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SOURCES & RESOURCES
IS BILAM THE GREATEST PROPHET?

T

he final verses of Deuteronomy seem to seal Moses’ reputation
for all time as the supreme prophet whose teachings cannot be
superseded by any later prophet:

And there did not arise a prophet again in Israel like Moses, whom God
knew face to face, for all the signs and wonders which God sent him to
do in the land of Egypt, to Pharaoh and to all his servants and to all his
land, and for all the mighty hand and all the great awe which Moses did
before the eyes of all of Israel (Deuteronomy 34:10–12).

Sifrei (357) on these verses takes a surprising direction:
And there did not arise a prophet again in Israel like Moses. But among
the nations there did arise [such a prophet]. And who was that? Bilam,
son of Be’or. Yet there is a difference between the prophecy of Moses
and the prophecy of Bilam. Moses did not know Who was speaking
with him, and Bilam did know Who was speaking with him, as it is said,
“[These are the] words of the one who hears the Lord’s sayings and
knows the knowledge of the Most High” (Numbers 24:16).1 Moses did
not know when He would speak with him until He spoke with him and
Bilam did know when He would speak [with him], as it is said, “and
knows the knowledge of the Most High.” [God] would not speak with
[Moses] until he was standing, as it is said, “And you, here, stand with
Me” (Deuteronomy 5:27). And Bilam, He would speak with him when
he was falling down, as it is said, “he will see the visions of Shaddai, falling, and with uncovered eyes” (Numbers 24:16). A parable, to what
may this be compared? To the king’s butcher, who knows how much
the king spends on his table.
1

Note Nahmanides’ emendation of this part of the text in the discussion below.
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At first glance, the midrash appears to be a response to the opening quote
from Deuteronomy: “And there did not arise a prophet again in Israel
like Moses.” Sifrei treats the words “in Israel” as superfluous and
expounds them to exclude “the nations of the world.” This enables the
midrash to read the verse as follows: Although a prophet as great as
Moses did not arise in Israel, such a prophet did arise among the nations
of the world—namely, Bilam.
Expanding on this unexpected conclusion, Sifrei depicts Bilam as
having two advantages over Moses, and Moses as having one over Bilam.
Unlike Moses, Bilam was able to predict what God would speak of with
him and when God would speak with him. Moses’ advantage was his
ability to prophesy while standing (meaning, in a conscious state),2 as
opposed to Bilam, who would fall down in a trance, or receive prophecies
in a dream. Sifrei concludes with an obscure comparison, likening Bilam
to the king’s butcher, who is privy to the sum of the king’s expenditures
for food.
On the face of it, a comparison of the two prophets favoring Bilam is
highly problematic. An avowed enemy of Israel who enriched himself by
cursing others, Bilam seems the very antithesis of Moses, the humble
servant of God and faithful shepherd of Israel. The midrashic reading is
counterintuitive at best. It seems almost subversive to read one of the last
verses of the Torah—so laudatory of Moses—as an oblique allusion to the
greatness of Bilam, a relatively minor figure.
Not surprisingly, Nahmanides (on Numbers 24:1) interprets this midrash as an affirmation of Moses’ superiority and argues persuasively that
what appear to be Bilam’s strengths are in fact weaknesses. To understand
his approach, we should first note that he cites part of the midrash differently than the version in our printed editions, as quoted above. He writes:
“Moses did not know [about] what He was speaking with him, and Bilam
did know [about] what He was speaking with him.”3 My analysis will
be based on Nahmanides’ version of the midrash, since a claim that
Moses prophesied without knowing God was speaking to him is
incomprehensible.
According to Nahmanides, Bilam’s ostensible strengths—his ability
to predict what God would speak of, and when—are a function of his
utilitarian approach to prophecy. Since he seeks revelation only in the
2
See Maimonides, Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 7:6, and the commentary of Seforno
to Numbers 12:7–8.
3
Either Nahmanides had a variant manuscript of Sifrei, or he amended “Who” to
“what” in keeping with what is clearly the intent of the midrash.
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service of his own narrow goals, he limits his capacity to receive anything
more than a restricted message. In contrast, Moses’ humility and willingness to relinquish control over his encounters with the Divine leave him
free to receive a broader and deeper range of revelatory experiences. As
Moses is always open to God’s word, he does not know, or need to know,
exactly when he will receive it. In Nahmanides’ view, the ostensibly flattering comparison made by the midrash—the likening of Bilam to the
king’s butcher—should actually be read as disparaging. After all, if Bilam
is the King’s butcher, Moses is His minister and trusted confidante.
Nahmanides’ interpretation resolves the theological difficulty raised
by the Sifrei, leaving us in no doubt that Moses remains the prophet who
cannot be superseded, even by Bilam, for all his considerable talents.4
Still, we are left with a substantive interpretive question: What prompts
the midrashic authors to comment as they do in this case, and on such a
weak textual basis?
This question has relevance for a whole genre of midrashim, in which
different biblical narratives and personalities are brought together by
Hazal in ways that may seem forced or random. Consider, for example,
their juxtaposition of the Noah and Elijah narratives because ravens are
mentioned in both,5 or the linking of two very different biblical personalities—Rivka and Tamar—on the basis that both veiled themselves and
were the mothers of twins.6 To understand what motivates rabbinic commentary in cases like these, we need to view their thinking from a broader
perspective.
Students of halakhic discourse know that Hazal use comparison and
contrast as interpretive tools and methods of argumentation. These tools
are seen in Aggadic midrash as well, most clearly in the mashal (parable)
genre. By virtue of its structure, a mashal requires us to compare and
contrast the biblical text with the mashal itself, leading us to read closely,
pay attention to detail, and notice what we might not have noticed earlier.
Suddenly, a familiar text is no longer so familiar.
The same mechanisms come into play when the midrashic authors
connect biblical stories with no obvious relationship to one another.
While the links between texts may seem arbitrary, a closer look shows that
they are actually purposeful and meaningful. By placing narratives together,
the Rabbis create new contexts for them, compelling us to consider each
in light of the other, and requiring us to notice significant parallels and
4
5
6

Eliyahu Rabba 28 states that “Bilam was superior in his wisdom to Moses.”
Genesis Rabba 60:15 and 85:7.
Genesis Rabba 33:5.
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differences between the texts. As with the mashal, this leads to a fresh take
on familiar sources.
We can use the Moses/Bilam comparison in Sifrei to discover how
Hazal’s interpretive approach works in midrashim of this type.7 Let’s
begin by noting some striking parallels between the Bilam narrative and
portions of the Moses story. Both Moses and Bilam are prophets of God
who engage in confrontations with kings with no apparent fear. Moses’
fearlessness reflects his faith in God. Bilam’s stems from a shrewd, pragmatic opportunism; he knows that Balak needs his help and will pay
handsomely, and put up with a great deal, to get it (Numbers 22:5–6,
15–17, 36–37).
Both Moses and Bilam are poets, though their use of poetry stems
from very different places. The Song of the Sea is Moses’ spontaneous
outpouring of gratitude to God for a miraculous salvation; Ha’azinu is
part of his farewell address to his people, an exhortation that they remain
faithful to God. Neither song has been “commissioned” or commanded by
God. In contrast, Bilam’s poetry, though beautiful, is simply a rhetorical
vehicle for conveying prophecies imposed upon him, and not a form of
spiritual self-expression. As Bilam repeatedly tells Balak, he can only say
what God puts in his mouth, whether he likes it or not.
Both Moses and Bilam end their relationships with Israel by blessing
the nation. Here, too, their motivations differ. Moses’ blessing is born of
his love for Israel; Bilam’s is a grudging concession to God’s control
(Numbers 24:1).
More subtly, the stories of both biblical personalities are marked by
many references to sight. When Moses goes out to his brothers, the verb
va-yar (and he saw) is repeated three times in rapid succession (Exodus
2:11–12). At the burning bush, the verb “see” (r-a-h) functions as a key
word, recurring in various forms:
And an angel of God appeared (va-yera) to him in a flame of fire from
within the thorn bush, and he saw (va-yar), and here the thorn bush was
burning with fire and the thorn bush was not consumed. And Moses said,
7

We should note that the comparison of Moses and Bilam appears in other
midrashic sources outside the Sifrei, including, but not limited to, Bamidbar Rabba
20:1 and 20:4, Eliyahu Rabba 26, Tanhuma Balak 1. For two academic approaches to
the parallels between Moses and Bilam, see Gershon Hepner, “The Mockery of Kings
and Prophets: The Balaam Narrative Contains an Implied Critique of Moses,” Revue
Biblique 118:2 (2011), 180–185; B. Embry, “The Endangerment of Moses: Towards
a New Reading of Exodus 4:24–26,” Vetus Testamentum 60:2 (2010), 177–196.
Each of these papers references midrashic literature, as well as other sources, in
support of their theses.
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I will turn aside now and I will see (va-ereh) this great sight (mareh)…
And God saw (va-yar) that he had turned aside to see (lirot)… And
Moses hid his face because he feared to look (me-habit) at the Lord
(Exodus 3:2–6).

Most important, when God rebukes Miriam and Aaron for criticizing
Moses, God describes Moses as different from other prophets, capable of
“seeing” and speaking to God directly (Numbers 12:6–8). Moses’ willingness to look and truly see is a defining characteristic. His clarity of vision
distinguishes his prophecy from that of all others.8
In Bilam’s case, the “sight” motif leads in a different direction. Bilam
describes himself as one who sees (Numbers 24:3–4). His prophecies
make reference to what God sees in Israel, as well as the perspective from
which Bilam himself sees them. To curse the Jewish people, Bilam must
first see them (Numbers 22:41; 23:13, 37), evidence that Bilam’s eyes are
as important to Balak as his mouth. Yet, when the angel of God stands in
Bilam’s path, his she-ass sees the heavenly messenger before he does.9
Only after she speaks does God uncover Bilam’s eyes so that he too can
see the angel. Bilam is thus a seer who is sometimes blind.10
The most striking parallels between Moses and Bilam emerge from a
comparison of Exodus 3–4 and Numbers 22. When God commands
Moses to journey to Egypt to redeem the Jewish people, he resists strenuously. Toward the end of a lengthy, detailed exchange between God and
Moses, he pleads that he is ill-suited for the task that God has assigned
him, since he is “not a man of words... for I am heavy of mouth and heavy
of tongue” (Exodus 3:10). In response, God reminds Moses that He
controls the power of speech: “Who gives a man a mouth or Who can
make a man dumb or deaf or sighted or blind? Is it not I, God? And now,
go, and I will be with your mouth and I will teach you that which you
should speak” (Exodus 4:11–12). After Moses responds with the request
that God send someone else in his place, God grows angry and rebukes
him harshly, once again laying emphasis on Moses’ ability to speak. The
key word, “mouth,” reappears here:
Will not Aaron, your brother, the Levite…surely speak?... And you will
speak to him and put the words in his mouth; and I will be with your
mouth and with his mouth, and I will teach you that which you should do.
8

Yevamot 49b.
The phrase “and the she-ass saw” occurs three times in the chapter (Numbers
22:23, 25, 27).
10
See Rashi on Numbers 24:3.
9
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And he will speak for you to the people; and he will be for you a mouth,
and you will be for him a lord (Exodus 4:14–16).

Taking leave of his father-in-law, Moses sets out for Egypt, carrying his wife
and two sons on a donkey and taking the staff of the Lord in his hand as
God had commanded him. Along the way, he stops at an inn, where “[an
angel of] God encountered him and sought to kill him.” His wife, Tzipora,
saves him by circumcising their son, after which the angel withdraws.
Bilam’s story starts as the obverse of Moses’. Summoned by Balak to
Moab for the purpose of cursing Israel, Bilam is more than eager to go,
and asks for God’s consent. Despite being refused on his first petition, he
persists, and is granted permission on his second. Unlike Moses, who
stubbornly refuses his mission until God forces him to go, Bilam is dogged
in his determination to go to Moab, even knowing that he will not be able
to act against God’s will.
Angry with Bilam for going, the Lord places an angel in his path “to be
an adversary to him.” Bilam rides a she-ass and is accompanied by two lads.
Perceiving an angel carrying a drawn sword in her path, the she-ass stops
and crouches under Bilam, who strikes her. Twice more, the she-ass balks
and Bilam strikes her, the last time with a stick. God opens the mouth of
the she-ass to protest. Only then does God open Bilam’s eyes to the angel,
who informs him that if not for the she-ass, he would have been killed.
Upon his arrival in Moab, Bilam warns Balak that he will be able to
speak “only the word that the Lord will put in my mouth.” When God
puts His word in the mouth of Bilam, causing him to prophesy favorably
about Israel, Balak objects. Bilam responds by saying that he can only
speak “that which God will put in my mouth.” This cycle recurs when
God happens upon Bilam and again “puts [His] word in Bilam’s mouth.”
Once more, Bilam prophesies favorably, Balak objects, and Bilam repeats
that he must obey God.
Surveying these texts side by side brings us new perspectives on
Moses and Bilam. Reduced to essentials, these are narratives about two
men on journeys, who have provoked God’s anger. Riding their beasts
of burden,11 accompanied by two lads, each of them carries a stick, and
11

The mention of the animals is significant because the biblical text usually doesn’t
record details that would otherwise be assumed. Some of the commentators focus on
the fact that Moses and Bilam use different beasts of burden. The root h-m-r, which is
the basis for the word hamor (donkey), also carries the meaning “material” and connotes pure physicality. Moses employs his hamor to carry his family. Symbolically, this
may be understood as the use of his physical nature for higher ends, in distinction to
Bilam. See footnote 12.
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encounters an angel who threatens them with death. Their powers of
perception and speech are at the heart of their identities.
Unexpectedly, Moses and Bilam turn out to be far more alike than we
might have assumed. Both the righteous Moses and the wicked Bilam start
out by defying God—Moses by his refusal to go to Egypt at God’s command, and Bilam by his persistence in undertaking a journey God wants
him to refuse. Both men, it seems, are animated by resistance to God’s will.
That said, the fundamental distinctions between Moses and Bilam are
heightened by the similarities between them. The lads in these narratives
are one example. Moses’ lads are his two sons—his future. Bringing them
back to Egypt is an act of faith. For his part, Bilam is accompanied by two
servants, as befits a wealthy man. Rather than enhancing his status,
though, they will be witnesses to his humiliation.
Both men carry sticks, a seemingly trivial detail, and one that would
not appear to merit mention. Yet even this small point is meaningful.
Moses carries a staff (matteh), taken at God’s command, which will be
used to perform miracles. Bilam’s stick (makkel) will be wielded in a futile,
embarrassing attempt to control his she-ass.
Their encounters with angels are less easily interpreted, largely
because the reasons for Moses’ experience are never explained in the text.
Bilam is confronted by an angel holding a sword, but their meeting culminates in nothing worse than a warning. He is saved by his she-ass, a
significant detail when we consider that Moses is rescued under far worse
circumstances by the intrepid intervention of his wife.12 Indeed, Moses’
encounter with the angel is far more mysterious and terrifying, a genuine
near-death experience.13 For all its terror, though, Moses’ experience is a
direct encounter with the Divine. In contrast, Bilam’s experience seems
almost a parody of Moses’.
12
The contrast between Moses’ rescuer in this situation (his brave, resourceful
wife) and Bilam’s (his she-ass) may help explain a disturbing midrash (Avoda Zara 4b)
which has the she-ass rebuking Bilam for his mistreatment of her, on the grounds that
he uses her for sexual gratification as well as transportation. The midrashic discussion
opens with the sardonic observation that the man who claims to know God’s knowledge can’t even figure out what his she-ass knows, and continues with a description of
the Moabite messengers’ surprise at the fact that Bilam is riding a she-ass rather than
the expected donkey. It is noteworthy that Bilam shows no surprise when his she-ass
begins to speak, and converses remarkably easily with her, as though they are at the
same level.
13
The mystery of the encounter is heightened by the fact that Moses is already on
his way to fulfill God’s mission when the angel of God seeks to kill him. A complete
discussion of this episode is outside the scope of this article. For one approach, see
Rashi on these verses.
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Returning to the excerpt from Sifrei, we can now revisit our original
question: What motivates the midrashic authors to comment on Bilam in
the context of verses describing Moses as the greatest of prophets? What
is the significance of the strange likeness between these otherwise very
different men?
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.
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