motions, regardless of what a person personally thinks.  

5.     RaMBaM appears to follow a path different from that of both ChaZaL and RaMBaN. 

RaMBaN explained ChaZaL  as proposing that Bila’am was completely unaware of what he 

was saying, while RaMBaN maintains that he fully was aware, but was bound to follow a 

specific script that HaShem had Given him. RaMBaM associates Bila’am with other Prophets 

who become imbued with the Divine Spirit. While their senses and emotions remain active, 

they speak as though possessed by some outside force or spirit. Bila’am was aware that 

what he was saying were the Words of HaShem, and he had no way of influencing what was 

coming out of his mouth.  

 

 


