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Can’t stop the promise * Numbers 22-24 

November 5, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I remember one summer early in my high school years, my parents announced that we were going to go 

on a grand family road trip all the way out to the Maritimes.  Now this was a big deal, because we’d 

vacationed locally, but I think this was the first time that we would be travelling together outside of 

Ontario.   

 

We didn’t have ipads back then so I didn’t have to worry about charging anything, but I think I got my 

hands on a comic book or an activity book or something, and I definitely bought some bubble gum so I’d 

be well stocked for the ride.   

 

Then one day, dad came in the back door and said ‘the cows are out, the fence is busted.  We gotta stay 

home and fix the fence.’  And so we did.  The trip out east was postponed for a year and we did go the 

very next summer and it was lots of fun.  I think I bought new bubble gum for the second time around. 

 

Now, I don’t tell you that to begrudge my parents in any way – that’s just a reality of living on farm.  If 

the fence is busted, you gotta fix it.  You have to take care of the animals.   

 

I tell you that simply to observe that sometimes the best laid plans of mice and men go awry.  Our 

purposes and promises can sometimes be thwarted. 

 

And knowing that, it might be easy for us to wonder if perhaps the best laid plans of God could go awry.  

Does He ever have a fence to fix that prevents Him from acting at just the right time, in just the right 

way?  We don’t face a whole lot of opposition for our Christian faith (yet), but around the world, it’s a 

different story.  Pastor and aid worker Johnnie Moore writes “[ISIS] is not just trying to kill, imprison and 

persecute Christians; they’re trying to erase Christian history” (Johnnie Moore, “It’s ‘Christian 

persecution like we’ve rarely seen in history,’” RELEVANT Magazine, July-Aug 2017, 8).  Can opposition 

like that thwart God’s promise? 

 

We see the answer to that in today’s passage.  Israel has been failing left and right, but God has 

faithfully been carrying them through the wilderness.  He has promised to bless them and He is keeping 

that promise.  When they go to battle, they win.   

 

And this makes the King of nearby Moab nervous.  Like, knees shaking, bone chilling nervous, and he 

decides that the best way to slow Israel down is by putting a curse on them.  He is going to attempt to 

oppose God’s promise.   

 

So, the King of Moab, Balak is his name, sends messengers on a three week journey to northeastern 

Syria to contact this guy Balaam who has a reputation as a miracle man.  And he has the messengers 

really lay on the charm -  

 

They are to say to him - "A people has come out of Egypt; they cover the face of the land and have 

settled next to me.  6 Now come and put a curse on these people, because they are too powerful for 
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me. Perhaps then I will be able to defeat them and drive them out of the country. For I know that those 

you bless are blessed, and those you curse are cursed." 

 

Archaeologists have actually found plaster tablets from the 8th Century BC that talk about Balaam, son of 

Beor, who could manipulate the gods into doing things, so apparently, this Balaam guy was a something 

of a celebrity.   

 

And what’s interesting is what Balak says about him in verse 6 – ‘those who you bless are blessed and 

those who you curse are cursed.’ 

 

This really sets up the primary showdown at the heart of this account – because what does God say to 

Abraham when He makes THE promise to him?   

 

2 "I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a 

blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth 

will be blessed through you." 

 

God has already promised to bless these people and curse those who curse them.  Along comes this 

Balaam guy who claims to have the power to bless and curse – who’s gonna win?  Can Balaam thwart 

God’s promise?   

 

So the messengers arrive at Balaam’s house with a big wad of cash to entice him and they passed along 

the message – come curse these people. 

 

Balaam sees an opportunity for profit so he says -  8 "Spend the night here," "and I will bring you back 

the answer the LORD gives me." So the Moabite princes stayed with him. 

 

 9 God came to Balaam and asked, "Who are these men with you?" 

 

 10 Balaam said to God, "Balak son of Zippor, king of Moab, sent me this message: 

 11 'A people that has come out of Egypt covers the face of the land. Now come and put a curse on them 

for me. Perhaps then I will be able to fight them and drive them away.'" 

 

 12 But God said to Balaam, "Do not go with them. You must not put a curse on those people, because 

they are blessed."  Ie., I have blessed them.  This is probably not what Balaam wanted to hear – he just 

wants to go and make a buck.  But, to his credit, in the morning,  

 

 13 … Balaam got up and said to Balak's princes, "Go back to your own country, for the LORD has refused 

to let me go with you." 

 

 14 So the Moabite princes returned to Balak and said, "Balaam refused to come with us." 

 

 15 Then Balak (probably thinking that this is a stall technique to get a greater reward) sent other 

princes, more numerous and more distinguished than the first. 
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 16 They came to Balaam and said: "This is what Balak son of Zippor says: Do not let anything keep you 

from coming to me, 17 because I will reward you handsomely and do whatever you say.  (I will give you 

a blank cheque).  Come and put a curse on these people for me." 

 

 18 But Balaam answered them, "Even if Balak gave me his palace filled with silver and gold, I could not 

do anything great or small to go beyond the command of the LORD my God.  

 (Sounds very noble, doesn’t it?  ‘I wouldn’t dare say anything that wasn’t from God.’  But listen to the 

very next words).   

 

 19 Now stay here tonight as the others did, and I will find out what else the LORD will tell me." 

 

(Mom won’t let me borrow the car, but give me a few hours, I think I can talk her into it).   

 

 20 That night God came to Balaam and said, "Since these men have come to summon you, go with 

them, but do only what I tell you." 

 

 21 Balaam got up in the morning, saddled his donkey and went with the princes of Moab. 

 22 But God was very angry when he went… 

 

Ok, hold on, why was God angry?  Didn’t He just say ‘go with them, but do only what I tell you?’   

 

Yes.  But God who sees the hearts and desires of men knew that Balaam has selective hearing – and he 

only hear - go with them.  He missed the whole ‘do only what I tell you to’ part.  Balaam is going to 

advance his own *evil* plan: make money by cursing Israel.  God though is about to step in to say ‘my 

plan is sovereign, my plan is good, my plan will prevail’ and you have a part to play in advancing it.   

 

So God was angry when he went and the angel of the LORD stood in the road to oppose him. Balaam 

was riding on his donkey, and his two servants were with him. 

 

 23 When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD standing in the road with a drawn sword in his hand, 

she turned off the road into a field. Balaam beat her to get her back on the road. 

 

 24 Then the angel of the LORD stood in a narrow path between two vineyards, with walls on both sides. 

 

 25 When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD, she pressed close to the wall, crushing Balaam's foot 

against it. So he beat her again. 

 

 26 Then the angel of the LORD moved on ahead and stood in a narrow place where there was no room 

to turn, either to the right or to the left. 

 

 27 When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD, she lay down under Balaam, and he was angry and 

beat her with his staff. 

 



4 
 

 28 Then the LORD opened the donkey's mouth, and she said to Balaam, "What have I done to you to 

make you beat me these three times?" *note that she says that because we’re going to hear it again –  

 

What have I done to make you beat me these three times? 

 

And without missing a beat…  29 Balaam answered the donkey, "You have made a fool of me (says the 

man talking to the donkey).  If I had a sword in my hand, I would kill you right now." 

 

Now it’s hilarious that the donkey is talking to him and he talks back without giving it a second thought.  

And this is just dripping with irony – if I had a sword in my hand, I would kill you right now – the irony of 

course being that the donkey is preventing HIM from being killed by the sword in the hand of the angel 

of the LORD.   

 

There’s actually old Jewish traditions that point out here – Balaam the great and mighty wonder worker 

who is travelling a great distance to curse the Israelites can’t do anything here without a sword.  He 

can’t even turn a donkey into a pumpkin; how’s he going to curse Israel? 

 

 30 The donkey said to Balaam, "Am I not your own donkey, which you have always ridden, to this day? 

Have I been in the habit of doing this to you?" "No," he said. 

 

 31 Then the LORD opened Balaam's eyes, and he saw the angel of the LORD standing in the road with 

his sword drawn. So he bowed low and fell facedown. 

 

 32 The angel of the LORD asked him, "Why have you beaten your donkey these three times? I have 

come here to oppose you because your path is a reckless one before me.  (He knows Balaam’s true 

intentions). 

   

 33 The donkey saw me and turned away from me these three times. If she had not turned away, I 

would certainly have killed you by now, but I would have spared her." 

 

Now again, a great irony – Balaam, the great wonder worker, the diviner of the gods, the one who sees 

all things – can’t see the angel of God standing in his path.  But his donkey can.  * 

 

 34 Balaam said to the angel of the LORD, "I have sinned. I did not realize you were standing in the road 

to oppose me. Now if you are displeased, I will go back." 

 

Somewhat surprisingly, the angel says – go with them – but this time I think Balaam actually hears the 

second part – “speak only what I tell you."  

 

So Balaam and the princes went off to find Balak. 

 

This whole episode is meant to impress upon Balaam this reality – God’s plan is sovereign.  God’s plan is 

good.  God’s plan will prevail. 
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The fascinating thing here is that the very dynamic that just played out between the donkey and Balaam 

is about to play out again between Balaam and Balak.  Balaam wants to use his donkey for evil and three 

times, the donkey prevents him.  Same way, Balak wants to use Balaam for the very same thing and 

three times, Balaam will prevent him.  In both instances, Balaam and then Balak learn ‘you can’t stop 

God’s promise.’ 

 

 36 When Balak heard that Balaam was coming, he went out to meet him at the Moabite town on the 

Arnon border, at the edge of his territory. 

 37 Balak said to Balaam, "Did I not send you an urgent summons? Why didn't you come to me? Am I 

really not able to reward you?" 

 

 38 "Well, I have come to you now," Balaam replied. "But can I say just anything? I must speak only what 

God puts in my mouth."  He’s starting to get it. 

 

 39 Then Balaam went with Balak … and went to a place where he saw part of the people. 

 

So Balaam has Balak build seven altars and make fourteen sacrifices and then goes off to hear from God 

who says –  

 

"Go back to Balak and give him this message." 

 

 6 So he went back [and Balaam said what the Lord directed him] Oracle 1 

 

"Balak brought me from Aram, the king of Moab from the eastern mountains. 'Come,' he said, 'curse 

Jacob for me; come, denounce Israel.' 

 8 How can I curse those whom God has not cursed? How can I denounce those whom the LORD has not 

denounced? 

 9 From the rocky peaks I see them, from the heights I view them. I see a people who live apart and do 

not consider themselves one of the nations. 

 10 Who can count the dust of Jacob or number the fourth part of Israel?  (an echo of the promise to 

Abraham). Let me die the death of the righteous, and may my end be like theirs!"  Translation – I can’t 

curse these people – God has blessed them.  And blessed them so entirely that I wish I was one of them.  

(Num 23:7-10 NIV). 

 

Do you see what’s happened here?  Balak intended to thwart God’s blessing, but God overrode the 

attempt and reaffirmed that blessing.   

 

That’s certainly what Balak thought – he said to Balaam, "What have you done to me? I brought you to 

curse my enemies, but you have done nothing but bless them!" 

 

 12 He answered, "Must I not speak what the LORD puts in my mouth?" 

 

 13 Then Balak said to him, "Come with me to another place where you can see them; you will see only a 

part but not all of them. And from there, curse them for me." 
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[So off they went and made seven more altars and fourteen more offerings.  And then 

 

… 

 16 The LORD met with Balaam and said, "Go back to Balak and give him this message." 

 

 17 So he went back and said – Oracle 2 –  

 

"Arise, Balak, and listen; hear me, son of Zippor. 

 19 God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he 

speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill? – This is the fundamental question at the heart 

of this account.  Does God made promises and not fulfill them?  No way.  He does what He says He will 

do.  And really, He’s throwing down the gauntlet here.  ‘Did you really think you could curse the people I 

blessed?  I have promised and I keep my promises.’  And then we hear from Balaam’s perspective -  

 

 20 I have received a command to bless; he has blessed, and I cannot change it. 

 21 "No misfortune is seen in Jacob, no misery observed in Israel. The LORD their God is with them; the 

shout of the King is among them. 

 22 God brought them out of Egypt; they have the strength of a wild ox. 

 23 There is no sorcery against Jacob, no divination against Israel. ([I can’t touch these people]) It will 

now be said of Jacob and of Israel, 'See what God has done!' 

 

Do you see what’s happened here?  Balak intended to thwart God’s blessing, but God overrode it and 

reaffirmed that blessing.  There is no sorcery that can touch Jacob, no divination – if God makes a 

promise, He keeps it.   

 

 25 Then Balak said to Balaam, "If you’re not going to curse then, then don’t bless them!” 

 

 26 Balaam answered, "Did I not tell you I must do whatever the LORD says?" 

 

 27 Then Balak said to Balaam, "Come, let me take you to another place. Perhaps it will please God to let 

you curse them for me from there."  (I think this is what they call the definition of insanity – doing the 

same thing over and over and expecting different results). 

 

 28 And Balak took Balaam to the top of Peor, and they made more seven more altars and fourteen 

more offerings… 

 

And this time, When Balaam looked out and saw Israel encamped tribe by tribe and the Spirit of God 

came upon him: 

 

Oracle 3 -  "The oracle of Balaam son of Beor, the oracle of one whose eye sees clearly, 

 4 the oracle of one who hears the words of God, who sees a vision from the Almighty, who falls 

prostrate, and whose eyes are opened (just like a donkey’s) – he’s learned all the lessons from the whole 

donkey thing –  



7 
 

 

 5 "How beautiful are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel! 

 6 "Like valleys they spread out, like gardens beside a river, like aloes planted by the LORD, like cedars 

beside the waters. 

 7 Water will flow from their buckets; their seed will have abundant water. (These are all images of life 

and abundance and vitality). 

"Their king will be greater than Agag; their kingdom will be exalted.   

 8 "God brought them out of Egypt; they have the strength of a wild ox. They devour hostile nations and 

break their bones in pieces; with their arrows they pierce them.  (Images of victory) 

 9 Like a lion they crouch and lie down, like a lioness--who dares to rouse them? "May those who bless 

you be blessed and those who curse you be cursed!" 

 

Do you see what’s happened here?  Balak intended to thwart God’s blessing, but God overrode it and 

reaffirmed that blessing.  Balak wants them cursed but all he did was give God another opportunity to 

bless them.  He reaffirms the blessing to Abraham. 

 

 10 Then Balak's anger burned against Balaam. He struck his hands together and said to him, "I 

summoned you to curse my enemies, but you have blessed them these three times. 

 11 Now leave at once and go home! I said I would reward you handsomely, but the LORD has kept you 

from being rewarded." 

 

 12 Balaam answered Balak, "Did I not tell the messengers you sent me, 

 13 'Even if Balak gave me his palace filled with silver and gold, I could not do anything of my own 

accord, good or bad, to go beyond the command of the LORD--and I must say only what the LORD says'? 

 14 Now I am going back to my people, but come, let me warn you of what this people will do to your 

people in days to come." 

 

 15 Then he uttered his oracle:  (the freebie – Balak is probably like stop talking already!!) Oracle 4 –  

"The oracle of Balaam son of Beor, the oracle of one whose eye sees clearly, 

 16 the oracle of one who hears the words of God, who has knowledge from the Most High, who sees a 

vision from the Almighty, who falls prostrate, and whose eyes are opened: 

 17 "I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near. A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise 

out of Israel. He will crush the foreheads of Moab, the skulls of all the sons of Sheth. 

 18 Edom will be conquered; Seir, his enemy, will be conquered, but Israel will grow strong. 

 19 A ruler will come out of Jacob and destroy the survivors of the city."  And then he speaks judgment 

against a number of other local nations and then in the most anticlimactic Bible verse of all time –  

… 25 Then Balaam and Balak both went home (Num 22:1 NIV).   

 

Balak intended to thwart God’s blessing, but God overrode the curse and reaffirmed the blessing.  In 

fact, He took this as an opportunity to show the world a brand new insight into how He would bless His 

people – through a King who would come and triumph over God’s enemies and bring peace to God’s 

people.   
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In a sense, this oracle points to David – he’s the star out of Jacob, the scepter out of Israel – and within 

about a hundred years of this event in Numbers, this king David showed up on the scene.  Without fully 

understanding it, Balaam saw what David would do.   

 

But David was not the fullness of this oracle; he triumphed over God’s enemies and brought peace to 

God’s people in a very limited sense.  Only in a national sense (He brought peace to Israel) but God’s 

promise to Abraham was to bless ALL the nations.  There must be a greater fulfillment to this prophesy. 

 

In this oracle, Balaam foresaw another king, who would bring the blessing to the nations that God had 

promised.  And the amazing thing is that this King would bless the nations not simply by defeating God’s 

enemies, but by making God’s enemies INTO God’s people.  This king is Jesus.  The star out of Jacob, the 

scepter out of Israel is Jesus.   

Jesus brings the blessings that God promised to the nations, and those whom God has blessed cannot be 

cursed.    

 

His promise cannot be stopped. 

 

God is not a man that He should change His mind – when He makes a promise, He keeps it.  He says 

there’s a king coming to set things right – there’s gonna be a king.  And it’s just too perfect that that 

King’s arrival was marked by the appearance of a star, out of Jacob, over a manger.   

 

Well that’s fine, you might say, but what if something comes along that opposes Him? 

 

God’s promise cannot be stopped, because even opposition advances it. 

 

Do you see that?  Balak wanted to stop God’s promise; he wanted to prevent the Israelites from riding 

their momentum in his land and so he set out to curse them.  But that very effort to curse them became 

an opportunity for God to bless.  The opposition actually advanced God’s promised blessing.    

 

In Deuteronomy, Moses reflects on this moment and says  – “…they hired Balaam …to pronounce a 

curse on you. (Deu 23:4 NIV). 

5 [but], the LORD your God would not listen to Balaam [and] turned the curse into a blessing for you, 

because the LORD your God loves you. (Deu 23:5 NIV).  

 

The curse became blessing in God’s hands.   

 

And that promise cannot be thwarted – even opposition advances it! 

 

We saw that with Jesus too, didn’t we?  He rode into town and people hailed Him as the King God had 

promised.  But the leaders of Israel didn’t like that too much and tried their best to get rid of Him.  They 

nailed Him to a cross and let Him die.  They thought that would put an end to it. 

  

But what happened?  They only advanced God’s plan.  
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They tried to thwart God’s plan by killing Jesus, but Jesus’ death was the sacrifice that makes God’s 

enemies into God’s people.   

 

Their attempt to thwart God’s plan fulfilled it.   

 

God’s promise to Abraham – way way way way way way back – to bless the nations – was fulfilled when 

Jesus died on that Cross to give us new life.   

 

Opposition actually advanced God’s promise – God’s promise cannot be stopped.  

 

So, people of God, redeemed by Jesus’ death, born again by faith in Him –  

 

We need to hear and to own God’s word’s in Balaam’s oracles –  

 

19 God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak 

and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill? (Num 23:19 NIV). 

 

God has promised to forgive our sin and deliver us into eternal blessing and carry and provide for us 

every step of the way, asking only that rely on Him. 

 

Balaam could not stop that promise. 

Balak could not stop that promise. 

Richard Dawkins cannot stop that promise. 

Kathleen Wynne cannot stop that promise. 

North Korea cannot stop that promise. 

ISIS cannot stop that promise. 

Cancer cannot stop that promise.   

 

God has promised and He will fulfill.  You can’t stop that promise. 

 

I want to leave you with this image as we close –  

 

Leslie Weatherhead proposes that we picture God’s promise of blessing as a stream running down the 

side of a mountain.  We can dam up that stream and prevent it from flowing toward the valley below, 

but only for a while.  The law of gravity requires that water [higher up] will eventually make its way 

down.  Similarly, God’s ultimate will cannot be thwarted.  Though human history, with all its evils, may 

place many blockages in the way, in the end, these will be overcome (para., NIVAC, 705-706). 

 

God’s promise will prevail, because even opposition advances it and pushes us closer to God.  You can’t 

stop the promise.   
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35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or 

nakedness or danger or sword? 

 36 As it is written: "For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be 

slaughtered." 

 37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 

 38 For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor 

the future, nor any powers, 

 39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love 

of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom 8:35-39 NIV). 

 


