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Balaam and Israel - Numbers 22 to 25

Perhaps one of the most complex passages in scripture. More conundrums per square metre than almost anywhere else!

§	Balaam - a true prophet or an evil sorceror?
§	A talking donkey?
§	The Angel of The Lord - the angel of the divine presence - appears to punish Balaam for doing what God had just told him he could do?
§	Balaam uses sorcery and enchantment, yet God responds to him and reveals to him his purposes?
§	God reveals through Balaam some of the most incredible theological insights of scripture concerning the immutability of God. He also gives some key prophetic words about the coming Messiah - all in the context of his being hired to curse God's people!?
§	Just when Israel's lot seems to be decided and everything is great, Balaam helps the Moabites find a different strategy - sexual/occult temptation. The Israelites fall for it, God's anger is provoked and instead of blessing them he curses them with the plague and 24,000 die!?


Context:
The people of Israel have been delivered out of Egypt. The covenant has been established and the tabernacle built and the worship of God and the life of the nation organised according to the rules God laid out to Moses. The people rebellion and lack of faith at the time when they went to spy out the promised land has led to a period of wandering through the desert. We are at about 1,408 BC, 38 years have passed since the exodus and the Israelites are now appraoching the borders of the lands that God has promised to them.

They start to meet with great military success and the surrounding nations are terrified of them. These desert-hardened bedouin fighters who appear out of the desert, strike hard and fast and then disappear again. One of the guys to be most worried is Balak the king of Moab. He has heard of Israels successes against the Amalekites and he has seen their great numbers. He decides that he needs some outside help. Being a religious man (he is a priest-king) he decides to call in Balaam. He wants a curse put on the Israelites that will soften them up and make his military attacks on them successful. Balaam is a soothsayer/soceror/prophet of international reputation, who lives 600 miles away in Bablyonia. 
"An Aramaic text dating from 700BC recounts another story about Balaam, in which he is involved with several gods and goddesses whose will he conveys to a disobedient audience. This text reveals the seer's wider fame." The Illustrated Bible Dictionary, IVP, 1998.


Chapter 22:
v1-3	Balak the king of Moab whose name means "devastator" or "the one who lays waste". But he is terrified by the recent exploits and the size of Israel. The Moabites are said to be "filled with dread", literally means "filled with nausea, they could not eat".

V4	Moab and Midian are perennial enemies (Gen 36:35), yet they come together to fight against God's people c.f. Herod and Pilate (Luke 23:12). The Midianites are descended from Abraham through his concubine Keturah. Abraham sent away into exile all his concubines and their offspring in order to preserve the inheritance for Isaac (Gen 25:1-5). The Moabites are descended from Lot through the incestuous union with his eldest daughter (Gen 19:37). Thus both these peoples had knowledge of the true God at one point.

V5-7	Who was Balaam? As pointed out earlier, he was a soothsayer/prophet/enchanter of international reputation. A Jewish tradition states that he had been a magician in the court of Pharoah during the time of Moses and his two servants are Jannes and Jambres the magicians who opposed Moses in the Pharoah's court (see Exodus 7:11, 2 Tim 3:8). Others think that he was a prophet of the true God, but that his success had made him proud and he had apostasised (perhaps inferred from 2 Peter 2:14-22 where it talks about God restraining the prophet's madness?). Certainly he seems to know about Yahweh and the people of Israel. It seems clear from the 2 Peter passage that Balaam's primary motivation was understood to be money.
	Balak sends a deputation of his nobles with money and the promise of reward in order to entice Balaam to come and put a curse on Israel. He must have done some remarkable things in the past to have earned such a reputation c.f. Simon Magus - the great power - (Acts 8:10).

V8	Balaam seems to do the right thing. In fact Balaam has been variously thought to be - from his language a saintly priest of God, from his actions a money-loving, wicked charlatan, or perhaps someone who is a novice in the faith and has no self-control. Whatever Balaam is Yahweh speaks to him and tells him not to go with the envoys of Balak, he also tells him why - these people are blessed by God. We see in scripture several incidents where God speaks to bad men (Abimelech Gen 20:3, Laban Gen 31:24). Note that the Lord seems to take seriously the threat of Israel being cursed - seriously enough to intervene to stop it happening. Ezekiel 13:17-20 is another passage where God seems to take very seriously the threat of occult power on his people. Note that Israels present spiritual health was the key factor in God's protection of them ( Prov 26:2 - An undeserved curse will not come to rest - on the people of God, c.f. Deut 23:5, 2 Sam 16:8-14 and Num 23:21). They are a nation that has been purged of it's rebellious people, who are moving in fulfillment of God's plan for them, who are supernaturally guided day and night, who are living under God's discipline under god-given leaders and following Giod-given laws, their society is well-organised and healthy. All of these factors meant that God will not allow  anyone to curse them. Note that this principle is re-affirmed in the NT (1 Cor 10:8, 2 Peter 2:15f, Jude 11, Rev 2:14).

V9-13	Balaam, refuses to go with the envoys, but he omits to tell them why God has refused to let him go with them. This is a sign of an unfaithful prophet - someone who does not fully communicate the message of God, but who witholds elements of divine revelation that might not be received favourably. This is the first sign of the wickedness of Balaam. There is another sign of Balaam's wickedness in that he does not express any disapproval of Balak's project against God's people.

V14	The envoys return to Balak with Balaam's refusal. However, they are also not completely open with Balak. They give the impression that it was insufficent inducements that led to the failure of their mission, not that God spoke to Balaam and refused to let him go. Maybe they sensed Balaam's covetousness and got the impression that more money would indeed do it for Balaam. Note that Jude 1:11 implies that greed was Balaam key weakness.

V15-17	Balak is so determined to get Balaam to come that he 'ups the offer'. He send more important nobles to impress Balaam. He also offers Balaam a 'blank cheque' - I will reward you handsomely and do whatever you say. Not only money but power and glory will be his if he will only come. Balak baits not only Balaam's covetousness but also his pride and ambition too. The word Balak uses for "curse" is different to that of verse 6. In verse 6 it is a word which indicates "curse lightly" in this verse it is a much stronger word that means "to blaspheme, to devote utterly to ruin".

V18-19	Balaam's answer appears to be that of a saintly man. He says that the money has nothing to do with anything, the problem is that he can only do what God tells him to do. He tells them to wait overnight while he asks God what to do. However, this is seen by many as an impious act. God had already spoken clearly to Balaam about his opposition to Balak's plans. Balaam didn't need to ask again. Balaam refers to Yahweh as 'his God'. Again he sound like a true prophet. However, his asking reveals that his intention is not merely to do God's will, but rather to try to find a way that he might fuffill Balak's commission. Compare Balaam's action with the outright and immediate refusal of Jesus of Satan's temptations (Matt 4:1-11) and Peter's outright and immediate refusal of Simon Magus temptation (Acts 8:18-24).

V20	Surprisingly God agrees to let Balaam go, but only on the proviso that he behaves as he himself has said that he does, namely to not do or say anything beyond the command of the Lord God. Maybe we are to understand that God gives Balaam up to his sin.

V21-22	Balaam seems in a real hurry to go with these important men. He gets up and even saddles his own donkey - surprising given that he has two servants. His haste is another indication of his bad motivation. Thus as he is on his way the angel of the Lord - not a created angel, but the angelic presence of Yahweh - comes down to bar his way, to kill him and prevent him from cursing God's people. It seems that it can only be because God knows Balaam's heart that he undertakes this action. God is about to shake Balaam up so much that he really will only do what God tells him to do. 
Note that the princes do not seem to be with Balaam and his servants. They only meet up again at the border of Moab (v40). Perhaps they split up and agreed to meet up later.

V23-27	We have this scene that works on many different levels at once. On the one hand it is a comic interlude. A hilarious scene which we can easily visualise of Balaam increasingly outraged and affronted by his donkey's behaviour, and his servants amusement at her antics. On the other level there is an invisible game of life and death going on. Only the donkey's spiritual sensitivity keeps Balaam alive. There is also tremendous irony here. Balaam, this internationally reputed prophet and seer has less discernment than a donkey! He has to be taught a lesson by a donkey before God speaks to him. The donkey firstly veers off the road into a field to avoid the angel. Secondly, she squeezes up against the wall to get past. Finally, the path being completely blocked, she just lies down in the road.
	Balaam hits her for the first time with his staff. This may well have been his diving staff (c.f. Hos 4:12). If so there is tremendous irony in that he uses the implement of his divination to punish a donkey that has more spiritual sight than him!

V28	God opens the donkey's mouth. Later God will open Balaam's eyes (v31) and then God will open Balaam's mouth (35). Only two incidents in scripture where dumb animals are given the power of speech. The snake in the garden of Eden, used by the Devil to tempt Eve, and here, a donkey used by God to stop a wicked man in his tracks. Note that in Eden it may well have been normal for mankind to communicate with the animals and therefore not miraculous. Did the donkey really 'speak' or did God give Balaam the power to understand in his mind what the donkey's brayings meant? The donkey complains of unjust treatment.

V29	Balaam responds that she has humiliated him in front of his servants and that he would kill her if only he had a sword. Note that Balaam is not thrown by the donkey's speech. Why? Because he was used to communicating with demons through the use of animals - familiars? Because he was so angry he was not thinking rationally?

V30	We have this amusing debate then between the donkey who protests against the maltreatment on three counts: Firstly, Balaam owned her and had a duty to look after her and not to maltreat her. Secondly, her long service and usefulness to him. It is normal for donkey's to give 30 years of service and 40 is not unknown. Therefore it is possible that Balaam had had her all of hs adult life. Thirdly, she claims that her previously exemplary service should have highlighted to him that something was wrong. He should have been willing to entitle her to some credit. Balaam is a bit dumbfounded and answers her complaints with one word. Perhaps his spiritual antennae are beginning to twitch and he is just becoming aware that something weird is going on. That something both powerful and invisible is present with them in the road. Balaam has to be taught by an ass before he can be taught by an angel.

V31	God opens the seer's eyes, somewhat ironic, and he suddenly sees his situation. The angel of the Lord is standing before him with a drawn sword. He falls to the ground in terror.
V32	Note that God's first words to Balaam are about his maltreatment of the donkey (c.f. God's concern for the animals of Nineveh 4:11, who incidentally had joined in wth the fasting of the Ninevites). God upbraids Balaam for his "reckless path". This seems to indicate either that Balaam's pushing on three times when clearly something was wrong indicated a lack of spiritual discernment, or that God understands that Balaam's intention is to try to confound God's plan for the people of Israel i.e. blessing. Balaam is walking a path of obedience, but with a heart for a quick detour as soon as possible - once an opportunity presents itself. Thus Balaam is only talking the talk, but he has no appetite to walk the walk of obedience to God. In effect Balaam is being punished for his attitude, not his actions (c.f. Matt 5:28).

V33	God explains the reason for the donkey's strange behaviour. He reveals that three times Balaam has been an inch from destruction. Note that the drawn sword is a prophecy of the death that Balaam will die (Num 31:8, 1 Chr 21:16). He also says that had the donkey not avoided the angel, she would have been spared but Balaam would have died. She has therefore sacrificially saved Balaam's life three times.

V34-35	Balaam admits his sin before God, which is evidence that God's condemnation of him was just. He admits his spiritual blindness in comparison to that of the donkley and thus seeks to excuse his guilt for beating her. He agrees to obey God and to return home, should  God be displeased. God allows him to continue, but again affirms he will only be permitted to speak God's words i.e. to bless Israel.

V36-37	Balaam and the royal party arrive at the border of Moab. Notice the great respect that Balak pays to Moab in meeting him personally and with great pomp, feasting and ceremony. This indicates again the fame of Balaam and the amazing power that he was thought to have.
	Balak upbraids Balaam for his tardy response to his summons, implies that it was a lack of confidence in his ability to reward him.

V38	Balaam's response seems a bit odd. Maybe he is realising that expectations are very high and he knows that they are going to be disappointed. He straightaway states his inability to say anything other than what God gives him. Obviously his encounter with the angel of God had has its effect.

V40	Balak perfoms religious rituals in his capacity as priest-king and they have a feast together. Balak's god would have been Chemosh.

V41	Balak takes Balaam to a vantage point where most of the Israelite encampment can be seen (but not all of it), a position 7 miles distant.


Chapter 23
V1-3	Balaam decides at least to put on a good show for Balak, and perhaps to try to change Yahweh's mind through impressive sacrifices. He has 7 altars built (a potent magical number in many cultures - 7 planets worshipped by the heathens). Balak and Balaam make a great show of devotion to God, co-celebrating a ritual of sacrifice, which is probably intended towards Yahweh. However, all the time it is an act completely opposed to the plans and purposes of God.

V4	Balaam goes off into a lonely sacred grove in order to communicate with God. Later verses indicate that this was achieved through enchantments, occult practices, sorcery etc. There is a possibility that "ophiomancy" is indicated - divination by the use of snakes (c.f. Acts 16:16 "pneuma puywna" a python spirit.)  

V5-6	God puts a word in Balaam's mouth, but not grace in his heart. Balaam is given a blessing for Israel, but it is no credit to him.

V7-10	Balaam indicates the intentions of Balak in hiring him but indicates the divine principle of blessing and cursing in v 8. Cursing cannot come upon the people of God without cause. If God ha nothing against us, then no power on Earth or in Hell can come against us - we are under the complete protection iof God. Note that Balaam will put this insight to devasting effect later.
	In effect Balaam blesses Israel both in life and in death. There are three blessings pronounced on Israel. Firstly, that they are blessed in their distinctness and peculiarity as the people of God. Secondly, they are blessed in their prosperity - numerical growth (n.b. "fourth part" is a reference to the square encampment of Israel, 3 tribes on each side with the Tabernacle in the centre grouped around Judah, Reuben, Ephraim and Dan, see Num 2:1-34). Thirdly, they are blessed in their destiny - they would die as the righteous in their covenant relationship with God.
	Notice that in this location where Balaam pronounces the blessedness of those who die in relationship with God, Moses will soon himself die and be buried (Num 23:14, Deut 34:1, 6).
	Notice also that everybody wants to die the death of the righteous, however, few are willing to live the life of the righteous.

V11-12	Balak is deeply annoyed. He remonstrates with Balaam about blessing instead of cursing. Balaam simply states his absolute powerlessness, no doubt to his own great distaste and displeasure. Note that God gave Balaam up to his own sinful desire. However, in the fulfillment of it his wish has proved to be a hateful and detestable thing to Balaam (c.f. Num 11:18-20). 

V13	Balak decides to try again. He seems to think that the impressive size of the encampment of Israel, it's superb organisation, it's Tabernacle physically and symbolically at the centre of the nation, an indication of God's presence with them. Note also that the pillar of cloud and of fire was also still leading the people at this time. There seems to be a progression in the locations cosen for cursing. Firstly a position is chosen which enables almost the whoe nation to be seen - including the Tabernacle. Secondly, a position is chosen where only a part (a fourth?) of the nation can be seen and a place where presumeably the Tabernacle is not visible, i.e. God is farther away. Lastly, a high place of the Moabite God, a cultic centre of worship will be chosen (Bethpeor - the House of Peor) - a place where their god can be expected to have the advantage over Yahweh.
	There is also perhaps a psychological aspect too. Balak seeks to hide the glory of Israel - the presence and activity of God amongst them -  and trie to expose to Balaam only the humdrum, meanness of the ordinary people of God. This is often Satan's tactic to get people to despise the Church. He tries tio hide from us it's glory and to expose to us it's weaknesses, failings and ordinaryness. We need to keep our focus on the wonder of the Church of God.
V14-17	Again, Balak builds altars and performs sacrifices. Seemigly on his own this time, maybe didn't think that Balaam was performing the ritual right. Balaam retires to seek God, again by way of occult enchantment. Again God meets Balaam and gives him an oracle to deliver to Balak.

V18-20	Isn't it amazing that one of the most profound insights in scripture about the immutability of God should be uttered by a pagan sorceror at the request of a king who is seeking the destruction of the people of God! Isn't that just incredible!

V21	This verse explains the reason for Balaam's inability to curse Israel. The word translated "misfortune" actually means "iniquity" especially idolatry. The word "misery" actually means "iniquity, mischief, peverseness, wickedness". Note that this is another insight that Balaam will use later on.
	There is a progression in the statements of this blessing;
1.	God has irrevocably chosen to bless Israel.
2.	Israel is living righteously before God.
3.	Because of 1 and 2 God's presence dwells amongst them.
4.	Because God's presence dwells amongst them no cursing can succeed aginst them.
5.	From all this the nations around will praise God and worship him.
This passage reveals to us an important spiritual lesson - Satan may be a roaring lion, but he is on a six foot chain.  All we need to do to make him powerless in our lives, is not to go within range, to stay out of his territory, to walk in righteousness.

V25-26	Balak tells Balaam - just shut up! Don't say anything at all! Balaam again protests his total powerlessness to counteract the plans and purposes of God for Israel.

V27	It appears that Balak finally realises that Balaam's inability to surse Israel is not stubborness, or contrariness, but rather it really is God who is preventing him. Following the common prevalence for the time in considering gods to be local deities with geographically limited areas of influence, Balak therefore to change the location again, to take Balaam to a centre of cultic worship of his god. Surely here it will be possible to curse Israel? The location he chooses is Bethpeor or the House of Peor (Deut 34:6). Baal Peor means "Lord of the Opening", probably a sexual reference as the worship rituals in this cult were very licentious.

V29-30	Again the ritual is followed with Balak preparing the altars and sacrificing the animals.


Chapter 24
V1-2	This time Balaam did not carry out his occult rituals and enchantments. He has given up. He acknowledges himself powerless. He realises that his atlars will not alter God's plan for Israel! In dispensing with his occult ritual he now encounters God as never before. Previously God just gave him an oracle, now the Spirit of God comes upon him. Again it is amazing to us that God's Spirit can choose to work through such a terrible and wicked person (c.f. John 11:51, Matt 7:22f).

V3-4	Something of Balaam's wicked pride is shown by these verses. Instead of being humbled through receiving a divine revelation he is puffed up by it. Bad men are only made worse by God's grace. Their heart attitude makes it impossible for them to benefit by it. Everything that should lift them up only knocks them back because of their bad attitude towards it. As Paul was well aware, great revelations can lead to a great downfall (2 Cor 12:7).
There is something empty and ironic in Balaam's bombastic self-glorification. The man whose "eyes see clearly" and whose "eyes are opened" and the one who "sees a vision from the Almighty", was just a few verses ago saved from death only by the spiritual sight of a donkey! 
Sadly for Balaam his eyes might have been open, but his heart was closed.

V5-9	In parising the beauty of the Israelite camp it seems that reference is being made to its geometrically laid out order - itself an act of obedience to God. The word for "dwelling places" is literally "tabernacles" perhaps a reminder of the presence of God dwelling in their midst.
	Aloe trees are small, fragrant thorn trees with pretty flowers. The leaves can be tapped for a fragrant oil, the wood is also fragrant (Psalm 45:8, Song of Songs 4:14). Cedar trees by contrast are famous for their growth, height and the strength and durability of their wood.
Agag was the most powerful monarch of the time.
Balak's original fears are confirmed (22:4), Israel will indeed conquor all in their way.
Israel is like a sleeping lioness - who dares disturb her?
Unknowingly, perhaps, Balaam repeats word for word the blessing spoken over Jacob by Isaac (Gen 37:29). We see here that in world history a nations attitude to, and relationship with, Israel is a crucial factor in God's attitude to that nation. God says choose how you would have me relate to you - be a friend to my people or be their enemy - but whatever you choose is how I will relate to you.  Isn't it amazing that against his will Balaam re-affirms the blessing God inspired Isaac to speak hundreds of years previously!

V10-11	Balak finally blows up. He claps his hands, an oriental sign of extreme displeasure and of being dismissed from a persons presence. Balaam is banished from Moab and denied any reward.

V12-14	Balaam again complains of his total inability to say anything contrary to the will of God - just how scared had he been by the angel of the Lord!? Notice that he has dropped the determiner "my". It is just "the" Lord he speaks of. Again he shows his unfaithfulness as a prophet as he has held back some aspects of the revelation that God had given him - presumeably he was still trying to gain some favour with Balak. Now, all hope of financial remuneration gone, he offers to give Balak the whole picture.

V15-16	Again Balaam gives himself a big introduction. Certainly his pride and vanity have taken a hit being dismissed like this after failing his assignment in such a big and public way. But in this Balaam also condemns himself with his own mouth. He proudly lists the priviledges and revelations granted to him by God - which only makes his sin worse. Like Judas, his closeness to God only made his rejection more terrible (Matt 26:24).

V17-19	Balaam prophesies David's victory over Moab (2 Sam 8:2) but beyond this of the Messiah (1,500 years later). Note that Balaam sees a powerful conquoring ruler afar off 'not near', whereas Job prophecies; 
"I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been destryed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes - I, and not another" (Job 19:25-27 NIV).
What a difference!!

	Note the reference to the star. This is the biblical prophecy that the wise men took note of in coming to find the Christ (Matt 2:2, 2 Peter 1:19, Rev 2:28; 22:16). The wise men would have got this from their founder Zoroastres, who being of Jewish descent would have known this prophecy of Balaam. Do you see the irony? Pagan seers will take seriously this prophecy and 1,500 years later will come to know and to worship the Christ. Whereas Balaam, the one who gives the prophecy, will die in his rebellion and sin.

	A specific prophecy here; Edom will be conquored. David achieves this initially (2 Sam 8:14). They were also attacked and spoiled by Judas Maccabeus (1 Macc 5:3). Later, then known as the Idumeans, they were subdued by Hyrcanus and became one people with the Jews when they submitted to their religious rites (Josephus Antiquites Book 13 Chp 9 "Hyrcanus also took Dora and Marissa, cities of Idumea, and subdued all the Idumaens; and permitted them to stay in that country, if they would circumcise their genitals, and make use of the laws of the Jews; and they were so desirous of living in the country of their forefathers, that they submitted to the use of circumcision, and the rest of the Jewish ways of living; at which time therefore this befell them, that they were hereafter no other than Jews." ). See Amos 9:12 for a later prophecy of this.
	Also a prophecy about Seir - a mount in Edom where Esau had lived (Obadiah 18f), a symbol of those rejecting God and rejected by God.

V20	Amalek was the leading nation, under the most powerful king (Agag). They were the first nation to attack Israel (Exodus 17:8-13). Balaam repeats Moses doom  on the Amalekites "The Lord will be at war against the Amalekites from generation to generation" (Exodus 17:16b, Deut 25:19). Fulfilled by Saul in 1 Sam 15:3-19 esp. v8, and by David in 1 Sam 30; 2 Sam 8 esp. v12.  

V21-22	"Ken" means nest. Therefore the kenites were a people who lived high up in impregnable rocky "nests". They were the most secure of nations, yet they were carried off in the Babylonian captivity along with the 10 tribes. Tiglath6pilezer conquors and carries off all the inhabitants of Syria (2 Kings 16:9).

V23-24	The last prophecy concerns the Greek and Roman empires. Kittim is the area around Cyprus/Greece/Italy. The Greeks humbled the Assyrians (Asshur) who were allied with the Persians. "Eber" literally "one who emigrates" same as "habiru" or "Hebrew". Therefore a poetic name for Israel. Thus the coming Greek and Roman empires were predicted, but their falls also.
	Note that instead of cursing Israel Balaam actually curses their first enemy (Amalek) and their last enemy (Rome)!

V25	Balaam and Balak ostensibly separate and go their own ways. However we know that Balaam did not go home but stayed in (or returned to) Midian (Num 31:6).


Chapter 25
V1-2	Balak's attempt to bring destruction upon Israel through cursing has failed. However, Balaam has understood that Israel is protected only so long as she is righteous. Balaam therefore advises Balak how to proceed. The Israelites cannot be dstroyed from without, only from within. Where sorcery has failed, sex will succeed. Women will succeed where Balak's warriors cannot. Israel could not be cursed, but they could be charmed. (c.f. Solomon's bitter experience 1 Kings 11:1-13 and summed up in Ecclesiastes 7:26) We know that Balaam is behind all this from Num 31:8, 16; Rev 2:14 etc.
	Jewish tradition states that the Moabite women used to carry an image of Peor between their breasts. When the Israelite men were seduced by them and wished to have sex with them they would take out the idol and say "first worship this". The worship of Baalpeor was perfomed through lewd and obscene acts. We see here a general principle of demonic attack, that sexual promiscuity is an entry point for the Devil into people's lives.
	Notice the tragedy of this. Baalpeor has been shown to be completely powerless in comparison to Yahweh. Even at his cultic centre of worship (23:28) this god was unable to thwart the plans of Yahweh. Yet the people of God succumb to the enticements to worship him.
V3	Where Israel's righteousness had previously protected her from the attempts to curse her, now here unrighteouness takes away that protection and she actually comes under discipline of God's curse. This curse took the form of a plague, as laid out in the terms of the covenant (Lev 26:16, 25). 

V4-5	The plague gets the people's attention and Moses speaks to God and asks him what to do. God says the leaders of those involved in this idolatry and those who followed them in it need to be killed and their bodies exposed as an act of public humiliation and cursing. The people start to carry out this horrifying but necessary judgement. Imagine the scene, people sick and dying everywhere with the plague, the judges of Israel going through the nation seeking to identify the guilty ringleaders and bring them to justice, executions going on all the time and bodies being left hanging - a specific curse (Deut 21:22f, Gal 3:13). Families mourning their dead, arguing about guilt - just a terrible, terrible situation.
 
V6-9	Right in the midst of this terrible scene swaggers Prince Zimri of the tribe of Simeon and Princess Cozbi of on of the Moabites tribes. It is a blatant act of provocation. They walk right past those weeping and praying to God to turn away his judgement, lamenting their sin and suffering and repenting before God. Zimri's name means "protected" or "sacred". Cozbi means "deceitful, or liar". They consider themselves to be so important and powerful that they are untouchable in their sin. Their behaviour is an act of defiance and contempt - they will not be stopped in their sin.
	Phineas is full of righteous anger and acts without any consideration of rank, others seem to have been intimidated by this. For some reason Moses seems to be "out of the loop" in this event. Phineas name means either "the nubian, negro" or "mouth of the snake", or "mouth of brass". The latter two possibiities may be a reference to the brass image of a snake that God raised up to bring healing to the people when he sent snakes amongst them (Num 21:8). He certainly fulfilled the same function in the nation of Israel turning God's anger away from their sin. He executes immediate justice in putting to death one who may have been the ringleader. Zimri is a leader in the tribe of Simeon (25:14). From the two census (Num 1 and Num 26) the tribe of Simeon has gone from 59,300 to 22,200 men, whilst most of the other tribes have stayed the same or grown. This seems to indicate that the tribe of Simeon was the most implicated in the deaths by plague and by execution.
	24,000 people are indicated to have died altogether. 1 Cor 10:8 indicates that 23,000 died of the plague, thus 1,000 were executed for idolatry.

V10-13	Phineas is a type of Christ. His action turns God's anger away from the sin of his people. By his actions God says he made atonement for the people of Israel. In response God establishes his "covenant of peace" with Phineas (c.f. Isaiah 54:10 and Malachi 2:5f). His actions were credited to him as righteousness (Psalm 106:30f). Compare this with Abraham who's faith was thus rewarded by God (Gen 15:6, Romans 4:3, 22-24).  Phineas' family are made priests in perpetuity before God.

V14-18	Moses is ordered by God to treat the Midianites as enemies. God's anger seems more to be directed against them because of their deceitfulness than anything else. This doom is accomplished by Moses in Num 31:1-24, and later by Gideon in Judges 7.

 






