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This dissertation’s holistic approach to Sefer Bilvam, applied in the course of
its philological and literary treatments of the text, yields significant new observations
that stand in dialogue with the lengthy established discourse on this pericope. In the
first portion of the study, a considerable number of individual linguistic peculiarities
receive close attention, and contribute collectively toward a demonstration of styleswitching and setting-switching as devices operative in the text. The study’s second
part moves beyond these features, first treating the minutiae of the pericope’s literary
mechanics, and then turning to the larger tropes and patterns operative not only within
this text, but also between it and other portions of the biblical corpus. Ultimately, this
research highlights the richness, complexity, and subtlety of Sefer Bilvam as a
sophisticated literary unit, and demonstrates that literary and linguistic approaches are
crucial for accessing the totality of such material’s intrinsic meaning. In addition,
however, it re-engages prior discourse by providing a new perspective from which to
evaluate longstanding questions about this pericope’s date of composition and
historical context. Specifically, it points to the conclusion that this is a Judahite text
from the 8th century BCE, whose content draws on Gileadite Balaam traditions that
penetrated into Judah as a consequence of Assyrian incursions into the region under
Tiglath-Pileser III (744–727 BCE).
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Statement of Goals
The holistic approach to Sefer Bilvam that I undertake in this dissertation,
which incorporates underapplied linguistic and literary approaches, yields significant
contributions to preexisting scholarly discourse on the pericope. On the one hand, it
provides a range of new perspectives on the traditional questions of dating,
provenance, redaction, and historical context, which collectively point to the
pericope’s identity as a single, unified, mid- to late-8th-century Judahite composition.
On the other hand, it leads to a number of significant thematic observations about
various aspects of the pericope, including: the gradual development of Balaam from
mercenary diviner to true prophet; the condemnation of empty ritual practices; the
praiseworthiness of Israel as God’s chosen people; the integral contribution of the
supposedly independent “jenny episode” to the literary construction of the pericope as
a whole; the chronological schema of the pericope, culminating in a celebration of
David’s military successes; and the pericope’s engagement and employment of certain
important points arising elsewhere in biblical literature. Thus, while this examination
provides fresh perspectives from which to approach the overarching concerns of
traditional scholarship, its primary worth derives from its concern not with questions
about the text (date, authorship, and so on), but with questions about how the text
conveys meaning, and what tools are used to achieve this.

Primary Concerns of Prior Scholarship on This Pericope
Opinions on the origin, makeup, and significance of Sefer Bilvam vary
extremely widely. At one end of the spectrum, the regimented source-critical

1

perspectives of Otto Eissfeldt, Martin Noth, and Sigmund Mowinckel, for instance,
have been called into question in recent years, to the extent that Baruch A. Levine
wrote that “any attempt to fit the Balaam narrative into a strict, source-critical
structure, assigning discrete sections of the text variously to J and E, is ultimately
unenlightening and counterproductive.”1 Even so, at the opposite end of this spectrum,
the traditional source-critical approach has informed many scholarly perspectives
subsequent to its earliest application to this text, such as that of Angelo Tosato in his
structural examination of Balaam’s first two oracles (Num 23:7–10, 18–24),
traditionally ascribed to E; and, to a lesser extent, Richard Elliott Friedman’s recent
presentation of the entire pericope.2
Likewise with regard to the dating of the text, scholarly efforts have produced
similarly wide-ranging results. As for the pericope as a whole, some have favored “the
early, pre-monarchic dating of at least the personality and oracles of Balaam,”3 while
others have taken “the early post-exilic period as the time of redaction,”4 and still
others have offered a range of more moderate views, such as Levine’s hypothesis that
it dates to “the first half of the ninth century B.C.E.”5 Others have isolated specific
elements in the pericope that they believed to be instructive in this regard, such as
Balaam’s final prophetic utterance (Num 24:23–24), which J. C. de Moor took as a
reference to the Sea Peoples’ activity at the end of the Bronze Age (around 1200
BCE),6 but which Hedwige Rouillard viewed as a reference to Alexander, deriving
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Levine 2000: 207.
Tosato 1979; Friedman 2003: 280–287.
3
Dijkstra 1995: 74. See also the literature cited therein.
4
Douglas 1993a: 423.
5
Levine 2000: 232.
6
De Moor 1997: 248–249.
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from the Seleucid era of the late 4th and 3rd centuries BCE.7 This indicates, moreover,
that the preference for one dating scheme over another often has been intertwined with
matters of interpretation.

Approaches Taken in This Study
This clear lack of consensus stands as an open invitation for the infusion of
new data and perspectives into the consideration of such issues. This dissertation takes
up this challenge and provide a fresh approach to these matters with specific regard to
Sefer Bilvam. More to the point, however, I would stress that in the past several
decades, the overwhelming concern of secondary discourse with questions of this type
has detracted from the equally valid exploration of the mechanics of biblical literature,
and of this piece of biblical literature in particular. For this reason, I embark here on a
two-pronged approach to this pericope that focuses on how the text operates as a
vehicle for the transmission of meaning, examining both the literary tools employed to
this end and the ideas communicated through their use.

Linguistic (Dialect)
In Chapters 2 and 3, I examine a large number of Aramaic-like features in both
the prose and the poetry of Sefer Bilvam. A careful review of the secondary literature
in the field of Semitic philology provides an opportunity to highlight the distinction
between features of this type and the related category of “Aramaisms,” within which
they traditionally have been grouped. Whereas “Aramaisms” are to be understood as
indicative of the effects of direct Aramaic influence on Biblical Hebrew (hereafter,

7

Rouillard 1985: 461–464.
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BH), I show that Aramaic-like features represent the intentional efforts of the biblical
authors to simulate dialects other than Standard Biblical Hebrew (hereafter, SBH) in
order to produce certain literary effects. Of the range of possible effects achieved in
this fashion, the two that are active in Sefer Bilvam are known as “style-switching,”
that is, the use of dialectal features to reflect the foreignness of a particular character
(in this case, Balaam), and “setting-switching,” that is, the use of such features to
indicate the foreign setting of a particular narrative. The bulk of Chapter 3 focuses on
the isolation of these features, a process that requires careful linguistic analysis, and
proceeds to make a series of observations about their collective effect in the pericope.
In particular, I highlight the evidence indicating that these features are both intentional
and literarily motivated.

Literary
Upon completing my analysis of the literary devices of style-switching and
setting-switching, I turn in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 to the operation in Sefer Bilvam of a
number of rather better-known literary elements. I begin by situating the literary study
of the Bible within the larger context of biblical studies generally, emphasizing the
nature of this approach as a complement to, rather than a replacement of, established
methods and perspectives. Then in Chapter 5, I thoroughly examine the operation of
six different literary devices within the prose and poetry of this pericope (sound echo,
keywords, naming, gapping, repetition, and structure), incorporating the theoretical
background for each device into my discussion at the appropriate junctures. Of
particular note in this chapter is the manner in which many of these devices clearly
operate across the entire pericope, with some instances even crossing the boundary
between prose and poetry. This evidence speaks strongly in favor of perceiving the
entire text as a unit, rather than pulling apart the various strands of its perceived
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precursors or generic components, since the latter practice would disintegrate the very
literary devices that hold the pericope together. Finally, in Chapter 6 I explore the
large-scale themes and tropes evident in Sefer Bilvam, which at times rely for their
deployment directly on the smaller-scale devices discussed in Chapter 5. Here I also
detail the ways in which certain aspects of the pericope interact significantly with
other parts of the biblical corpus, and examine what these relationships contribute to
our understanding of the text.

Assumptions Underlying This Study
Any significant piece of research, including this one, brings with it a range of
assumptions that inform its approach and reasoning. To be sure, the simple assumption
of a common level of basic understanding must remain tacit, since it is neither possible
nor productive to reinvent the wheel in every new piece of scholarship. However, in
order to avoid the pitfalls of insufficiently self-reflective research, I take a moment at
the outset of this study to express an awareness of certain deeper assumptions
underlying my work, and, where possible, to provide some explanation for my
allowing them to persist throughout what follows.

The Unity of Sefer Bilvam
I have indicated already that my intention here is to treat this pericope as a
unified whole. While it is true in one sense that a tacit acceptance of this perspective is
no more justified than the assumption that it is constituted of several disparate parts,
on the other hand there are certain factors that point toward the legitimacy of such a
view as a working principle in research. First, despite diverse scholarly attempts to
extract the various textual precursors of which the present version of the pericope
purportedly is a redaction, this version comes to us not as an explicitly demarcated
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series of associated documents, but rather as a single continuous work. To dispense
entirely with this continuity in our examination of the material would be to disregard a
specific datum whose value, at the very least, must be explored before it is set aside.
Second, for a dozen decades the core traditions in biblical scholarship have
been informed by a preference for atomism that, although responsible for innumerable
contributions to our understanding of the biblical corpus and its development,
nevertheless warrants by its very persistence the application of alternatives to this
perspective in the study of the same material. Indeed, it is this infusion of new modes
of thinking that provides the basis for meaningful critique and development of past
approaches, which otherwise run the risk of becoming entrenched. Thus, the merit of
the holistic perspective adopted in the present study lies partly in the counterpoint it
provides to genetic approaches such as source criticism, whose fundamental principles
undergird the bulk of past scholarly discourse on the Bible generally.
Additionally, although the insights revealed by this perspective cannot be
offered as evidence of its legitimacy, it is worthwhile again to note that my
observations on the literary character of Sefer Bilvam reveal numerous large-scale
devices that operate across the entire pericope, usually in clear opposition to the
traditionally proposed source-critical or other divisions in the text. This speaks to the
unique fruitfulness of the holistic approach as a means of accessing certain qualities of
the material that do not readily present themselves by way of other modes of
examination.

The Historicity of Sefer Bilvam
This dissertation does not address directly the matter of historicity in this
pericope. However, at times the language used herein to refer to “the Aramean prophet
Balaam” and the like may leave unclear how, or indeed whether, I view such people
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and/or things as historical entities. Thus, before moving on to the specific topics with
which I am concerned in this study, a few words are in order regarding the perspective
taken here on the historicity of the text. Jo Ann Hackett’s comments go to the heart of
this matter, since she based her observations on the only extrabiblical evidence
associated with the prophet Balaam, namely, the plaster inscriptions discovered at Deir
vAllā. Although the relationship between this epigraphic material and the biblical
Balaam traditions is limited to the bare mention of the figure himself, and thus does
not offer an especially specific window onto whatever factual kernels may underlie the
biblical narrative, Hackett nevertheless observed the following:
This new inscription serves to authenticate the Balaam traditions in the
Hebrew Bible to the extent that the bare facts of his existence are the
same in each case. Balaam is included in the text with virtually no
introduction. This fact implies that his name was well known to the
people to whom the inscription was addressed, so we may infer that his
was a tradition of long standing.8

General though it is, this statement encapsulates the best available link between Sefer
Bilvam and our knowledge of historical fact. This link is of extremely limited
substance, to be sure; but this does not suggest that the biblical Balaam material
warrants unilateral dismissal as pure invention, any more than the presence of these
limited historical data requires us to view everything else in the pericope as similarly
factual.
Rather, the perspective taken here is akin to that articulated by Robert Alter
and Meir Sternberg, among others, in their approaches to the Bible as a body of
literature. Sternberg carefully addressed the terms “history” and “fiction,”
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emphasizing the ambiguity in modern parlance between these two concepts because of
the blurred boundary “between the represented object and the discourse that represents
it. On the one hand, each term indicates a different object of representation, ‘history’
denoting what really happened and ‘fiction’ the sphere of the imagined or invented. …
On the other hand, each term may point to a different mode of representation or
writing—‘history’ to re-creative and fiction to creative discourse.”9 This ambiguity, he
argued, tends to produce the common fallacious perception “whereby history-writing
is wedded to and fiction-writing opposed to factual truth.”10 According to Sternberg,
such a view obscures the fact that the distinction between historical and fictional
writing lies not in their relationship to fact, but in the operative principles observed in
the course of writing: “Both historiography and fiction are genres of writing, not
bundles of fact or nonfact in verbal shape. In either case, then, it all boils down to the
rules of the writing game, namely the premises, conventions, and undertakings that
attach to the discourse as an affair between writer and audience.”11
Herein rests the appropriate avenue of approach for both historical texts that
hypothesize or even invent material to fill narrative gaps, and fictional texts that are
rooted in historical fact.
If the title to history writing hinged on the correspondence to the
truth—the historicity of the things written about—then a historical text
would automatically forfeit or change its status on the discovery that it
contained errors or imbalances or guesses and fabrications passed off as
verities. … Nor does fiction-writing turn on the fictionality of its
object. Does the St. Petersburg location of a Dostoevsky novel or the
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reference of War and Peace to historical personages consign them to a
genre different from that of a work wholly born of fantasy?12

Thus, we need not approach biblical narrative with an all-or-nothing sensibility
regarding its historicity. The biblical text, and Sefer Bilvam specifically, clearly exhibit
innumerable points of intersection with the historical world. The ethnic and linguistic
identities, the geographical locations, and (as we now know from the Deir vAllā
materials) at least one of the characters that have parts in this pericope may be
considered “real” from a historical point of view. But this does not mean that the
entire pericope as a whole must be deemed “historical” on the basis of these elements
alone. By the same token, speaking of a given biblical text as “fiction” in no way
undermines whatever historical underpinnings it may possess, nor does it imply
frivolity or lack of depth in the composition.
As Alter put it, “[t]here is…a whole spectrum of relations to history in the
sundry biblical narratives…but none of these involves the sense of being bound to
documentable facts that characterizes history in its modern acceptation.”13 He adopted
the term “historicized prose fiction” for biblical narrative generally,14 and called upon
the extensive cycle of stories about David as a demonstrative example:
This narrative, though it may have certain folkloric embellishments…,
is based on firm historical fact, as modern research has tended to
confirm…. Nevertheless, these stories are not, strictly speaking,
historiography, but rather the imaginative reenactment of history by a
gifted writer who organized his materials along certain thematic biases
and according to his own remarkable intuition of the psychology of the
characters. He feels entirely free, one should remember, to invent
interior monologue for his characters; to ascribe feeling, intention, or
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motive to them when he chooses; to supply verbatim dialogue...for
occasions when no one but the actors themselves could have had
knowledge of exactly what was said.15

Needless to say, these qualities describe biblical narrative generally, not just that
associated with David. Thus, notwithstanding several points of contact with historical
fact, on the whole Sefer Bilvam similarly exhibits the inventive aspects that both
Sternberg and Alter associated with fiction-writing. The Bible, moreover, is by no
means unique in this regard:
Beowulf is a work of heroic history, i.e. a poem in which facts and
chronology are subservient to the poet’s interest in heroic deeds and
their value in representing the ethics of an heroic civilization. A poet
writing in this mode does not disregard absolute historical fact, history,
that is, as we know it. He rather sees it as less important than other
considerations…. His account will sometimes mesh reasonably well
with history…. But more often, his work will be a freely-woven
structure in which the characters and actions of the past will be part of
an ethically satisfying narrative.16

As Robert T. Farrell’s observation with respect to Beowulf demonstrates, other ancient
corpora attest a similar interaction between historical fact and literary artistry—in
particular, ideologically or “ethically” motivated artistry—in which the latter
functions, quite simply, as the vehicle by which the former is conveyed.
As such, the literary perspective adopted throughout this dissertation neither
attributes nor denies historical veracity to the content of the pericope. Rather, it aims
to engage the text on its own terms, by which I mean two things: first, that the events
described in this pericope are true within the world of the narrative itself; and second,
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that this narrative world’s internal mechanics and operations mirror precisely those of
the “real” world. In this way I am able to proceed with my examination in a manner
that upholds the integrity of the world it describes, without becoming embroiled in the
question of its “truth.” This is not to say that this study has nothing to contribute with
respect to the matter of this pericope’s relationship with history: on the contrary, my
efforts yield a number of such observations. But my primary goal is to understand the
story as it is told: what precisely that story is, and what tools are utilized to achieve its
communication.

Transitional Remarks
Having called attention to these matters as key elements governing my
perspective in what follows, we arrive in a moment at the core material of this study,
in which I address linguistic and literary aspects of Sefer Bilvam. Large-scale literary
examination of the pericope are reserved for the later chapters. Meanwhile, the first
major topic to occupy our attention is the intentional employment of Aramaic-like
features in the pericope, beginning in the next chapter with a review of prior
scholarship that provides the groundwork for the requisite linguistic analysis of the
textual evidence.
First, however, I address two minor points of interest. The attentive reader will
have observed already my use of the term Sefer Bilvam, literally “the book of
Balaam,” to refer to the pericope with which I am concerned. The conception of this
pericope as an independent literary unit derives from at least as early as Rabbinic
times, as evident in B. Baba Batra 14b: …“ משה כתב ספרו ופרשת בלעםMoses wrote his
(own) book [i.e., the Torah], and the portion of Balaam….” The precise phrase Sefer
Bilvam is of similar antiquity, and has been used routinely in both premodern and
modern times to refer to this pericope. The traditional delimitation of the text (Num

11

22:2–24:25) is affirmed by the Leningrad Codex (L), which demarcates the passage
with a setuma before Num 22:2 and a petuh9a after the last verse of Numbers 24.17
Obviously, we lack the explicit testimony of the Aleppo Codex (A),18 but like
manuscripts reflect the same paragraphing as L.19 My employment of the phrase Sefer
Bilvam thus accords with longstanding views on both the literary independence and
the precise identity of the text in question.20
Additionally, although this three-chapter span may exceed the quantity of
material typically associated with the word “pericope,” from a technical standpoint my
employment of this term for Sefer Bilvam is correct, as demonstrated by the definition
provided in the Concordia Cyclopedia: “A word taken from the Greek, meaning a
section, and applied to the fixed portions of the Scripture read as lessons on the
Sundays and festivals of the church-year. Such a division of the Scripture-text was in
use even in the ancient synagog, the Law and the Prophets being divided into 54 such
lessons each.”21 The usage employed herein is upheld by this definition’s emphasis on
the division of the text for the purpose of reading, specifically by means of its
reference to the parashiyot and haft[arot of the synagogue tradition: as it turns out,
Parashat Balaq consists of Sefer Bilvam in its entirety, plus the first nine verses of the
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This is plainly visible in the layout in BHL, pp. 231–235. As is often the case, the Masoretic divisions
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following chapter (Numbers 25). Thus, the term “pericope” is entirely appropriate for
a text of Sefer Bilvam’s length, and serves as a convenient appellative in the study
undertaken here.
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CHAPTER 2
DIALECTAL FEATURES IN THE LANGUAGE OF SEFER BILvAM:
BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY

Introductory Remarks: Style-switching and Setting-switching
The next two chapters focus on the isolation and examination of specific
philological peculiarities in Sefer Bilvam that can be set apart from the surrounding
SBH (= Judahite Hebrew, hereafter JH)1 material. Most of these peculiarities occur in
the poetic oracles of the prophet Balaam, and are noteworthy due to their Aramaic-like
quality. These features are to be interpreted as reflective of a literary device termed
“style-switching,”2 whereby the direct speech of a foreign character is flavored with
elements that call to mind the native speech of the character’s homeland. The
remaining non-SBH features in the pericope, including those sprinkled throughout the
prose surrounding Balaam’s oracles, represent a closely related but slightly different
device whereby such features are employed to emphasize the foreign setting of a given
text. Prior discourse has not yielded a convenient appellation for this second device, so
I adopt here the term “setting-switching,” on analogy with “style-switching.”3 The
distinction between the two devices lies in the fact that setting-switching can occur in

1

The term “SBH” bears a chronological/diachronic meaning, while “JH” connotes regional/synchronic
significance. I adopt Gary A. Rendsburg’s equation of these two terms, as indicated in Rendsburg
2003a: 5 and elsewhere, according to which SBH/JH is taken to be the Judahite dialect of the pre-exilic
period.
2
Kaufman 1988: 55.
3
The term “addressee-switching” refers to a third device in this family, whereby the use of non-SBH
features in a given text approximates the dialect of the (ostensible) intended audience, as in certain
prophetic addresses to nations outside Israel/Judah. The device does not occur in Sefer Bilvam,
however, and hence this study will not address it directly.
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the narrative voice or in that of any of the characters (whether or not they are
foreigners), whereas style-switching is limited to the direct speech of foreigners.
Herein, I present a thorough discussion of each piece of linguistic evidence
supporting the hypothesis that dialect has been utilized intentionally in the
composition of this pericope to achieve these two similar but distinct literary ends:
first, to color or render distinctive the speech of the foreign prophet himself, who is an
Aramean; and second, to tinge the narrative, which is set outside of 'Eres9 Yisra'el
proper, with a foreign flavor. That said, it is important briefly to address the term
“dialect” and to specify the fashions in which I use it in this study.

Northwest Semitic Dialects: The General Picture
The finer points of the notoriously problematic debate concerning how we
delineate dialects as opposed to languages need not concern us here.4 For our
purposes it suffices to observe the traditional model conventionally used in
scholarship, whereby the Canaanite and Aramaic families represent two different
languages or language spheres, each possessing a range of dialects, and each
exhibiting signs of interpenetration, at various times and for various reasons. The
Canaanite dialects in particular have received ample classificatory attention, notably
from H. L. Ginsberg, who posited a split within this group between the coastal
“Phoenic” dialects and the “Hebraic” dialects of the hinterland;5 and from Gary A.

4

Chambers and Trudgill observed that the traditional “way of looking at this [is] to say that ‘a language
is a collection of mutually intelligible dialects’” (Chambers–Trudgill 1980: 3). This way of
differentiating between the two terms ultimately is rather rudimentary and exhibits a range of
difficulties (neatly summarized in Chambers–Trudgill 1980: 4–5). Notwithstanding these challenges,
however, for our purposes the test of mutual intelligibility serves as a more or less satisfactory criterion
by which to draw the desired distinction, provided that we bear in mind a certain level of concomitant
terminological fluidity. See also Rendsburg 1995: 180 n. 13.
5
Ginsberg 1970: 102–116.
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Rendsburg, who body of work has highlighted numerous isoglosses connecting
Israelian6 and Mishnaic Hebrew (hereafter, IH and MH, respectively) with languages
such as Ugaritic and Phoenician, and separating them from JH.7 W. Randall Garr’s
important exploration of the complexities of this matter led him to the important
notion of a dialect continuum in the Northwest Semitic family, with Aramaic at one
end of the spectrum and Canaanite at the other.8 The various dialects fall across this
spectrum, with the dialect of Deir vAllā, for example, falling somewhere in the middle.
However, the idea that all members of the Northwest Semitic language family
occupy a single continuous spectrum does not imply that Hebrew and Aramaic are
dialects of the same language, nor that one is a dialect of the other. Likewise,
recognition of the similar shift of IH away from JH and toward Aramaic does not
imply that this dialect is to be isolated from the Hebrew sphere,9 as Rendsburg noted
in his article on the morphological evidence for IH:
This article has utilized Aramaic and Phoenician parallels to a great
extent. Does this mean that Israelian Hebrew more closely resembled
these two varieties of Northwest Semitic speech than it did Hebrew? …
[On the contrary,] Israelian Hebrew shared many isoglosses with
Phoenician and Aramaic. Nevertheless…it is clear that the language of
the northern tribes is still Hebrew.10

6

The term “Israelian” in the phrase “Israelian Hebrew” refers to the northern kingdom of Israel, as
opposed to the Israel of the united monarchy (which includes Judah), for which the usual term
“Israelite” would be used. It was coined by Ginsberg in his volume The Israelian Heritage of Judaism
(Ginsberg 1982; see especially pp. 1–2), and later adopted by Rendsburg (passim), who has employed
the phrase “Israelian Hebrew,” together with his students, to great effect as a designation for the dialect
of the northern kingdom.
7
See especially Rendsburg 2003a and Rendsburg 2003b.
8
Garr 2004, especially pp. 229–231, wherein he included particularly illustrative diagrams.
9
Although Garr treated Hebrew as a monolithic entity in his study, we may incorporate the distinction
between JH and IH into his approach without significant difficulty.
10
Rendsburg 1992a: 87.
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As such, since this study is rooted specifically in the language of the Bible,11 I employ
the term “dialect” to refer broadly to all linguistic features that deviate from SBH/JH,
whether these divergences manifest connections with other Canaanite tongues or
depart from that sphere entirely and are associated instead primarily with Aramaic.
That is to say, herein the term stands universally for all shifts away from SBH on the
Northwest Semitic spectrum, irrespective of the distance, direction, or character of
those shifts.12

Aramaic-like Features in Sefer Bilvam as Intentional Literary Elements, Not
Incidental Dialectal Vestiges
To go a step further, with specific regard to the style-switching aspects of
Balaam’s poetic oracles, the presence of these Aramaic-like features is not to be
understood as an indication that the character is speaking some kind of amalgam
between Hebrew and Aramaic. Rather, the situation is akin to what Rendsburg
described in reference to the use of dialect in the book of Job: “…[L]inguistic markers
which identify the characters as Transjordanian were utilized to convey to the reader
the foreignness of Job and his interlocutors. But they are not so prevalent as to ‘get in
the way’ of the reader’s comprehension.”13 To draw on a particularly illustrative
modern analogy often used by Rendsburg in a classroom setting, the situation here
may be compared to a WWII film in which all of the German soldiers speak English—
but with a German accent, even employing at terms German expressions such as

11

Excluding, of course, those portions of the biblical corpus composed entirely in Aramaic.
Occasionally the term will have another meaning that bears no specific relationship to biblical
language, as in the phrases “Canaanite dialects,” “Aramaic dialects,” etc. In these instances the meaning
will be transparent from context.
13
Rendsburg 1995: 180.
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“Achtung,” “Mach schnell,” and so on.14 Far from suggesting that these characters
actually speak thickly accented English, the intent rather is to help identify these
characters specifically as Germans, while retaining intelligibility for the viewer.
In the same way, the Aramaic-like features in Balaam’s speech call attention to
his Aramean origin, without compromising the uptake of the Hebrew-speaking
audience. Similarly with regard to the handful of philological features adduced here
that occur in the prose of the pericope, all exhibit some deviation from SBH; however,
they are to be understood not as evidence of the narrative’s having been composed in a
distinct dialect, but rather as “seasonings” that evoke the non-Judahite settings in
which the various parts of the story take place.
To be sure, it is important to emphasize the distinction between the usages of
non-SBH features under scrutiny here, namely style-switching and setting-switching,
and the incidental occurrence of dialectal qualities in texts originating outside of
Judah. While instances of the latter occurrence are the unintentional result of a given
text’s non-SBH provenance, by definition style-switching and setting-switching are
intentional, literarily-motivated deviations from SBH. However, as we shall see, this is
an interpretive distinction, not a linguistic one. The identification of both intentional
and incidental qualities of biblical language requires an application of precisely the
same principles of linguistic inquiry: methodologically speaking, these two types of
non-SBH features are isolated in identical fashion.
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I am indebted to Rendsburg for myriad illuminating classroom experiences, and in particular for this
illustration.
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Review of the Modern Study of Aramaic-like Features in the Bible, and Its
Intersection with the Field of Semitic Philology in General
In order to establish the fundamental background of this study, we now must
trace the development of this type of inquiry in modern biblical scholarship. To this
end, I present the following review of scholarly discourse relating to dialect study in
the Hebrew Bible, and of earlier perspectives that have contributed to the development
of this avenue of research.15 As intimated above, at its core, dialect study in the
Hebrew Bible has arisen as a response to the challenges posed by certain complexities
and peculiarities in the language of the Bible for which other explanations, when they
exist, have proven less than satisfactory. A retrospective look at prior scholarship
reveals two avenues of approach that historically have been marshaled to address these
challenges: textual criticism and comparative Semitic philology. To be sure, the
modern study of dialect in the Bible builds on the work of past scholars who were
engaged in these fields, and as such it is worthwhile to review their trends and
vicissitudes, along with the advantages and shortcomings of such approaches.
According to Emil Kautzsch, textual criticism of the Bible in the modern era
commenced in earnest toward the end of the 19th century.16 Of particular note are
Julius Wellhausen’s Der Text der Bücher Samuelis (1871),17 S. R. Driver’s Notes on
the Hebrew Text of the Books of Samuel (1890),18 Textus hebraici emandaciones
(1900) edited by H. Oort,19 C. F. Burney’s Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of
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This review of the secondary literature places slight emphasis on materials concerned with the
relationship of Aramaic to the language of the Bible. This is motivated partly by the present study’s
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Kings (1903),20 and aspects of the general approach taken in the International Critical
Commentary series as a whole.21 The sixteen-volume Sacred Books of the Old
Testament (1893–1904), edited by Paul Haupt,22 presents the Hebrew Bible “with full
textual notes, and indicating the different documents by colours,”23 and warrants
special mention as a multivolume effort in which the Documentary Hypothesis and the
text-critical approach appeared in tandem. Kautzsch described the impetus for this
type of study as follows:
The chief requirements for one who is treating the grammar of
an ancient language are—(1) that he should observe as fully and
accurately as possible the existing linguistic phenomena and describe
them, after showing their organic connexion (the empirical and
historico-critical element); (2) that he should try to explain these facts,
partly by comparing them with one another and by the analogy of the
sister languages, partly from the general laws of philology (the logical
element).
Such observation has more and more led to the belief that the
original text of the O.T. has suffered to a much greater extent than
former scholars were inclined to admit….
Advance in grammar is therefore closely dependent on progress
in textual criticism.24

Certainly, Kautzsch’s description of the tasks of the grammarian is apt, and
may be applied to the student of any language. Moreover, when dealing with ancient
languages whose extant sources are in written form only, it is beyond dispute that such
philological inquiry can proceed only subsequent to a careful critical analysis of the
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text under scrutiny. In this way one is able to assess accurately any potential
breakdowns in the textual record, and thus avoid being misled in one’s philological
assessment by a poorly preserved or transmitted text.25
The difficulty arises, however, in the sequence of scholarly progress implied
by Kautzsch’s statements. By his reckoning, it is the activity of the grammarian, who
produces descriptions and explanations of BH by means of empirical, historicocritical, and logical approaches, that reveals the degradation of the biblical text. Only
subsequently is the text critic called upon to establish a prior, and thus superior,
version of the text, one in which the problems encountered by the grammarian are
absent. To put it another way: any problems that the grammarian’s efforts cannot
eliminate are to be viewed as corruptions, and the job of the text critic is to find a way
to make the text fit the system and rules established by the grammarian. This
problematic perspective appears to suggest that the “original” version of a given text
will be ideal, perfect in form, transparent in meaning, and devoid of inexplicable
linguistic difficulties. This is an extreme scenario, to be sure; but even in its more
tempered forms, the fundamental notion has led at times to a preoccupation with
Urtext, to the extent that some scholars have devoted disproportionate effort and
privilege to the reconstruction of such “precursors.”
A demonstrative and somewhat more recently articulated example occurs in
one scholar’s treatment of a specific phrase in Sefer Bilvam, namely, the second colon
of Num 23:10, which reads:
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ִ ֤מי ָמנָ ֙ה ֲע ַ ֣פר יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
וּמ ְס ָ ֖פּר ֶאת־ ֣רֹ ַבע יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ִ
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר
ְ

Who can count the dust of Jacob,
ûmispār the dust-cloud of Israel?
May my soul die an upright death,
and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel).

In 1944, W. F. Albright attempted, somewhat audaciously perhaps (even given the
scholarly Zeitgeist), in an article titled “The Oracles of Balaam,” to produce the
“original” textual versions of the prophet’s poetic utterances on the basis of historical
grammar and cultural context.26 He attributed to “practically all commentators”27 the
correction of וּמ ְס ָפּר
ִ in 23:10b to “ וּ ִמי ָס ַפרand who can number,” on the basis of the
Samaritan Pentateuch and the LXX, in parallel with “ ִמי ָמנָ הwho can count” in the
preceding colon. Angelo Tosato’s restatement of the same opinion in 1979, with
additional emphasis on the parallelism, attests to its longevity.28 However, Rendsburg
saw the word וּמ ְס ָפּר
ִ as a form exhibiting an enclitic mêm, here used in combination
with the conjunction, thus -*וּ ַמ, on the basis of comparison with Eblaite ù-ma.29 The
implication is that because enclitic mêm, attested in a number of places in the biblical
corpus,30 already was obscured or lost in Hebrew by the time of the versions, when
confronted with this challenging form as it occurs in the present verse these later
textual traditions attempted to explain it by incorrectly parsing the enclitic as an
interrogative  ִמי. Similarly, although the Masoretes preserved the correct consonantal
text, here as elsewhere they mistakenly pointed the word in a manner that obscures the
enclitic; thus וּמ ָס ַפר
ֽ ַ * “indeed, number” was vocalized וּמ ְס ָפּר.
ִ To be sure, Albright was
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not privy to the Eblaite evidence, which was not discovered—to say nothing of its
being understood—until nearly three decades later. Nevertheless, the comparative
approach speaks strongly against Albright’s view, maintained later by Tosato and
others, that this text-critical solution provides access to a “pristine” reading unsullied
by later degradations of the text.
In the present context it is particularly worthwhile also to note Albright’s
comments regarding the phrase  ֶאת־ר ַֹבעin the same colon of Balaam’s oracle. He
stated: “Most commentators emend MT, את־רבע, to את־רבבת, but since [Friedrich]
Delitzsch compared Akkadian turbu'u (correctly turbu'tu), ‘dust,’ which is obviously
related to רבע, there has been increasing respect for the Hebrew text.”31 This, while in
the same breath he already had blithely suggested emending  ֶאת־ר ַֹבעto ! ֻתּ ְר ַב ַעת32 The
issue at stake here is one of morphology, not etymology; and indeed, as above, recent
decades have witnessed the persistence of Albright’s view.33 Nevertheless, Chaim
Cohen’s remark that this is “perhaps the most celebrated case of an emended biblical
hapax legomenon”34 well captures the gravity of the suggested revision. The phrase
 ֶאת־ר ַֹבעreceives specific attention in the discussion of dialectal features undertaken in
the next chapter. As we shall see, in terms of our understanding of the text the insight
provided by the approach adopted here essentially overlaps with Albright’s textcritical solution, but without recourse to emendation.
By far the most significant foil to Kautzsch’s statement that “the original text
of the O.T. has suffered to a much greater extent than former scholars were inclined to
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admit”35 was the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947. This corpus, which
includes manuscripts of every biblical book except Esther, and certain books in
multiple copies, dates approximately to the period between 200 BCE and 70 CE.
These biblical manuscripts are the oldest witnesses to this material that we possess,
and predate the next earliest versions by about a millennium. Although the scrolls
manifest occasional deviations from the biblical material as it was known prior to their
discovery, most of these evidently represent expansions or developments of the
material, and thus do not bear on the matter of text criticism. Meanwhile, the
occasional significant textual variants attested in the scrolls do not diminish the
general sense that, in broad terms, the extremely close similarity between them and the
next earliest manuscripts demonstrates clearly that the transmission of the written
biblical text continued over the thousand-year interval between them with an
extremely high degree of conservative accuracy. Regarding the great Isaiah Scroll
discovered in Cave 1 (1Qisaa), for instance, which is by far the largest and most
complete biblical manuscript in the Qumran corpus, Millar Burrows wrote shortly
after its discovery that “[h]erein lies its chief importance, supporting the fidelity of the
Masoretic tradition.”36 To this, Bleddyn J. Roberts added that “[p]ractically all
commentators have been amazed at the similarity between the text-form of the scroll
and that of the M.T.; it is the most phenomenal aspect of the whole discovery.”37 To a
greater or lesser extent, one may extend more or less the same impression to the
Qumran biblical manuscripts generally.
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This is not to say that the Scrolls eliminate the need for textual criticism
altogether; on the contrary, they provide an unprecedented tool, since important
divergences from the later versions have been of vital importance in both higher and
lower criticisms of the Bible. Similarly, recent efforts such as Emanuel Tov’s Textual
Criticism of the Hebrew Bible38 and several studies appearing in Empirical Models for
Biblical Criticism, edited by Jeffrey H. Tigay,39 provide valuable perspectives on the
current state and positive contributions of textual criticism in biblical studies
generally. Such materials, ancient and modern, invite us to engage the biblical text
with an openness to the linguistic challenges encountered therein, rather than with an
eye toward means of explaining them away. Thus, with a careful and conservative
approach to the differentiation of peculiar philological elements from true corruptions,
textual criticism can inform both our grammatical and our interpretive analyses,
without being overly informed by them.40
Another means by which scholarship has addressed troublesome aspects of
biblical language is that of comparative Semitic philology. In truth, the comparison of
Hebrew with other Semitic languages, namely Arabic and Aramaic, begins in the
Middle Ages with Savadia Ga'on (10th century), Abraham ibn Ezra (12th century),
David Qimh9i (13th century), and others. More recent centuries have witnessed the
development of this approach into a distinct subfield. From the turn of the 19th
century, many biblical scholars exhibited a deep interest in the relationship between
Aramaic and BH, particularly with regard to “Aramaisms.” Early modern efforts in
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this direction are concisely summarized by Max Wagner, whose presentation amounts
to an annotated bibliography of the relevant materials from the 19th century.41
In the mid-1800s, the number of available avenues for approaching the
relationship between Hebrew and its sister languages experienced unprecedented
proliferation. By 1857, the decipherment of the Akkadian portion of the trilingual
Bisitun Inscription by Henry Rawlinson, Edward Hincks, Jules Oppert, and William
Henry Fox Talbot had been completed.42 The significance of this newly rediscovered
Semitic language had a resounding effect on the study of the Semitic languages, but in
addition this achievement can be seen as a key moment ushering in a marked increase
of Western interest in the ancient history, cultures, and languages of West Asia.43 The
decipherment of Akkadian provided access to texts whose significance previously had
been obscure, such as the archive from the reign of Asshurbanipal, discovered at
Nineveh in 1849 by Austin Henry Layard. In addition, it helped fuel an abundance of
new excavation projects across the region, which in turn led to further infusions of
new material into the growing Akkadian corpus, including, for example, the thousands
of tablets found at Babylon during the Deutsche Orientgesellschaft excavations
beginning in 1899.
The unlocking of the Akkadian language also had far-reaching impact in the
West Semitic realm. The Akkadian tablets from Tell el-Amarna, Egypt, some of which
were discovered by locals in 1887 and the rest as a part of the 1891 excavations under
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the direction of Flinders Petrie, have proved to be an invaluable source of both
historical and linguistic information on the peoples of the eastern Mediterranean in the
Late Bronze Age. This archive is comprised primarily of diplomatic and other letters
written to the Egyptian ruler by his Levantine vassals. The linguistic information they
contain, and specifically the peculiarities and “Canaanisms” of the Akkadian used by
Northwest Semites, has occupied the attention of recent scholars such as Anson F.
Rainey,44 Shlomo Izre’el,45 and Daniel Sivan,46 whose efforts in this direction have
contributed significantly to the larger picture of the Semitic languages.
As such, these texts dovetail nicely with the proliferation of textual discoveries
during this period in the Northwest Semitic domain, within which BH is situated.
Although the Levant yielded considerably fewer substantial archives on a par with
those encountered in Mesopotamia, the significance of the epigraphic materials that
were brought to light should not be underestimated. Of particular note are finds
contemporary with the Hebrew Bible, that is, from the first millennium BCE. For
example, in the northern reaches of the Levant, the excavations at Sam'al (modern
Zincirli) from 1899 to 1902, under the direction of the Deutsche Morgenländische
Gesellschaft, revealed inscriptions in Phoenician and Sam'alian Aramaic, as well as in
Luwian and Akkadian. Further south, Phoenician inscriptions such as that on the
sacorphagus of Tabnit, king of Sidon, discovered in 1887 by Osman Hamdi, served
collectively as the basis for a growing academic understanding of that language. The
Gezer Calendar, discovered by R. A. S. Macalister during his excavations from 1902
to 1907, remains a staple component of the Hebrew branch of Northwest Semitic. And
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the stele of King Mesha of Moab, discovered by F. A. Klein in 1868, contains explicit
references to figures familiar from the historical record of the Bible.
The number of important discoveries in the Levant continued to grow in the
20th century. Within the bounds of biblical Israel, the ostraca discovered at Lachish by
James Leslie Starkey in 1935 and 1938, which date to the beginning of the 6th century
BCE, and those found at Arad by Yohanan Aharoni in 1968, which date to the mid-7th
century BCE, have provided remarkable insights into the biblical period and the
people of ancient Israel. But even more significant for the study of BH from both a
cultural and a linguistic perspective, despite deriving from outside the biblical world
both geographically and temporally, are the two large cuneiform archives at Ugarit
(modern Tell Ras Shamra) and Ebla (modern Tell Mardikh). The former, which dates
to the Late Bronze Age and whose first pieces were discovered during excavations led
by Claude Schaeffer beginning in 1929, includes not only Sumerian, Hurrian, and
Akkadian material, but also the Northwest Semitic Ugaritic language written using a
cuneiform alphabet. This generically diverse archive from an important international
trading center has provided revolutionary contributions to our understanding not only
of the Northwest Semitic languages, but also of the cultures present in the region at the
time, and these contributions have had tremendous impact on biblical studies.
The second archive, discovered at Ebla in the 1970s by Paolo Matthiae and his
team, is even older, dating to the third millennium BCE and attesting the Sumerian
and Eblaite languages. The latter, which exhibits traits of both the East and the West
Semitic branches of the language family, has been a particularly informative East–
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West link in comparative Semitic philology, and despite its temporal remove from the
Bible it also has had specific ramifications in biblical studies.47
In addition, although it is not a substantial archive like the finds at Ugarit and
Ebla, no study on the biblical Balaam narrative can afford to overlook the
tremendously important discovery by H. J. Franken in 1967 of the ink-on-plaster
inscriptions at Deir vAllā in Jordan. These inscriptions record additional traditions
about a seer evidently named Balaam son of Bevor. They represent an immensely
valuable extrabiblical counterpart to Sefer Bilvam, and since the discovery of these
texts, several studies have appeared offering detailed explorations of both the
inscriptions generally and specific aspects of the linguistic and stylistic relationships
between these texts and the biblical material.48 The character and content of the
inscriptions from a literary standpoint come into play in more significant fashion in the
next chapter. Meanwhile, even more than their relationship to the biblical pericope
under scrutiny, their relevance to the present study lies in their contribution to the
overall picture of the Northwest Semitic language family as a whole. The language of
the inscriptions was identified in the editio princeps as Aramaic,49 a determination that
elicited strong and vocal dissent from Joseph Naveh50 and Jonas C. Greenfield.51 In
response there developed the alternative view that the inscriptions reflect a
Transjordanian dialect like Moabite or Ammonite, but exhibiting certain features more
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closely akin to Aramaic.52 Although Stephen A. Kaufman came down more on the
Aramaic than the Canaanite side with respect to the dialect of the Deir vAllā material,
he was able as a result of the surrounding scholarly discussion to single out the
discovery of these texts as a watershed moment in Northwest Semitic studies.53
Below, we shall examine his perspective, and the significance he attributed to this
material, in considerable detail and in a slightly different context.
Meanwhile, again, the relevance of these discoveries to the present discussion
lies in the doors they opened for increased understanding of the biblical corpus, with
regard to both content and language, as our understanding of the Bible’s place within
its cultural, historical, and linguistic contexts continued to deepen. As the scholarly
world absorbed this range of new material for comparison and analysis, the
philological interests of the 19th-century biblical scholars who studied “Aramaisms”
converged with those interpreting the results of the new excavations, such that by the
end of the 19th century the Semitic language family and its internal relationships were
being mapped in great detail. The new comparative perspectives that had become
available for penetrating the challenges encountered in the language of the Bible left
an immediate and ever-deepening mark on biblical scholarship. Certainly by the time
Kautzsch penned the remarks cited above, the perspective gained by applying the
principles of comparative Semitic philology to the study of the Bible was well
recognized. He himself was convinced that part of the Hebrew grammarian’s task was
“that he should try to explain these facts [i.e., phenomena attested in the Hebrew
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language]…by the analogy of the sister languages….”54 Similarly, Burney observed
that some texts could “only be elucidated by recourse to the evidence supplied by the
cognate languages.”55 Note, for instance, his reliance on Akkadian and Arabic
parallels as means of arriving at the correct interpretations of the expression ִבּ ְפר ַֹע
( ְפּ ָרעוֹתJudg 5:2), which he read as “when long locks of hair were worn loose” on the
basis of the cognates pirtu “long hair” and “ عsprout.”56 Likewise, he provided
philological confirmation that the term ( ר ֹזְ ִניםJudg 5:3), which parallels “ ְמ ָל ִכיםkings”
in the preceding stich, is to be understood as “rulers” on the basis of an Arabic cognate
bearing the meaning “be weighty, grave, firm in judgment” as well as Akkadian
urzunu, rus9s9unu “mighty, dignified.”57
Subsequent contributions to the discourse furthered this perspective, and,
unsurprisingly, became more refined as the available data increased. Perhaps the most
profound demonstration of this is the abundance of biblical scholarship incorporating
the Ugaritic materials, of which Albright’s From the Stone Age to Christianity, first
published in 1940, is but one early and fairly general example.58 There also appeared a
range of studies focusing more specifically on individual biblical books, such as
Patton’s 1944 work Canaanite Parallels in the Book of Psalms59 and Albright’s 1955
study of Proverbs entitled “Some Canaanite-Phoenician Sources of Hebrew
Wisdom.”60 Similarly, in the 1950s and 1960s, Mitchell Dahood produced multiple
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explorations of the relationship between Qohelet and the Phoenician language.61 More
recently, Yitzhak Avishur’s numerous publications dealing with the Northwest
Semitic context of biblical literature demonstrate the growth of both the available data
and the field itself, with his 1984 work Stylistic Studies of Word-pairs in Biblical and
Ancient Semitic Literatures standing as a convenient and frequently consulted
handbook for the use of word-pairs in the region in antiquity.62 As a final example I
cite the publications of Moshe Held, whose comparative approach emphasizes the
importance of lexical rather than etymological relationships, and thus stresses the
necessity of a truly intimate familiarity with the entire breadth of the Semitic language
family. In 1989, Cohen meticulously articulated his teacher’s method and
contributions to the field in his article “The ‘Held Method’ for Comparative Semitic
Philology.”63
The past several decades have witnessed the publication of several important
reference works, including John C. L. Gibson’s three-volume Textbook of Syrian
Semitic Inscriptions,64 Shmuel Ah9ituv’s monograph on Northwest Semitic
inscriptions, now available in three editions (two Hebrew and one English),65 John
Andrew Dearman’s volume on the language and history of Moab,66 Garr’s Dialect
Geography of Syria-Palestine 1000–586 B.C.E.,67 Kent P. Jackson’s The Ammonite
Language of the Iron Age,68 and Charles R. Krahmalkov’s recent Phoenician-Punic
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Grammar and Phoenician-Punic Dictionary.69 With specific regard to Aramaic, we
may highlight Michael Sokoloff’s dictionaries of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic70 and
Jewish Babylonian Aramaic,71 Takamitsu Muraoka and Bezalel Porten’s grammar of
Egyptian Aramaic,72 and Stephen Fassberg’s volume on the Targumim of the Cairo
Geniza.73 J. Hoftijzer and K. Jongeling’s Dictionary of the Northwest Semitic
Inscriptions provides details from both Aramaic and Canaanite branches of the
Northwest Semitic family.74 The overlap between biblical and linguistic fields is
perhaps most apparent in James Barr’s thorough 1968 treatment entitled Comparative
Philology and the Text of the Old Testament.75 Additionally, although somewhat
outside the linguistic sphere proper, the three-volume Context of Scripture, edited by
William W. Hallo,76 which replaces the significant but now outdated Ancient Near
Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament edited by James B. Pritchard,77 provides a
valuable compendium of ancient texts bearing significant parallels to portions of the
biblical corpus.
As with textual criticism, however, there have occurred certain
misinterpretations of the comparative data in biblical scholarship. Already in the 19th
century, there had arisen a tendency to see “Aramaisms” of all kinds in BH as more or
less unilateral indicators of late date. Thus, while the penetration of Aramaic elements
into the language of the post-exilic books as a result of direct influence—that is, of
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true Aramaisms—legitimately stands as a hallmark of Late Biblical Hebrew
(hereafter, LBH), a great many Aramaic-like features in earlier texts were themselves
mislabeled as Aramaisms. By Kautzsch’s day, for example, he was comfortable
identifying “certain parts of the Pentateuch” (by which he presumably meant the
Priestly source, inter alia) as diachronically of a piece with manifestly late works such
as Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Daniel.78 Other texts of Israelian origin or
otherwise exhibiting nonstandard dialect received the same treatment, as in the case of
Jeremiah, whose linguistic peculiarities have received recent attention as evidence of
Benjaminite dialect,79 but were treated as Aramaisms by the likes of A. W. Knobel and
Karl Zimmer.80 The consensus, as stated by Kautzsch in 1902, ran as follows:
“Abgesehen von einigen wenigen Beispielen…ist ein zweifelloser Aramaismus immer
eine starke Instanz für die Ansetzung des betr. Abschnitts in exilischer oder
nachexilischer Zeit.”81

Drawing a Distinction Between “Aramaisms” and Other Aramaic-like Features
The cracks in this perspective began to be revealed near the end of the 19th
century. Already in 1881, Driver offered an extensive criticism of C. V. Ryssel’s
efforts to late-date the Aramaic-like elements evident in E.82 Similarly, in a 1903
review of Kautzsch’s Die Aramaismen im Alten Testament, from which I have just
quoted, Nöldeke offered a critique of the view presented there in which he
demonstrated considerable sensitivity to the complexities of the Aramaic-like data.83
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Avi Hurvitz nicely summarized Nöldeke’s general statement of the two issues of
central concern: “1) The very identification of various elements of BH as Aramaisms,
which had penetrated into Hebrew from outside; and 2) the chronological significance
that we may attach to such Aramaisms.”84 Indeed, in this way Nöldeke’s response to
Kautzsch’s previously cited perspective helps to illuminate an earlier remark by
Kautzsch, which first appeared in 1885 as part of his expansions to Gesenius’s
grammar: “But all of the peculiarities of these later writers are not Aramaisms. Several
do not occur in Aramaic and must have belonged at an earlier period to the Hebrew
vernacular, especially it would seem in northern Palestine. There certain parts of
Judges, amongst others, may have originated….”85 His observation of this kind of
nuance, and his subsequent passing mention of the issue of dialect in the Bible, are
noteworthy, especially given their date of publication. However, his persistence in
identifying the authors of the biblical texts in question as “these later writers” is a
striking testament to the tenacity of the standard view to which Nöldeke had reacted,
according to which the “Aramaisms” in a given text were seen to take priority over
other types of linguistic data in establishing its date.
Indeed, in certain circles this view has persisted up to the present day. In two
recent articles, Rendsburg responded to a number of studies that employed linguistic
data, and in particular “Aramaisms,” to attribute late dates of composition to certain
biblical pericopes.86 To review these representative examples briefly, Rendsburg’s
2002 article provides a counter to Alexander Rofé’s effort to see Genesis 24 as a
Persian period composition,87 and responds to Marc Brettler’s proposal that 1 Sam
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2:27–36 exhibits LBH features.88 In 2003, Rendsburg proceeded to address in similar
fashion the late-dating efforts of Michael Barré (Psalm 116),89 Rofé (1 Kings 21),90
and Michael Waltisberg (Judges 5—widely accepted as one of the oldest poems in the
biblical corpus!).91 Rendsburg’s method, which forms a fundamental component of the
present study, offers a nuanced assessment of the linguistic peculiarities attested in
these pericopes, whereby they are engaged as synchronic rather than diachronic
cruces. This approach is described in detail below. Here, I offer the following brief
example, which represents but one datum in Rendsburg’s larger argument regarding 1
Kings 21.92 It deals with the word “ ח ִֹריםnobles, freemen” in 1 Kgs 21:8, 11. As
Rendsburg acknowledged, the earliest extrabiblical occurrences of the word come
from the time of the Persian Empire,93 a fact that led Rofé to view it as one of several
indicators of the text’s authorship in that period.94 But Rendsburg argued that the two
ideas do not necessarily correlate.
…[T]here is no reason not to assume the existence of this lexeme in
Aramaic centuries earlier. This is especially so given the fact that
newly discovered Old Aramaic inscriptions frequently provide for us
the attestation of a particular Aramaic word known previously only
from later sources, whether it be Imperial Aramaic or even Middle
Aramaic. And if  חוריםexisted in the Aramaic of, let us say, the ninth
century BCE, there is no reason not to assume its existence in Hebrew
guise during the same period in the Israelian dialect.95
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This type of approach, whereby later (post-exilic or even post-biblical) lexical
data are utilized to inform Rendsburg’s interpretation of ostensibly earlier texts,
appears in various contexts across his publications on IH. To be sure, subsequent
scholars have leveled criticism at such an approach for this very reason, insisting that
such a method gives short shrift to the significance of the chronological span between
the text under scrutiny and the linguistic information called upon to explicate it.96 The
unreliability of lexicon as a basis of comparison was expressed by Garr as follows:
Whereas phonology, morphology, and syntax are employed in [my]
dialectal analysis, it is impossible to analyze the lexicon for this
purpose…[since] the extant [Northwest Semitic] texts do not offer
sufficient lexical material to make possible an interdialectal analysis.
Lexical comparison should be based upon a standardized list of core
vocabulary items…. Yet few of [these] items…appear in the preserved
texts. … Although a lexical analysis may be used in the future, with the
discovery of additional texts, it is not feasible at present.97

In response to “the general tendency of modern Semitic studies to disregard lexical
evidence in genealogical classification,”98 however, Leonid Kogan argued that the
careful treatment of this evidence can be as fruitful as that of the more commonly
employed types such as morphology. In his examination of the historical unity of
Aramaic, he agreed with Garr regarding the importance of the basic vocabulary,99 but
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disputed the notion that the available evidence is insufficient for meaningful study in
this regard. On the contrary, he observed as follows:
…[T]he importance of lexical features for genealogical subgrouping
may increase considerably if we are dealing with languages with
restricted corpora or fully or largely non-vocalized texts. In many such
cases morphological information relevant for the classification is scarce
or insufficient whereas at least some essential elements of the basic
lexicon are most often present in every document of reasonable
length.100

Kogan proceeded with a close examination of a range of terms in the basic
Aramaic vocabulary, exploring the ways in which these terms unite Old Aramaic with
later dialects of the language. His study focused on lexemes that are not used in any
other Semitic language as the primary term for the notion in question (“exclusive”), or
that may appear as the primary term in a few other languages but are by no means
ubiquitous (“non-exclusive”) and therefore remain “potentially useful for the purposes
of classification.”101 The conclusions that Kogan drew from this examination are
remarkable, as his summary indicates:
In the course of the foregoing analysis, 47 lexical features shared by the
Old Aramaic inscriptions with later Aramaic dialects and opposing
them to all (or most, or many) other Semitic languages have been
detected. This amount of evidence is impressive for a relatively small
corpus of more or less seriously damaged inscriptions and strongly
suggests that the specific nature of the Aramaic vocabulary was fully
developed already by the first centuries of the first millennium BC.
Moreover, such a thick net of peculiar lexical features is unlikely to
develop during a relatively short time-span. Rather, it must go back to
the second millennium where the beginnings of Aramaic as an
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independent language are to be situated. On the other hand, it is worth
mentioning that in the great majority of cases (40 out of 47) the
pertinent lexical features survived in Neo-Aramaic (or, at least, in some
of its varieties). This is a powerful demonstration of the extreme
conservatism of the basic vocabulary which faithfully preserves its
most pertinent traits during three millennia of the turbulent ethnic,
political, religious—and linguistic!—history of the area.102

Kogan was careful to include an examination of the various reasons for two languages
or dialects to utilize related or identical terminology, and devoted special attention to
this issue103 as well as to the various discontinuities in the Aramaic dialects that were
revealed in his study.104 In the end, however, these matters do not detract from the
overarching thrust of his work, which clearly demonstrates the instructive potential of
lexical evidence, even across considerable chronological distance, as a means of
addressing the history and development of Aramaic.
By extension, then, Kogan’s findings likewise validate the employment of such
evidence by scholars such as Rendsburg in his work on IH, not by proving such efforts
automatically correct, but rather by indicating that lexical perspectives on IH that
derive from other chronological periods cannot be thrown out simply on the basis of
their lexical and/or temporally distant character. Bearing this in mind, it is worthwhile
to highlight the observation of Kaufman, who pointed out that such evidence is all the
more salient when it operates in tandem with morphological or other linguistic data:
It is true that lexical comparisons have generally been avoided in
language classification work, for experience shows that the lexicon,
especially…outside the realm of basic vocabulary, is much more
amenable to change than is the structure of a language. Thus if lexically
based conclusions contradict the evidence of grammar, the evidence of
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grammar must prevail. If they complement each other, however, the
lexical evidence has every right to be adduced as corroborative
evidence.105

Thus, returning to Rendsburg’s perspective on the word  ח ִֹריםin 1 Kings 21, one
recalls that this lexical datum is one of several points leading him to conclude that the
issue with this text is not one of late-dating, as Rofé believed, but rather one of
dialect—though this example constitute but a single piece of his overall argument.
Rendsburg’s treatment of ח ִֹרים, accordingly, stands as a clear demonstration of the
process by which problems previously understood diachronically are reevaluated as
synchronic concerns. Moreover, it is striking that the criticisms leveled against his
work, specifically those directed against his employment of chronologically distant
lexical data, themselves reassert the decidedly diachronic viewpoint to which
Rendsburg’s entire perspective responds.
It is worthwhile to mention here that Rendsburg also pointed out the overlap
between this tendency toward late-dating on a linguistic basis, albeit a faulty one, and
the general outlook of the minimalist school. He observed that the minimalist
perspectives of scholars such as Niels P. Lemche, Thomas L. Thompson, Keith W.
Whitelam, and others, which have been surveyed recently by William G. Dever,106
accord well with conclusions such as those reached by Rofé, Brettler, Barré,
Waltisberg, and so on. However, it is exceedingly rare in minimalist approaches to the
dating of biblical texts that one encounters an engagement with the linguistic evidence.
This is hardly surprising, from Rendsburg’s point of view: “The reasons for this are
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clear: the linguistic evidence…contradicts the effort to shift the date of clearly preexilic compositions to the post-exilic period. Accordingly, those involved in this
movement simply ignore the evidence.”107 As a demonstrative example of this
shortcoming in the minimalist approach, Rendsburg noted Athalya Brenner’s attempt
to date Exodus 15 (!) to the Persian period, in which the presentation of linguistic data
is weak and cursory at best.108 Nevertheless, the significance of the movement is not to
be overlooked, as in a broad sense it tacitly offers an ideological haven for
misinterpretations of linguistic or any other evidence with respect to the issue of date.
In addition to the kinds of diachronic problems adduced above, there have
arisen at times synchronic perspectives that appear similarly to miss the mark. The
most illustrative example is that offered by N. H. Tur-Sinai, who in his 1954
commentary on Job109 expressed a possible interpretation, ostensibly already present
in scholarship but whose sources are unspecified, that apparently amounts to styleswitching. He wrote as follows: “…[I]t has been suggested, inter alia, that the author
deliberately put in the mouth of Job and his friends, natives of Aram and Edom,
expressions from the language of the East—a view to which I, too, formerly
adhered.”110 Elsewhere in his commentary, Tur-Sinai proposed his preferred
alternative view, in accordance with the 700-year-old theory of Abraham ibn Ezra,
that the extant Hebrew version of Job derives from an Aramaic original, from which
stem the Aramaic qualities in the language of the Hebrew text.111 Kaufman offered a
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response from a dialectal perspective in his examination of the style-switching
phenomenon, which, he indicated, occurs in Job as well as several other biblical texts.
His study, which is addressed in more detail below, led him to conclude the following:
All of these passages have in common not only that they are connected
with Trans-Jordanian characters, but that they represent the speech of
these characters! In all these Hebrew texts I believe that we have not to
do with late language or foreign authors, but rather with intentional
stylistic representations of Trans-Jordanian speech on the part of
Hebrew authors within Hebrew texts.112

Thus, in response to interpretations such as that of Tur-Sinai, Kaufman indicated the
importance of a text’s content in evaluating this kind of linguistic data. In other words,
this approach perceives a concrete relationship between the literary nature of an entire
pericope and the philological nature of each individual style-switching feature. By
Kaufman’s reckoning, in such texts a fundamentally linguistic device evidently is
employed to achieve a literary end.113 As Tur-Sinai’s perspective demonstrates, failure
to recognize this relationship can result in misapprehensions of the evidence that are
no less problematic than those concerned with dating, as identified above.
Moreover, as with diachronic approaches, some synchronic perspectives want
for evidence of a linguistic nature. For instance, Ginsberg’s 1982 volume The
Israelian Heritage of Judaism is an important contribution to the scholarly
understanding of both the Bible and ancient Israel.114 In this treatment, he examined
Deuteronomy, Micah 6–7, several Psalms, and Proverbs with an eye toward
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conceptual and stylistic inner-biblical comparisons with manifestly northern texts such
as Hosea, ultimately concluding that these texts exhibit northern provenances.115
Somewhat surprisingly, however, given Ginsberg’s mastery of Hebrew philology,
only rarely did he consult the linguistic evidence in the course of his argument.
Subsequently, Rendsburg catalogued such evidence with respect to many of these
texts,116 but as for Deuteronomy he concluded that the available evidence is
insufficient to justify the conclusion that the book as a whole is a northern
composition.117
From this survey it is clear that, while both text-critical and comparative
Semitic endeavors in biblical studies have made invaluable contributions to scholarly
discourse over the last several decades, there are shortcomings and pitfalls involved in
both approaches. It is precisely these gaps into which an approach from the standpoint
of dialect has provided meaningful insights and advances. We have noted already the
statements of Driver and Nöldeke, as well as Kautzsch’s revised perspective on the
matter. Similarly, Burney’s early-20th-century works occasionally reveal his sensitivity
to dialectal matters; for example: “Certain peculiarities of diction probably belong to
the dialect of north Palestine.”118 But if we view this period around the turn of the
century as a critical point at which some awareness of dialectal issues had begun to
permeate biblical scholarship, we must also recall that the available data—that is, the
epigraphic materials in which comparative Semitic philology is rooted—were only
beginning to accumulate, particularly with regard to the Northwest Semitic realm.
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Along with the 20th-century growth of the relevant data set came important
comparative studies, such as the aforementioned works by Albright, Dahood, and
others. Alongside these works, however, as the picture of the Northwest Semitic
languages and the place of Hebrew in this family were becoming ever clearer,
cognizance of dialectal matters began to increase. Already in 1939, Zellig S. Harris’s
treatment of the development of the Canaanite dialects offered an analysis whose
penetration and detail are remarkable for its day, though with only general comments
about differentiations within the Hebrew language itself.119 In 1955, Cyrus Gordon
made direct reference to the dialect of northern Israel and its impact on the Bible in his
article “North Israelite Influence on Postexilic Hebrew;”120 and in the same year, the
third edition of his Ugaritic grammar, entitled Ugaritic Manual, incorporated similar
observations.121 Likewise, Stanley Gevirtz made reference to a northern–southern
distinction in Hebrew in his 1963 study of biblical poetry.122 Though very brief and
limited in scope, Gevirtz’s later article, published in 1986 and entitled “Of Syntax and
Style in the ‘Late Biblical Hebrew’–‘Old Canaanite’ Connection,”123 would approach
the matter in a more rigorous fashion. As yet, however, such remarks appeared to have
been largely intuitive, rather than empirical.

Hurvitz
Meanwhile, it was in 1968 that Hurvitz embarked on a careful and systematic
revision of the comparative approach from a synchronic perspective. While he was not
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concerned directly with dialect in this study, his synthesis of synchronic observations
into traditional diachronic perspectives on Aramaic-like features in the Bible enabled
him to articulate ideas that would become the underpinnings of subsequent biblical
dialect studies.124
Acknowledging the legitimacy of the general tendency to view Aramaic
influence as a defining characteristic of LBH, Hurvitz first argued that the presence of
Aramaic in itself cannot be called upon to stand as proof of a given text’s late date:
However, we must take into account a most important and often
neglected fact, that from a linguistic point of view there is no such
thing as ‘Aramaic’ of which one can speak generally and without
further specification. There are various Aramaic dialects, differing from
one another both in time and place. This…implies that even a heavy
concentration of Aramaisms [sic] cannot automatically determine a
biblical book, such as Job, to be late.125

Needless to say, general cognizance of the abundance of Aramaic dialects in antiquity
owes a great debt to the proliferation of epigraphic evidence that occurred during the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, and thus the comparative underpinnings of Hurvitz’s
view are plain to see. He went on to offer Proverbs and Song of Songs as similar
demonstrations of the same principle; but most salient to the present study is his
subsequent observation of the potential for a literary thrust behind Aramaic-like
usages in the Bible:
By the same token, one cannot automatically ascribe to the later period
the Aramaisms which are connected with the description of foreign
nations and foreign peoples. The usage of what seems to be Aramaisms
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in such a context may well reflect the use of peculiar expressions
characteristic of a foreign language. That is, in these cases we are not
dealing with actual loan words, or forms, but rather with unique
stylistic devices of a particular author or composition.126

Hurvitz proceeded to draw up a series of guidelines and criteria, paraphrased
here, by which one may assess the chronological import of possible Aramaisms in a
given text. First, Hurvitz laid out the following basic assumptions that should underlie
any such discussion:
1. Over time, Aramaic penetration into Hebrew increased, until at
some point it eclipsed Hebrew completely.
2. At least in LBH materials, it is possible to identify Aramaisms on
the combined bases of their novelty in Hebrew and their
“precise…duplicat[ion]” in contemporaneous Aramaic.
3. Chronological perspectives employing linguistic data should avoid
relying on textual materials whose date is disputed.
4. Cyclical reasoning, i.e. “that text y is late since it contains the
[Aramaic-like feature] x; phenomenon x is a late [i.e., true]
Aramaism since it is found in the late text y,” must be carefully
avoided.127

His next list identified the conditions that must be met when one offers a specific
Aramaism as evidence of a text’s late date:
1. Unmistakably early texts must not exhibit the proposed Aramaism.
2. SBH generally must exhibit distinct vocabulary to express identical
ideas or objects.
3. The Aramaism’s prevalence in LBH or post-biblical texts must be
demonstrated, or some other convincing justification must be
offered for the assumption of its lateness.
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4. The text must exhibit not just the Aramaism in question, but a
concentration of late features including but not limited to other
Aramaisms.128

This synthesis, which draws heavily on the work of Nöldeke, Driver, and others, led
Hurvitz to summarize this approach to “Aramaisms” by isolating the three conditions
under which the presence of such features can be interpreted as an indicator of a text’s
lateness:
1. For each proposed Aramaism, one must establish both a linguistic
“opposition,” as described above, between this item and the usual
SBH construction or vocabulary; and this item’s prevalence in LBH
and/or post-biblical Hebrew.
2. There must exist a concentration of Aramaisms and/or other late
elements in the text in question.
3. There must exist no other plausible circumstances under which the
text might have taken on an Aramaizing character in an earlier
period, such as intentional or unintentional dialectal tendency.129

The conservatism of this approach turns on their heads the prior “blanket
approaches” to the diachronic significance of “Aramaisms” in the Bible. Far from
standing as relatively recognizable and straightforward hallmarks of late material in
the biblical corpus, in the wake of Hurvitz’s article Aramaic-like features now must be
shown to meet stringent criteria, with failure to do so rendering them inconclusive as
chronological indicators. Hurvitz continued to develop this seminal approach in
numerous subsequent publications, most notably two monographs entitled בין לשון
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ללשון130 and A Linguistic Study of the Relationship Between the Priestly Source and
the Book of Ezekiel.131

Greenfield
A decade later, Greenfield made two significant contributions to the very kind
of linguistic analysis Hurvitz had described, in papers entitled “Aramaic and Its
Dialects”132 and “The Dialects of Early Aramaic.”133 Since the content of these studies
overlaps, I present here a review of the former only. In this piece, Greenfield discussed
the history and development of the various forms of the language identifiable in
antiquity, and although the paper is not expressly biblically focused, some important
observations nevertheless emerged with regard to parts of the biblical corpus. Having
identified northern Syria/southern Turkey as the region of origin of Aramaic,
Greenfield proceeded to subdivide the language’s development chronologically.
First, he isolated what he termed “Ancient Aramaic” as the form of the
language that was spoken during the second millennium BCE. Epigraphic evidence is
extremely limited, but “Aramaic was surely spoken as a distinct language in the
second millennium, and there is no need to have recourse to a vague and
undifferentiated ‘Northwest Semitic’ for that period.”134 Second, he addressed the 8th
and 7th centuries BCE, pointing out that in this period we already can identify two
distinct dialects, namely, Sam'alian and what he called “standard early Aramaic.”135 In
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addition to these a third dialect eventually arose in the region of the Upper Euphrates
(biblical Aram-Naharaim), which long had been under the control of the Assyrians;
hence he termed this dialect “Mesopotamian Aramaic.”136 This latter dialect spread
throughout the Neo-Assyrian Empire and into Egypt as the lingua franca of the time,
but was superseded by an eastern dialect of the language under the Persian Empire.137
During and after Persian rule, many areas that had been incorporated into the empire
continued to use Aramaic, and despite the scholarly tendency to use the blanket term
“Official Aramaic” for the language of this period, Greenfield emphasized that
dialectal distinctions are detectable.138
Of particular note is the stratification Greenfield indicated between different
forms of Aramaic in the Persian and later periods. For example, the Elephantine papyri
are written in “standard” Official Aramaic, but contain features associated with a
western strain of the language.139 Similarly, Greenfield called attention to the
appearance of a literary form of Aramaic, used in texts such as the Proverbs of Ah9iqar,
that ultimately developed into what he calls “Standard Literary Aramaic.”140 This is of
particular interest for biblical studies, he pointed out, since, for example, the Aramaic
portion of Ezra manifests Official Aramaic in the letters and documents incorporated
into the text, but Standard Literary Aramaic in the surrounding narrative.141 The
literary stratum, moreover, is represented by Targum Onqelos and Targum Pseudo-
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Yonatan, though as Greenfield pointed out, the literary dialect’s eastern origin does
not necessarily imply that the Targumim were produced in the East.142
Greenfield proceeded to discuss the further fragmentation of Aramaic in the
post-biblical periods, and it is for these periods that most of his specific linguistic
remarks regarding vocabulary, phonology, syntax, and morphology are directly
applicable. As such, this part of his discussion departs from the purview of the present
study. Nevertheless, this paper clearly emphasizes the value and significance of
appreciating the range of possibilities attested in the various forms of Aramaic in
antiquity, and thus it drives home Hurvitz’s point that one must be attentive to such
matters when utilizing Aramaic materials in the context of biblical research.
Indeed, in 1981 Greenfield turned his attention directly to such matters in his
article “Aramaic Studies and the Bible.”143 Here he provided a convenient survey of
then-recent Aramaic discoveries that bear relevance to biblical studies, including
bibliographic references to comparative efforts employing these discoveries, and
dovetailed this presentation with his earlier periodization of the development of
Aramaic. Thus, distinguishing between Early and Official Aramaic discoveries, he
adduced the following from the former category:144





The Sefire Treaties
The Zakkur Inscription
Legal documents from Assur and Tell Halaf
Various other legal and economic texts
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In addition, he discussed five groups of Official Aramaic texts, the first four of which
were discovered in Egypt and the last in the Levant:145






The Hermopolis letters
The Brooklyn Museum papyri
The Arsham letters
The Saqqara papyri
The Wadi Daliya papyri

The types of comparison presented by Greenfield between these texts and
various portions of the biblical corpus range in scale from minute to sweeping. For
example, he singled out specific characteristics of the language, whether “verbs and
nouns, idioms and expressions,”146 as in the combination  נגד…פקדfrom Sefire III 10,
which also occurs (as  ) ָפ ִקיד נָ ִגידin Jer 20:1; or “[v]arious types of word repetition,
parallelism and set forms,”147 as in the following parallel couplets:
לתמשל לי בזא
ולתרשה לי עליה

ֹלְך ָע ֔ ֵלינוּ
֙ ֲה ָמ ֹ֤לְך ִתּ ְמ
ם־מ ֥שׁוֹל ִתּ ְמ ֖שׁ ֹל ָ ֑בּנוּ
ָ ִא

You shall not rule me in this,
nor have authority over me regarding it.
(Sefire III 9)
Will you indeed reign over us,
or indeed rule us?
(Gen 37:8bc)

In addition to these specific connections, he addressed broad relationships in
style and content, such as the illumination provided in a legal context by the material
in the Elephantine papyri dealing with issues such as adoption and
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marriage/divorce.148 For example, an Elephantine document from the British Museum
Aramaic Papyri yields the statement “ ברי יהוהhe will be my son” (BMAP 8:5, 8),
which suggests that the similar, slightly lengthier biblical expression ֲא ִני ֶא ְהיֶה־לּוֹ ְל ָאב
ה־לּי ְל ֵבן
ִ ֶ“ וְ הוּא יִ ְהיI will be a father to him, and he will be a son to me” (2 Sam 7:14)
actually represents a legally binding formula deriving from a formal context.149
Similarly, Hosea’s declaration that ישׁהּ
ָ י־היא לֹא ִא ְשׁ ִתּי וְ ָאנ ִֹכי לֹא ִא
ִ “ ִכּfor she is not my
wife, and I am not her husband” (Hos 2:2) evidently is the inversion of a standard
formula akin to that occurring in the Elephantine materials: “ הי אנתתי ואנה בעלהShe is
my wife, and I am her husband” (BMAP 7:4).150
Greenfield continued to apply these types of perspectives in subsequent
publications. Most germane to the present study, however, are Greenfield’s concluding
remarks in this article, in which he pointed out several instances of Aramaic usages in
the Bible that have “enhanced our appreciation of the Aramaic Vorlage behind the
words put into the mouths of Aramaic speakers or used in conversation with them.”151
I reproduce two of his examples here:
וְ ֣ל ֹא נְ ַט ְשׁ ַ֔תּ ִני ְל ַנ ֵ ֥שּׁק ְל ָב ַ ֖ני וְ ִל ְבנ ָ ֹ֑תי ַע ָ ֖תּה ִה ְס ַ ֥כּ ְל ָ ֽתּ ֲע ֽשׂוֹ׃
And you did not allow me to kiss my sons and daughters! Now, you
have done foolishly.
(Gen 31:28)

In this context, the use of the root נטשׁ, which in BH normally means “leave, abandon,
forsake,” must be understood as “allow.” Greenfield indicated that this is to be seen as
a calque on Aramaic שׁבק, which, in addition to “leave, abandon, forsake,” can also
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mean “allow;” and indeed, Targum Onqelos, Targum Neofiti, and the Peshit@ta render
 נטשׁin this verse as שׁבק.152 Thus, by means of a special use of a perfectly legitimate
Hebrew lexeme, Laban’s speech is given an unmistakable Aramaic flair. Moreover,
such features are not limited to direct speech in Genesis 31. Verse 23 reads as follows:
ת־א ָח ֙יו ִע ֔מּוֹ וַ יִּ ְר ֣דּ ֹף ַא ֲח ָ ֔ריו ֶ ֖דּ ֶרְך ִשׁ ְב ַ ֣עת יָ ִ ֑מים וַ יַּ ְד ֵ ֥בּק א ֹ֖תוֹ ְבּ ַ ֥הר ַה ִגּ ְל ָ ֽעד׃
ֶ וַ יִּ ַ ֤קּח ֶא
And he took his brothers with him and chased after him for seven days,
and overtook him at the mountain of Gilead.
(Gen 31:23)

Here, the unique usage “ וַ יַּ ְד ֵבּקand he overtook” appears, while later, in verse 25, the
usual term  וַ יַּ ֵשּׂגoccurs with the same meaning. Targum Onqelos renders the latter term
as  ַא ְד ֵבּיק,153 and so we may view the unusual locution in verse 23 as an Aramaizing
feature.154 Thus, a device similar to the one presented above, which occurs in the
direct speech of an Aramean, appears here in the narrative voice. Thus, here
Greenfield identified specific instances of the very feature Hurvitz hypothetically
described as “peculiar expressions characteristic of a foreign language…[used as]
unique stylistic devices of a particular author or composition.”155

Kaufman
This phenomenon was elucidated further in Kaufman’s paper entitled “The
Classification of the North West Semitic Dialects of the Biblical Period and Some
Implications Thereof,” first delivered in 1985 and published in 1988.156 Building on
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the works of Hackett and Garr to which I already have referred,157 the paper addresses
the theoretical and methodological issues of classification, by examining the dialect of
the plaster texts from Deir vAllā specifically, with an eye toward observations germane
to Northwest Semitic philology generally. He began by setting aside two
methodological approaches to dialect classification that have occupied the attention of
earlier scholarly efforts. First, he moved away from the “test of mutual intelligibility,”
which he perceived, like Garr,158 to be particularly problematic when applied to a
limited data set of linguistic material that, in addition, is not spoken but only
written.159 Second, he pointed out the challenges in the practice of assembling a list of
isoglosses as a means of defining borders between dialects, which, while potentially
very instructive, is “inordinately susceptible to a profound absence of methodological
rigor. Typically such an argument runs: ‘This dialect does not have features x, y, and z
of language A. It does have features i, j, and k of language B. Therefore it is B.’”160
He then proposed a third approach, comprised of two key components. The
first, building on the efforts of Garr and Hackett, is the importance of “shared
innovations” for the establishment of relationships between dialects. Building on
contemporary notions from general linguistics, Garr defined this phenomenon as a
development occurring in two or more distinct dialect areas, that is demonstrably
neither the result of independent changes in each area nor a borrowing from one area
to another. In addition, even when these criteria are met, a single shared innovation is
insufficient proof of a dialectal relationship, since it might have occurred in different
areas purely by coincidence. Thus it is necessary to establish a set of shared
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innovations, since, as Garr put it, “the greater the number of shared innovations, the
greater the likelihood of common linguistic development.”161 It is important to note
that shared innovation is fundamentally a diachronic concept, since it deals with
change within dialects or dialect groups over time.
Kaufman’s second component is an emphasis on “the important of
fundamental and common lexical and grammatical features.”162 In other words, since
it is the most frequently used elements of a language that are most susceptible to
change, the more two languages share the same common, everyday, fundamental
components of two languages—whether morphological or lexical—the more closely
the two should be seen as related.163 This component thereby “temper[s] our own
diachronic theory of shared innovations with synchronic dialect geography.”
Kaufman proceeded to identify aspects of the dialect attested in the plaster
texts from Deir vAllā that can be identified as either Canaanite or Aramaic. On the
Canaanite side, he adduced the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

The Nifal.
A possible indicative impf. pl. without final -n.
The IIIy inf. ldvt.
3 f. pl. impf. tqtln.
The imperative lkw, “go!”.
3 m. s. accus. suffix -n on imperfects.
Imperfect cons. forms of IIIy without final vowel indicated—wyh9z
I:27164
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With regard to Aramaic, he offered these items:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

3 m. s. suffix -wh on plural nouns.
The masc. plural ending -n.
Preformative aleph on the reflexive.
Third weak jussives in -y vs. indicatives in -h.
Infinitives with m- preformative.
The ending –t for the f. s. perfect.
The ending -yw on štyw, a form not only characteristically Aramaic
in and of itself, but strongly suggestive that in the derived
conjugations too, this dialect had the distinctively Aramaic -î.165

Although this picture appears perfectly balanced, Kaufman went on to eliminate those
features “of questionable merit,”166 that is, where readings are uncertain or disputed, or
whether the association with one language group or the other is not entirely clear. He
also eliminated item 4 from the Canaanite list, since it “is the least frequent of verbal
forms and thus, as comparative Semitics clearly attests, most susceptible to change, in
this case a change almost certainly the result of analogy and thereby to be excluded
from the category of ‘shared innovation’.”167 After all of this paring down, he was left
with but a single item on the Canaanite side of the balance: item 5, representing the
assimilation of hlk to Iy verbs.
Kaufman’s summary of the lexical data corresponded to the Aramaic-heavy
perspective, with only between five and eight words in the texts identifiable as strictly
Canaanite, while between 21 and 24 are clearly Aramaic.168 Moreover, only one of the
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distinctly Canaanite words is common, that being r'h “see,” while “the Aramaic list is
replete with the most basic vocabulary items—‘son,’ ‘gods,’ ‘come,’ ‘enter,’ ‘give,’
‘close,’ ‘wine,’ ‘flee,’ ‘one,’ ‘who,’ ‘advise’.”169
Combining his morphological and lexical observations, Kaufman’s
conclusions led him to term the dialect of the inscriptions “our newly discovered
Southern Aramaic as reflected in Deir vAlla….”170 In the end, however, his work in
attempting to classify this dialect paid remarkable dividends with specific regard to
biblical scholarship. He framed his observations by referring to the original
commission of the panel session for which he had produced this paper, and in doing
so, took upon his shoulders the entire weight of inquiry that bridges the gap between
biblical and comparative Semitic studies: “How does the discovery of the DA [= Deir
vAllā] plaster text in particular and our growing and changing comprehension of the
nature of the Northwest Semitic linguistic continuum in general contribute to our
mastery of Biblical Hebrew language and literature?”171 First, he noted, “linguistic
continuum implies literary continuum as well.”172 Thus it is no surprise that the Deir
vAllā texts bear a range of similarities to various biblical texts, particularly, but by no
means only, Balaam’s oracles in Sefer Bilvam. But he went further, specifying a
distinct type of relationship suggested by certain instances where the biblical material
parallels that from Deir vAllā. He continued as follows:
…[M]y second [observation is that] much of the Aramaic-like
vocabulary of DA…occurs in BH as well. … But where does such
vocabulary typically occur? Often these terms are the B words of
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parallel pairs in poetry…,173 but usually they occur in passages long
since seen to be strongly Aramaizing, such as the dialogues of Job. The
usual approach to such Aramaizing texts has been to declare them postexilic compositions. More valiant souls, such as Tur-Sinai…, have
ventured to proclaim them translations from Aramaic…. But the
discovery of [the Deir vAllā plaster texts] changes the ground rules. No
longer must an “Aramaizing” text have been written after the exile, nor
must it be a translation from “Aramaic”.174

Thus, Kaufman offered resounding support for the developing notion,
articulated already by Hurvitz and Greenfield, that Aramaic-like features could be
used in biblical texts for literary effect. As the preceding quote demonstrates, his
perspective offers a nuanced foil to both diachronic and synchronic misinterpretations.
But he went on from here, and made a case for the specific notion of style-switching.
His statement, already cited above, bears repeating here:
All of these passages have in common not only that they are connected
with Trans-Jordanian characters, but that they represent the speech of
these characters! In all these Hebrew texts I believe that we have not to
do with late language or foreign authors, but rather with intentional
stylistic representations of Trans-Jordanian speech on the part of
Hebrew authors within Hebrew texts.175

Rendsburg
Thus far we have seen that the combined efforts of Hurvitz, Greenfield, and
Kaufman not only drew attention to the legitimacy, scope, and nuance of dialect study
in the Bible generally, but also that they each independently concluded that the overall
picture suggests that in certain biblical texts the occurrence of dialect was deliberate,
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rather than accidental. Their efforts set the stage for the development of Rendsburg’s
systematic approach to identifying and understanding dialect in the Bible, the method
that stands at the heart of the study presented in this chapter. As we shall see, although
Rendsburg’s publications are concerned primarily with IH, they also attest a
significant quantity of material devoted to matters such as style-switching and settingswitching. Moreover, as previously noted, with regard to individual linguistic data
there is no methodological distinction between the process of identifying the “natural”
IH features in the language of the Bible and that of isolating features involved in
intentional devices such as style-switching. As his own work demonstrates, therefore,
Rendsburg’s method may be employed to equal effect in both situations.
Rendsburg’s first endeavor in the realm of dialect, published in the same year
as Kaufman’s important study, set out the basic tenets of his method.176 First, he
situated his dialectal perspective in scholarship by holding it up next to the other type
of linguistic variation in the Bible that had received considerable scrutiny, namely, the
matter of dating.177 Having thus distinguished his synchronic approach from previous
diachronic approaches, he began to address the reasons why this method had only
entered prior discourse sporadically and without consistency. He adduced two reasons:
first, the epigraphic materials available for comparison between biblical and
extrabiblical sources are limited; and second, the scholarly community has been
saturated by the ill-conceived notion that linguistic variations in BH “have for the
most part been obliterated by the harmonizing activity of the Masoretes.”178 To the
first issue, he responded by saying that “each new inscription found, no matter how
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small, yields important data which are constantly expanding our knowledge of
dialectal differences in ancient Canaan.”179 To the second, he called attention to other
scholarly efforts elucidating the linguistic range of BH.180 Indeed, later he would
provide a convenient summary of not only diachronic and synchronic spectra, but also
other types of linguistic variation in the Bible:





Diachronic variation, as between SBH and LBH;
Synchronic variation, as between JH and IH;
Differences of register, as between written and spoken Hebrew; and
“[A] different area of language variation, one based on the ‘foreign’
factor in biblical literature,” that is, style-switching, settingswitching, and addressee-switching.181

Thus, although at the time of the former article’s publication this summary had not yet
been produced, he had developed this viewpoint to the degree necessary for him to
articulate the justification for his perspective as follows: “There exists now sufficient
Northwest Semitic material to act as our guide, and all we need do is reject the notion
that BH itself is monolithic.”182
Having thus justified the dialectal approach, Rendsburg concerned himself for
the remainder of the article with the presentation of a case study, namely the short
poem in 2 Sam 23:1–7, as a means of providing a glimpse of his perspective in action.
Below, I offer a brief summary of his analysis of this pericope in the hope of achieving
the same purpose, although an extended review is unnecessary since the body of this
chapter takes the same approach and provides ample demonstration of it. Meanwhile, I
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turn to Rendsburg’s 1990 monograph entitled Linguistic Evidence for the Northern
Origin of Selected Psalms,183 the introduction to which includes a specific delineation
of Rendsburg’s method. His approach, in turn, serves a core component of the method
that forms the basis for the present study.
In addressing the question of Israelian Hebrew in the Bible, Rendsburg isolated
two specific methodological questions that must be answered, namely, the
identification respectively of IH features specifically and IH texts generally.184
Beginning with the former issue, he observed that a comparison between BH and the
dialects bordering the territory of biblical Israel—identified by him as Phoenician,
Moabite, Ammonite, Aramaic, and the Deir vAllā dialect—has demonstrated that
many features occurring in the surrounding dialects appear in the biblical corpus only
irregularly. He cited the following well-known examples from the Bible:





The masculine plural ending  ִ◌ין- (attested in Moabite, Deir vAllā,
and Aramaic)
The relative pronoun זֶ ה/( זוּcognates in Aramaic and Old Byblian)
The relative pronoun -( ֶשׁequivalent to  ]א[שin Phoenician and
Ammonite)
The feminine singular demonstrative pronoun זֹה/( זוֹcognates in
Phoenician and Aramaic)

He interpreted these commonalities between peculiar Hebrew forms and the
corresponding standard forms of neighboring dialects as follows:
The dictates of dialect geography teach us that it is most likely for such
forms to appear in Hebrew in the regions bordering the Phoenician,
Moabite, Ammonite, Aramaic, and Deir vAllā speech communities.
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This is not to say that a particular Aramaic form could not have wound
its way into Judah…. But all things being equal, we will assume that
parallels of the sort mentioned above were characteristic of a Hebrew
dialect or dialects spoken and written in northern Israel.185

Rendsburg’s comment regarding the relationship between IH and Moabite specifically
is worth noting here. He wrote: “I am well aware, naturally, that Moab lies on the
same latitude as Judah. However, insofar as it borders the northern kingdom of Israel,
specifically the territory of Reuben [i.e., in Transjordan], we can assume more links
between Moabite and IH than between Moabite and JH [which were separated by the
Dead Sea].”186
Rendsburg paid special attention to the delicate issues associated with utilizing
the Ugaritic materials and those from the Amarna letters in the identification of IH. He
acknowledged that these languages must be approached with due caution, since, as he
put it with reference to Ugaritic (although the point applies equally to the Amarna
letters), “it cannot be determined with certainty whether differences between Ugaritic
and BH are due to variations in space or in time.” For Ugaritic, however, he noted
Ginsberg’s preference for seeing Ugaritic and Phoenician as a “Phoenic group” within
the Canaanite dialects, as opposed to the “Hebraic group” of the hinterland areas.187
Thus, he concluded that it “seems reasonable to utilize the Ugaritic material to
establish connections specifically between IH and languages used to the north of
Israel.” With regard to the Amarna letters, he emphasized that those originating from
Jerusalem would be useless in isolating IH features, for obvious reasons; but since the
bulk of the archive “stems from Byblos, Tyre, and other northern sites,” it falls within
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the same purview as the Ugaritic material. Thus, in his subsequent research, from time
to time Rendsburg would call upon these two corpora in support of his argument.
In addition, Rendsburg turned for support to considerations outside the
linguistic sphere. Specifically, he noted that historical circumstances often have
bearing on the issue of the relationship between IH and neighboring dialects. He
specifically noted that “contacts between Israel and Aram were always strong,”188 and
pointed out that Aramaic inscriptions associated with simple daily functions have been
discovered at northern Israelite sites, such as a 9th-century inscription bearing the
single word “ לטבחיאfor the cooks,” discovered at Tel Dan. In addition, he pointed out
that the similarly close relations between “coastal Phoenicia and inland Galilee…no
doubt helped cement the relationship between Phoenician and IH.”189
Having thus laid out the method and reasoning behind the identification of
specific IH features, Rendsburg turned his attention to the question of Israelian texts
within the biblical corpus. He began by using as his point of departure the assumption
that certain biblical texts, particularly those concerned with northern characters or set
in northern locations, in fact originated in the north. This is not such a drastic
assumption as it may seem, for two reasons. First, in many such instances the biblical
text confirms this assumption. For example, 1 Kgs 14:19 is one of numerous verses
concluding an account dealing with the northern kingdom that ends with the statement
ל־ס ֶפר ִדּ ְב ֵרי ַהיָּ ִמים ְל ַמ ְל ֵכי יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל
ֵ תוּבים ַע
ִ “ ִהנָּ ם ְכּBehold, they are written upon the scroll of
the annals of the kings of Israel.” We can hardly do otherwise than to assume that
statements such as this refer to texts of northern origin. Second, as Rendsburg pointed
out, “[a]n examination of the language of these pericopes reveals that these stories

188
189

Rendsburg 1990a: 6.
Rendsburg 1990a: 6–7.

63

include a disproportionate number of grammatical and lexical items which are
nonstandard within BH but which often have parallels in Phoenician, Moabite,
Aramaic, etc.”190 Thus, even if one prefers to view his initial assumption as nothing
more than a working hypothesis, confirmation of his view nevertheless is plain in the
linguistic data deriving from these biblical texts.
Finally, Rendsburg indicated that our knowledge of IH may be treated
cumulatively. That is to say, given the proper circumstances and corroborating
evidence, specific linguistic features that remain unattested in the neighboring dialects,
but that arise in the biblical corpus in texts already identified as northern on
extrabiblical comparative grounds, are fair game for isolation as IH features. In this
way, inner-biblical evidence can stand as internal support for the isolation of specific
items characteristic of the northern dialect. Moreover, Rendsburg indicated that it is
not necessary for a feature of proposed IH character to arise only in IH contexts. He
phrased it thus:
Even if an occasional example of a suspected IH feature appears in a
patently JH text, this still will be considered sufficient distribution to
qualify it as an IH feature. For example, if a proposed IH feature occurs
15 times in northern texts and 3 times in Judahite works, this will not
disqualify its inclusion as a piece of evidence in favor of the northern
origin of a particular [text].191

In order for the inner-biblical approach to be fruitful, however, we must keep
careful track of the accumulation of identified northern texts in the biblical corpus.
Needless to say, in Rendsburg’s earliest work on northern dialect, he was forced to
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rely to some extent on the indulgence of his readers, since the linguistic evidence for
the IH character of certain pericopes used for comparison had not yet been collected
systematically. Thus in these early endeavors he relied on ad hoc presentations of the
evidence as it was needed.192
Subsequently, however, his efforts and those of others have filled many of
these gaps. Moreover, Rendsburg was able to utilize the insights of earlier scholars
who had attempted to identify various texts in the biblical corpus as northern
compositions. These prior endeavors provided him with ample material in which to
begin testing his approach; and indeed, in the vast majority of such cases he concluded
that sufficient linguistic evidence was present to draw an IH conclusion. Many such
prior studies had not themselves utilized linguistic evidence, but had relied instead on
other aspects of the text in question as support for their hypothesis. One such example
is Adam C. Welch’s 1929 article identifying Nehemiah 9 as a northern addition to the
book, which relies primarily on elements of content and style that connect the chapter
to specific historical circumstances in the northern kingdom.193 On the other hand,
others did utilize linguistic evidence, but took their observations rather too far. See, for
example, the three studies by Dahood mentioned above on Qohelet, wherein the
author is identified as a Phoenician;194 note, however, James R. Davila’s more recent
approach to the book, which accounts for the issue of dialect.195 All told, Rendsburg
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catalogued the following as texts that have elicited prior attempts to establish the
presence therein of non-SBH features:196














Genesis 49197
Sefer Bilvam (Numbers 22–24)198
Deuteronomy 32–33199
2 Sam 23:1–7200
Hosea201
Proverbs202
Job203
Song of Songs204
Qohelet205
Nehemiah 9206
Certain exilic and post-exilic texts207
Prophetic speeches addressed to the foreign nations208
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Thanks to Rendsburg’s study and to other subsequent scholarly contributions, the list
has been expanded to include the following:











Genesis 24209
Genesis 30–31210
Sections of Judges211
Sections of 1 Samuel212
Sections of Kings213
Isaiah 24–27214
Jeremiah215
Amos216
Micah 6–7217
Numerous psalms218

Finally, it is important to note, as may be apparent already, that in fact
Rendsburg’s method is a synchronic adaptation of Hurvitz’s diachronic approach,
detailed above.219 Here I review the three key points with which Hurvitz’s article
closed, and adjust them according to Rendsburg’s perspective. Thus, in order to
determine whether a particular IH feature is an indicator of a text’s non-Judahite
origin, we may reword as follows:
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1. For this point, Rendsburg’s view necessitates only minor changes:
For each proposed IH feature, one must establish both a linguistic
“opposition” between this item and the usual SBH construction or
vocabulary; and this item’s prevalence in IH and/or surrounding
dialects with which IH would have shared isoglosses.
2. Here, too, little must be changed: There must exist a concentration
of IH features and/or content focusing on northern matters
(characters, setting, etc.) in the text in question.
3. Here, in a sense Rendsburg’s approach is the inversion of Hurvitz’s
point. Hurvitz indicated that a text should be considered late only if
there exists no other explanation for its attestation of Aramaic-like
features. Rendsburg’s entire method, on the other hand, addresses
directly the very type of alternative explanation to which Hurvitz
alluded.

Thus, it is plain that Rendsburg’s approach is not invented out of whole cloth, but
rather is deeply embedded in and engaged with prior scholarship. Moreover, his
methodological shift from a diachronic focus to a synchronic one attests to the
potential benefits to be found in an open and ongoing dialogue between both
approaches to Hebrew philology.
I turn now to a review of one specific example of Rendsburg’s method as it is
applied to a specific pericope, namely, the discrete poem known as the “last words of
David” in 2 Sam 23:1–7. Rendsburg identified six linguistic peculiarities in this
chapter that he attributed to Israelian dialect.220 He identified these and explained their
northern character as follows.
1. The word ( נְ ֻאם2 Sam 23:1) is used regularly in SBH when God is the
speaker. Here, however, it occurs in association with a human speaker (David). Such a
usage appears in only three other biblical pericopes: Num 24:3–4, 24:15–16; Pr 30:1;
and Ps 36:2. The first, of course, is Sefer Bilvam, and the use of  נְ ֻאםin this pericope is

220

The following is a summary of the evidence presented in Rendsburg 1988.

68

examined at length below. The second is a part of Proverbs, a text whose northern
associations have been argued elsewhere, in association with Agur, king of Massa in
the Syrian desert.221 The third pericope is one of the Psalms whose northern character
was demonstrated by Rendsburg in his 1990 monograph on the subject.222 These
pericopes each exhibit numerous affinities with Aramaic.
2. The word ( ִמ ָלּהoccurring in 2 Sam 23:2 with third-person masculine
singular pronominal suffix:  ) ִמ ָלּתוֹoccurs elsewhere in the Bible in Ps 19:5, 139:4; Pr
23:9; and 34 times in Job. The evidence from Job, a book replete with linguistic
peculiarities attributable in many cases to dialect,223 is supported further by that from
Proverbs, a text exhibiting many IH forms, especially in chapter 23.224 The two Psalms
were not included in Rendsburg’s 1990 study,225 but he subsequently suggested that
they are to be seen, in part at least, as northern.226 Moreover, Rendsburg pointed out
that “the various Aramaic dialects”227 exhibit the only cognate ( )מלתאto the Hebrew
word. Likewise, the Targumim consistently render the Hebrew root  דברas מלה, in
both verbal and nominal forms.
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3. The use in 2 Sam 23:6 of the pronominal suffix  ֶהם- (with retention of the ;ה
also shifted in this instance to  ַהם-, due to vowel harmony) even after a consonant, is
paralleled in Aramaic epigraphic evidence, such as that from the Kandahar inscription
and the Arsama letters. Rendsburg rejected both the various suggested emendations of
consonants and/or vowels and the theories of a lingering archaic form in Hebrew.
Instead, he offered several biblical passages that exhibit similar retention of the  הin
the pronominal suffix:  ֻכּ ָ ֽלּ ְהנָ הin 1 Kgs 7:37 occurs in the Temple construction
narrative, wherein numerous Phoenicianisms are evident; ד־הם
ֵ  ַעoccurs in a northern
setting in 2 Kgs 9:18; and ( ִל ְבּ ֶהןEzek 13:17), ית ֶהן
ְ ( ְשׁ ִבEzek 16:53), and ( תּוֹ ָ ֽכ ְהנָ הEzek
16:53) occur in a book with “well-known Aramaic influences.”228
The final three items identified by Rendsburg stand on evidence not directly
linked with Aramaic usage. Nevertheless, there is reason to perceive them as northern
features:
4. The phrase ר־בּי
ִ  ִדּ ֶבּin 2 Sam 23:2 runs counter to SBH, in which this verb
typically is governed by the preposition - ְלor  ֶאל. This collocation does occur in SBH,
but bears the specific meaning “speak about, against, through.” Elsewhere, the only
places in which  ִדּ ֵבּרplus - ְבּmeans simply “speak to” are in the mouths of northern
prophets: in one instance, Micaiah is speaking in 1 Kgs 22:28; and the other instance
is associated with the northern prophet Hosea (1:2). American English attests a
comparable prepositional situation in the phrases “wait on him” and “wait for him.”
The first phrase, as it is used in the South, is identical in meaning to the second
expression as it is used elsewhere; whereas in the North, “wait on him” would refer
specifically to the actions of a restaurant employee.
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Rendsburg 1988: 118; but see also n. 39.
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5. Rendsburg adduced five parallels to the divine name  ָעלin 2 Sam 23:1. Two
are biblical: ( עלוKetiv) in parallel to  יְ הֺוָ הin 1 Sam 2:10; and the personal name ע ִלי,
ֵ
the priest who ministers at Shiloh. A third example is the parallel pair vly // bvl in CAT
1.16:III:6, 8. The other two attestations occur as theophoric elements in personal
names: Samaritan ( יחועליSamaria Ostracon 55:2) and Ugaritic yh9wvl (CAT 4.338:4).
6. The word  ֵכּןis used in 2 Sam 23:5 neither with the usual sense “thus, so” nor
as a synonym of  נָ כוֹןwith the meaning “firm, established.” Rather, it is used with a
simple existential meaning, as in Phoenician and Ugaritic, in which kwn is the
standard verb “to be.”229
This brief summary provides a condensed glimpse of Rendsburg’s approach,
and thus also of the approach to be taken in this chapter. As indicated in the lists of
texts presented above, Rendsburg’s efforts, and those of the same ilk undertaken by
others, now have identified numerous biblical pericopes in which the linguistic
evidence points to the presence of dialect. In addition, Rendsburg’s own contributions
include several important theoretical studies. These include:230 “The Strata of Biblical
Hebrew” (1991),231 which deals with the various spectra occurring across biblical
Hebrew identified above; “Morphological Evidence for Regional Dialects in Ancient
Hebrew” (1992),232 which presents a thorough morphological perspective on the
matter of dialect in the Bible; “Linguistic Variation and the ‘Foreign’ Factor in the
Hebrew Bible” (1995),233 to be discussed further below; the culmination of his work
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See also Rendsburg’s follow-up article (1989), in which two additional items are marshaled in
support of his argument regarding this pericope.
230
In addition to the studies identified here, note also his related work on Mishnaic Hebrew in two
articles, Rendsburg 1992b and Rendsburg 2003b.
231
Rendsburg 1991b.
232
Rendsburg 1992a.
233
Rendsburg 1995.
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with IH, entitled “A Comprehensive Guide to Israelian Hebrew: Grammar and
Lexicon” (2003);234 and finally “Aramaic-like Features in the Pentateuch” (2006).235
In the above lists of texts, we must highlight the following items: Genesis 24;
Genesis 30–31; Sefer Bilvam; Isaiah 24–27; Job; and the prophetic addresses to the
foreign nations. All of the other texts in the list appear because they exhibit Israelian
dialect. These texts, however, utilize linguistic variation for literary effect, in one (or
more) of three ways, described at the outset of this chapter and identified again here:
style-switching, whereby the speech of foreign characters is simulated by means of
dialectal features (as in Balaam’s oracles, Isaiah 26, and Job); setting-switching,
whereby the foreign setting of a story is evoked by means of linguistic cues (as in
Genesis 24); or addressee-switching, whereby the text draws on the dialectal
perspective of the audience of the text (as in the prophetic addresses to the foreign
nations).236 These particular texts, therefore, are particularly noteworthy in that they
provide concrete examples of the deliberate use of dialect in certain biblical texts, as
described by Hurvitz, Greenfield, and Kaufman. Rendsburg went further, devoting an
entire article to the examination of such phenomena in his 1995 study entitled
“Linguistic Variation and the ‘Foreign’ Factor in the Hebrew Bible.”237
In addition, to reiterate what was stated at the outset of this chapter, while
these texts differ from the IH texts in terms of the significance of the dialectal features
they exhibit, the process of isolating such features is necessarily the same. As a result,
it is critical to recognize the common element that distinguishes these texts from the
others in the list. I refer specifically to the notion of intentionality, an idea that
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Rendsburg 2003a.
Rendsburg 2006a.
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Rendsburg 1990a: 13 includes a brief statement about texts that use addressee switching.
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Rendsburg 1995.
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Hurvitz, Greenfield, Kaufman, and Rendsburg each postulated as a key factor in these
contexts. As a rule, of course, it is notoriously problematic to assess the intentions of
authors in antiquity. And to be sure, certain trends in modern scholarship reject
entirely the idea that these authors’ textual production contains or reveals such
intentions; or, alternatively, they repudiate our ability to identify and evaluate them, if
indeed they are present. On the other hand, as noted, we have encountered in several
independent contexts the suggestion that in certain specific sections of the Bible, the
dialectal features exhibited are to be interpreted as purposeful, literarily-motivated
devices whose incorporation into the text is a conscious part of the authorial process.
Since the present chapter adopts this perspective, it is necessary here to spend a few
moments making the case for such an assertion.

Aramaic-like Features and Authorial Intent
Needless to say, most of the supporting evidence in this regard is
circumstantial. Simply put, while dialectal peculiarities in the biblical corpus often
reflect the impact of IH, it is striking that certain passages, namely those biblical
pericopes that take place in foreign settings, involve foreign characters, or address
foreign audiences, have markedly greater-than-average concentrations of non-SBH
features. Moreover, in these passages, the nonstandard linguistic features that occur
frequently appear to bear specific dialectal affinities that accord precisely with the
regional aspects of their respective pericopes. Thus, it requires no great intuitive leap
to surmise that there is a connection between the content of these texts and the
carefully chosen words that give form to that content. Certainly, prior scholarship
evinces a range of independent voices that have expressed the willingness to take such
a leap. It may be helpful here to bring together the various statements to this effect.
Hurvitz wrote in 1968 that in such contexts, “[t]he usage of what seems to be
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Aramaisms…may well reflect the use of peculiar expressions characteristic of a
foreign language. That is, in these cases we are not dealing with actual loan words, or
forms, but rather with unique stylistic devices of a particular author or
composition.”238 In 1981, Greenfield adduced several examples of Aramaic-like
features that have “enhanced our appreciation of the Aramaic Vorlage behind the
words put into the mouths of Aramaic speakers or used in conversation with them.”239
In 1988, regarding such texts, Kaufman stated his belief “that we have not to do with
late language or foreign authors, but rather with intentional stylistic representations of
Trans-Jordanian speech on the part of Hebrew authors within Hebrew texts.”240
Finally, the numerous statements of Rendsburg, particularly those assembled in his
1995 article “Linguistic Variation and the ‘Foreign’ Factor in the Hebrew Bible,” echo
and amplify the observations made earlier by the previous three scholars.241
We scarcely can afford to overlook the significance of these manifold
independent and informed arrivals at the same intuition with regard to the intentional
use of dialect in the Bible. The weight of each individual statement by an established
scholar increases dramatically when taken in combination with like statements from
similarly respected voices in the discourse. In addition, however, our sensibility
regarding the intentional use of dialect in the Bible may be informed more deeply if
we turn once again to an analogy from a more recent literary context. In Romeo and
Juliet, as in other dramatic works of William Shakespeare, we encounter at various
points in the play rhymed couplets in perfect iambic pentameter that call attention to
some particularly significant movement of plot, depth of meaning, or other important
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Hurvitz 1968: 236–237.
Greenfield 1981: 129.
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Kaufman 1988: 55.
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Rendsburg 1995: passim.
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aspect of the story. Romeo concludes his exchange with the apothecary, for example,
by saying “Come, cordial and not poison, go with me / To Juliet’s grave; for there
must I use thee” (Act V, Scene I, lines 85–86). Likewise, the Prince’s remarks
concluding the play, which in fact exhibit a more extended rhyming schema, conclude
with the well-known couplet “For never was a story of more woe / Than this of Juliet
and her Romeo” (Act V, Scene II, lines 309–310). Nowhere in contemporary or
subsequent literature, however, do we encounter any statement, explicit or otherwise,
that might indicate that Shakespeare deliberately shaped these couplets and placed
them at impactful moments in his drama. Thus, like the biblical use of dialect in the
specific types of contexts noted above, the evidence for the intentional nature of such
couplets is purely circumstantial. Yet, I venture to surmise, there scarcely is a reader
of Shakespeare, whether scholar or amateur enthusiast, who harbors any doubt that
these couplets represent a deliberate device whose usage is driven by the literary
potency of a particularly poignant moment in the drama’s overall content.242
Even so, the evidence presented thus far remains entirely circumstantial. It is
for this reason that a study of the use of dialect in Sefer Bilvam proves particularly
useful. In the conclusions of the next chapter, I show that several of the non-SBH
features used in this pericope are juxtaposed with their SBH equivalents in ways that
contribute directly to the richness of the text itself. Such juxtapositions are attested in
both the poetry and the prose portions of the pericope, and can occur in close
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In calling upon this example, I highlight the notion of literary intentionality as a significant topic in
itself, independent of the matter of language. Thus, although a different Shakespearean example such as
Caesar’s famous utterance “Et tu, Bruté?” (Julius Caesar, Act III, Scene I, line 77) might appear more
appropriate given the philological/dialectal subject matter that occupies the broader discussion
presented here, I have avoided it in order to examine separately the phenomenon of intentionality,
whose overlap with linguistic issues in Sefer Bilvam and elsewhere should not obscure its status as a
fundamentally distinct concept.
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proximity, as with the adjacent words יהם יְ גָ ֵרם
ֶ  ַע ְצמ ֵֹתin Num 24:8, as well as across
lengthy spans, as with the word ( ְר ָג ִליםNum 22:28, 32, 33) and its counterpart ְפּ ָע ִמים
(Num 24:10). Although I am unable to establish this kind of relationship for every
dialectally significant feature in the pericope, the presence of a number of such SBH–
non-SBH connections nevertheless strongly supports the notion that the non-SBH
usages have been incorporated into the text consciously and with specific literary
intent.243 Moreover, they suggest that the pericope as a whole exhibits at least this one
overarching principle guiding its construction. These observations are discussed at
length at the close of the next chapter. Meanwhile, I commence with a detailed
examination of each non-SBH item in the pericope, arranged according to the
sequence in which these features occur in the text.
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An examination of this type of juxtaposition across all biblical passages that utilize style-switching,
setting-switching, and/or addressee-switching remains a desideratum. If the present study is any
indication, such research may prove remarkably fruitful.
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CHAPTER 3
DIALECTAL FEATURES IN THE LANGUAGE OF SEFER BILvAM:
EVIDENCE AND IMPLICATIONS

Introductory Remarks
This chapter discusses at length those linguistic peculiarities in Sefer Bilvam
that are to be associated with style-switching or setting-switching. In addition to
offering a detailed analysis of each individual item’s dialectal significance, this
analysis will allow for a range of observations to be made with regard to the data set as
a whole. First and foremost, these conclusions will address the intentionality of the
nonstandard language in the text, thereby situating this series of discrete linguistic
features squarely within a literary perspective on the pericope. Additionally, there will
appear a few comments regarding the impact of these data on our understanding of the
unity, sources, date, and provenance of Sefer Bilvam as a whole.
Before proceeding with such observations, however, we must begin with a
close examination of the non-SBH features in the pericope, arranged here according to
the order in which they occur. This will constitute the bulk of the chapter, with a
typological breakdown to follow.

Individual Dialectal Features
Num 22:12: ִע ָמּ ֶהם
The standard form for the preposition “ ִעםwith” plus third-person masculine
plural pronominal suffix is  ִע ָמּם. This form occurs 33 times in the biblical corpus, and
cuts across the entire breadth of diachronic, generic, and geographic strata present in
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BH,1 as evident, for example, in Gen 18:16 (prose narrative); Lev 26:41 (legal
material); Hos 5:5 (prophetic poetry); and Job 21:8 (wisdom literature).2
The non-standard form  ִע ָמּ ֶהם, which we encounter in Num 22:12, appears to
exhibit a relationship with the Aramaic linguistic sphere. One notes the similarity
between the situation attested here and that occurring in situations such as the word
יהם
ֶ מ ֵת
ֹ  וְ ַע ְצin Num 24:8, in which the  הof the 3mp pronominal suffix is retained.
Although a full discussion of this latter peculiarity in Sefer Bilvam will appear below,3
it is worthwhile in this context to note Avi Hurvitz’s proposal that the morphology of
this form is due in part to its relationship to the Aramaic pronominal suffix הֹם-.4 It is
possible that the same suggestion applies likewise to  ִע ָמּ ֶהםin our present verse.
Moreover, one also notes the similar form ( ֻכּ ָ ֑לּ ַהםas against the usual )כּ ָלּם
ֻ in
2 Sam 23:6. This verse occurs in a pericope whose northern origin has been
demonstrated by Gary A. Rendsburg, who similarly connected  ֻכּ ָ ֑לּ ַהםto Aramaic הֹם-.5
Thus, by analogy, this datum likewise suggests the same possibility noted above, that
 ִע ָמּ ֶהםin Num 22:12 may bear some connection to Aramaic הֹם-, and hence to the
Aramaic linguistic sphere generally.
Elsewhere in the biblical corpus, the unusual form  ִע ָמּ ֶהםis attested in Deut
29:16; Jon 1:3; Job 1:4; Neh 9:13, 17; and 2 Chr 5:9. This distribution stands on its
own as sufficient demonstration that the form bears clear dialectal significance. With

1

The data for this examination are provided by Gary A. Rendsburg (private communication).
In addition to the four examples cited here, the form  ִע ָמּםalso is attested in the following places: Gen
29:9; Deut 29:24; Jos 4:8, 11:4, 20:4; Judg 1:22, 8:10, 15:3; 1 Sam 10:6, 13:16, 14:21, 17:23, 25:16; 2
Sam 3:22, 6:22, 15:36; 1 Kgs 11:18; 2 Kgs 6:33; Isa 34:7; Joel 4:2; Zech 10:5; Ps 83:9; Neh 13:25.
3
See below, pp. 163–165.
4
Hurvitz 1982, especially p. 25.
5
Rendsburg 1988 and 1989, with this specific point appearing in 1988: 118.
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the exception of the Deuteronomy example,6 all of these instances occur in contexts
exhibiting manifestly nonstandard language. For example, Chronicles is one of the
core diagnostic texts for LBH; Nehemiah 9 has been recognized as both northern and
late;7 and Job exhibits a wealth of linguistic peculiarities intended to evoke the setting
and speech patterns of the Syrian desert.
Even if one prefers to reject the suggestion that  ִע ָמּ ֶהםbears a meaningful
relationship with Aramaic, its nonstandard character still must be explained. The
context, combined with the range of other setting-switching features in the pericope,
indicates that this feature is to be seen here as a setting-switching element. Indeed,
with the exception of a few verses at its beginning and end, the first chapter of Sefer
Bilvam is set entirely in Balaam’s homeland, or on the road from there to Moab. Given
this fact, even notwithstanding the uncertainty of the connection with Aramaic, it is
appropriate to view the usage of this form in Num 22:12 as an indicator of the
foreignness of the setting.
That the form occurs in direct speech, even that of Elohim, also does not
undermine its force as a representation of the geographical perspective that pervades
the text. To demonstrate this point, I call attention to several clear examples from
another pericope in which linguistic features are utilized to evoke a foreign setting,
namely, the story of Jacob and Laban in Gen 30–31, which takes place in the land of
Aram.8 Note the following occurrences of such features in the direct speech of Jacob,

6

I have no explanation ready to hand for this attestation. Note, however, the preference of some
scholars to see Deuteronomy as a northern text, e.g., Ginsberg 1982: 19–24.
7
Rendsburg 1991a, especially p. 363.
8
See Rendsburg 1995: 182; Rendsburg 2006a: 166–169; and Greenfield 1981: 129–130.
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a character whose speech elsewhere generally9 lies decidedly within the purview of
SBH:10
Gen 31:7, 41 – “ ֶה ֱח ִלףexchange” (used only here in the Bible with
reference to wages, money, etc., paralleling a usage common in
Jewish Babylonian Aramaic particularly)
Gen 31:7, 41 – “ מ ִֹניםtimes” (occurring only here in the Bible, from a
root “ מנהcount” that is standard in Aramaic, and considerably
more productive there than in Hebrew)
Gen 31:9 – “ וַ יַּ ֵצּלhe took away” (otherwise  נצלin the Hiphvil means
“save” in Hebrew)
Gen 31:39 – “ גְּ ֻנ ְֽב ִתיI was robbed” (inflected passive participle, a
morphological form attested elsewhere only in Jewish Palestinian
Aramaic)

Whether one prefers to interpret these examples as generalized reflections of the
stylistic device at hand, like those occurring in the narrative voice, or as specifically
suggestive of Jacob’s usage of language that is tailored for his audience (that is, Laban
and/or his daughters), the parallel with our verse from Numbers remains in any case.
Thus, the term  ִע ָמּ ֶהםis an element intended to reflect the foreign setting of this portion
of Sefer Bilvam.

Num 22:28, 32, 33: “ ְר ָג ִליםtimes” (contrast 24:10 )פּ ָע ִמים
ְ
In these three places, we encounter the word  ֶר ֶגל, which normally means
“foot,” in the repeated phrase “ זֶ ה ָשׁלוֹשׁ ְר ָג ִליםthese three rəgālîm,” where the usual
meaning clearly is not possible:

9

Though not exclusively. The most prominent major example of non-SBH language in the mouth of
Jacob is the blessing of the twelve tribes in Genesis 49. The features in question there have been
adduced in Rendsburg 1992c and Rendsburg 2006a: 171–172.
10
These examples are drawn from Rendsburg 2006a: 166–168, in which appears a list of the Aramaiclike features in this pericope that have been identified by Rendsburg and other scholars.
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ית ִני ֶ ֖זה ָשֹׁל֥ שׁ
ַ֔ יתי ְל ָ֔ך ִ ֣כּי ִה ִכּ
ֽ ִ ה־ע ִ ֣שׂ
ָ אמר ְל ִב ְל ָע ֙ם ֶמ
ֶ ֹ ת־פּי ָה ָא ֑תוֹן וַ ֤תּ
֣ ִ הוה ֶא
֖ ָ ְוַ יִּ ְפ ַ ֥תּח י
ְר ָג ִ ֽלים׃
And Yahweh opened the jenny’s mouth, and she said to Balaam, “What
have I done to you that you beat me these three times?”
(Num 22:28)
אתי
ִ ֹכי יָ ָ ֣צ
֙ ִ תנְ ָ֔ך ֶ ֖זה ָשׁ ֣לוֹשׁ ְר ָג ִ ֑לים ִה ֵ ֤נּה ָאנ
ֹ ֣ ת־א
ֲ ית ֶא
ָ ֙ ל־מה ִה ִ֨כּ
ָ֗ הוה ַע
֔ ָ ְאמר ֵא ָל ֙יו ַמ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
ְל ָשׂ ָ֔טן ִ ֽכּי־יָ ַ ֥רט ַה ֶ ֖דּ ֶרְך ְלנֶ ְג ִ ֽדּי׃
And Yahweh’s messenger said to him, “Why did you beat your jenny
these three times? Behold, I set out as an obstacle, for the way is yārat[
in front of me.”
(Num 22:32)
אוּלי נָ ְט ָ ֣תה ִמ ָפּ ֔ ַני ִ ֥כּי ַע ָ ֛תּה גַּ ם־א ְֹת ָ ֥כה
֙ ַ וַ ִתּ ְר ַ֨א ִ ֙ני ָ ֽה ָא ֔תוֹן וַ ֵ ֣תּט ְל ָפ ֔ ַני ֶ ֖זה ָשׁ ֹ֣לשׁ ְר ָג ִ ֑לים
ֽיתי׃
ִ אוֹתהּ ֶה ֱח ֵי
֥ ָ ְָה ַ ֖רגְ ִתּי ו
“And your jenny saw me, and turned aside before me these three times.
Perhaps since she turned aside from before me, now I should kill you
and let her live.”
(Num 22:33)

Morphologically, this is indicated by the fact that the word occurs here in plural form,
not the usual dual form that would be expected if the body part were intended. The
same situation arises in one other place in the Bible, namely Exod 23:14, where we
encounter the clause “ ָשֹׁלשׁ ְר ָג ִלים ָתּחֹג ִלי ַבּ ָשּׁנָ הthree rəgālîm you shall celebrate for me
during the year.” Chaim Cohen called attention to the development in postbiblical
Hebrew whereby the word  ֶר ֶגלcomes to mean “holiday,” apparently based specifically
on this verse from Exodus, but went on to point out that this meaning is not an
appropriate rendering of the term in BH, since it does not fit the context in Sefer
Bilvam.11 Rather, it is appropriate to accept the observation, widespread in medieval
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Cohen 2008: 445.
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commentaries and emphasized in modernity by N. H. Tur-Sinai,12 that in these
contexts the word attests the meaning “time, instance, iteration.”
As Cohen pointed out, this semantic development, whereby  ֶר ֶגלmeans both
“foot” and “time,” occurred in parallel fashion with the word  ַפּ ַעם, the usual word for
“time” in SBH, as demonstrated by the following examples:
ף־פּ ָע ַ֔מי
ְ וְ ַא ְח ִר ֙ב ְבּ ַכ
֖כֹּל יְ א ֵ ֹ֥רי ָמ ֽצוֹר׃

ַר ְג ֵ ֥לי ָע ִ ֖ני
ַפּ ֲע ֵ ֥מי ַד ִ ֽלּים׃

And I have dried up with the soles of my feet
all the streams of Egypt.
(2 Kgs 19:24cd = Isa 37:25cd)
…(by) the feet of the needy,
the feet of the poor.
(Isa 26:6bc)

In order to rule out the hypothesis that one or both of the terms  ֶר ֶגלand  ַפּ ַעםin fact
attests two homophonous roots, as in  ֶר ֶגלI “foot” and  ֶר ֶגלII “time” or the like, Cohen
argued that “[b]ecause the possibility that these two etymologically unrelated terms
might have homonyms with the same meaning is statistically almost zero, the semantic
development (and the resultant polysemy) may be considered to be established….”13
The word  ֶר ֶגלis attested with the meaning “time” in Aramaic. DNWSI cites the
first line of the Aramaic version of the Bisitun Inscription,14 the end of which reads
… “ בתרתי רגליא מרדיא אתכנש]וfor a second time the rebels gathere[d]….”15 Likewise,
it is important to note the Jewish Babylonian Aramaic verbal root “ רגלbe usual,
frequent,”16 and the various Jewish Palestinian Aramaic nominal forms such as רגיל
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Tur-Sinai 1954: 363 and n. 2.
Cohen 2008: 448.
14
The papyrus in which this text is recorded was published in Cowley 1923: 248–271.
15
Text adopted from Cowley 1923: 251.
16
Sokoloff 2002b, s.v. רגל.
13

82

that mean “usual, ordinary, frequent.”17 This semantic value comports with the
iterative sense apparent in the biblical instances.
As a result of this evidence, notwithstanding the instance of “ ְר ָג ִליםtimes” in
Exodus, which may be explained as variation for the sake of variation, it is reasonable
to interpret the word in these three places in Sefer Bilvam as a dialectal feature,
especially in the light of Balaq’s choice of the usual SBH alternative “ ְפּ ָע ִמיםtimes” in
Num 24:10. This variation of the repeated pattern effectively calls attention to the uses
of  ְר ָג ִליםearlier in the pericope, and also reminds us of the parallel between the story of
Balaam and his donkey and that of Balaq and Balaam.18

Num 23:7: ן־א ָרם
ֲ ִמ
The opening phrase of Balaam’s first oracle manifests another Aramaic-like
feature of the type with which this chapter is concerned. In SBH, when the preposition
 ִמןprecedes an anarthrous noun, that is, a noun without the definite article -ה, the
preposition is prefixed to the noun and the nûn generally assimilates. This results
either in doubling of the first consonant of the noun, or, if this consonant cannot be
doubled, in compensatory lengthening of the vowel i to ē in the prefixed preposition.19
For example:

17

See Sokoloff 2002a, s.v. רגיל.
Conversely, Scott B. Noegel (1994: 184) identified the term “ ַפּ ַעםfoot” in Isa 26:6, just cited, as an
IH lexeme. This suggests that the standard SBH terms  ַפּ ַעםand ר ֶגל,ֶ with the respective meanings “time”
and “foot,” are inverted in non-Judahite dialects. Support for this notion is to be found in Ugaritic,
where pvn is the standard term for “foot” (see DULAT, s.v. pvn). Similarly, Hebrew “ ַשׂרofficer,
official” corresponds to šarru “king” in Akkadian, while the Hebrew root מלך, whence “ ֶמ ֶלְךking,”
occurs only as a general verb for “rule, govern” in Akkadian, with minimal nominal attestations. If this
indeed is a valid type of parallel, then it lends some indirect support to the interpretation of  ֶר ֶגלas a
dialectal feature in Sefer Bilvam.
19
For a detailed presentation of the assimilation of the nûn of מן,
ִ see the standard reference grammars,
e.g. Joüon–Muraoka 2003: 1:339–340 § 103d.
18
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ל־ה ָ ֖א ֶרץ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר
ָ וּמ ֵ ֣בּית ָא ִ ֑ביָך ֶא
ִ ֖וֹל ְד ְתָּך
ַ וּמ ֽמּ
ִ ְ֥ך־לָך֛ ֵמ ַא ְר ְצָך
ְ ל־א ְב ָ ֔רם ֶל
ַ אמר יְ הוָ ֙ה ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
ַא ְר ֶ ֽאךָּ ׃
And Yahweh said to Abram, “Go away from your land and from your
kindred and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show
you.”
(Gen 12:1)
סוּפוֹת ַבּ ֨ ֶנּגֶ ֙ב ַ ֽל ֲח ֹ֔לף
֤ ְכּ
ִמ ִמּ ְד ָ ֣בּר ָ֔בּא
נוֹר ָ ֽאה׃
ָ ֵמ ֶ ֖א ֶרץ

Like gales in the Negeb for (its) rushing,
from a wilderness it comes,
from a feared land.
(Isa 21:1bcd)

In Aramaic, however, the nûn in the preposition “ ִמןdid not assimilate to the
following consonant….”20 Note the following examples occurring in first-millennium
Aramaic inscriptions:21
] ובעמה
̇
… וישלחן אלהן̇ מן כלמה אכל בארפד
And may the gods send (one/some) from (among) every type of
devourer against Arpad and against its people.
(Sefire I A 30)22
[.  חר]צה.  מן.  חרץ.  והעמקו.  חזרך.  שר.  מן.  שר. והרמו
And they raised a wall (higher) than the wall of H9ZRK, and dug a
trench (deeper) than [its] tren[ch.]
(Zakkur 10)23

20

Garr 2004: 42. See also Rendsburg 2002a: 132.
I reproduce here examples pointed out by Garr 2004: 42.
22
The text is taken from Dupont-Sommer 1960: 214. “ מןfrom” is read here with a partitive sense, as
per Dupont-Sommer 1960: 242. Joseph A. Fitzmyer (1961: 197) was troubled by this reading, but did
not provide a satisfactory alternative.
23
The text is taken from Gibson 1971–1982: 2:8.
21
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This also is the case in the Transjordanian dialect of the Deir vAllā inscriptions—a
particularly relevant parallel, since the main character in these texts is none other than
the prophet Balaam—in which  ִמןoccurs before an anarthrous noun five times:24
.]  מח ̊ר.  מן.  בלעם. ויקם

 רחק.  מן. ̇ חרשן. [ ו̇ שמעו.

.  פחזי.  מן.  מנגדש. ורמה
. ] שקי.  ומן.  אש. בני

And Balaam arose on the morrow…
(DAPT I:5)
And the deaf heard from afar…
(DAPT I:15)25
…and vermin from a tomb. From the tribes of
the sons of man, and from the places(?) [of…
(DAPT II:8 [3x])26

Returning to the biblical corpus, one finds several examples, 91 to be exact,27
in which we find the full preposition מן,
ִ with no assimilation of the nûn, as in Aramaic
and the dialect of the Deir vAllā inscriptions. Among these, of course, is our phrase
־א ָרם
ֲ  ִמןin Num 23:7, the significance of which will be explained presently. First,
however, I present a brief review of the biblical data and their dialectal implications.
Rendsburg’s examination of this phenomenon led him to conclude that
“[c]ognate evidence and the distribution of this phenomenon in the Bible indicate that
this feature is a trait of IH [Israelian Hebrew].”28 This evidence may be summarized as

24

Garr 2004: 43; Rendsburg 1993: 314–315. The text of the inscriptions is taken from the editio
princeps, Hoftijzer–van der Kooij 1976: 173–174. I also adopt the line numbering of this edition, as
well as the siglum DAPT (= “Deir vAllā Plaster Texts”) for the inscriptions themselves.
25
For the reading of  ושמעוas a simple suffix-conjugation verb with conjunction, rather than as a wâwconversive to be understood in the future tense, see Hoftijzer–van der Kooij 1976: 180, 217, 220.
26
Reading  מנגדשas two words, the preposition  מןplus “ גדשtomb,” as per Hoftijzer–van der Kooij
1976: 226–227. Note the identical orthography in Job 40:6 (Ketiv), cited below, p. 87. Their reading of
 שקיas “places” is not at all certain, but the relevant discussion would be out of place here.
27
See König 1895: 2:292 for a complete list of all biblical occurrences of this phenomenon.
28
Rendsburg 2002a: 132. See also Rendsburg 2003c: 105, 126.
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follows. Within the biblical corpus, 51 of the 98 attestations of this feature occur in
Chronicles, and a few others appear in Daniel and Nehemiah.29 Robert Polzin and
Rendsburg concurred that these instances are reflective of LBH, specifically, the
impact of Aramaic influence on that stratum of the language.30 Of the remaining
biblical occurrences, notwithstanding occasional unexplained attestations in SBH
texts, Rendsburg identified 21 as neither SBH nor LBH. Most of these are either in
Israelian Hebrew compositions or in pericopes whose events take place in a nonJudahite locale.31 With regard to the former, note the following examples:32
אות יָ ָר ְב ָ ֣עם ֶבּן־נְ ָ֔בט ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ֶה ֱח ִ ֖טיא ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
֙ ֹ ן־חטּ
ַ הוה ֣ל ֹא ָ֗סר ִמ
֑ ָ ְיני י
֣ ֵ וַ ַ ֥יּ ַעשׂ ָה ַ ֖רע ְבּ ֵע
And he did evil in the eyes of Yahweh: he did not turn from the sins of
Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he made Israel commit.
(2 Kgs 15:28)
ן־ק ָ ֑נּהּ
ִ נוֹד ֶדת ִמ
֣ ֶ ְ ֭כּ ִצפּוֹר
קוֹמוֹ׃
ֽ נוֹדד ִמ ְמּ
֥ ֵ ֵ ֽכּן־֝ ִ֗אישׁ

As a bird wanders from its nest,
so a man wanders from his place.
(Pr 27:8)33

Likewise, non-Judahite settings account for this phenomenon in instances such as the
following:34

29

See König 1895: 2:292.
Polzin 1976: 66; Rendsburg 1980: 72.
31
Rendsburg 2003a: 23.
32
In addition to these examples, the list of attestations of this feature in IH texts presented in Rendsburg
2003a: 23 includes: Judg 5:20 (ן־שׁ ַמיִ ם
ָ ;)מ
ִ Ps 45:9 (English: 45:8) (ן־ה ְיכ ֵלי ֵשׁן
ֵ ;)מ
ִ Ps 73:19 (ן־בּ ָלּהוֹת
ַ ;)מ
ִ Ps
116:8 (ן־דּ ְמ ָעה
ִ ;)מ
ִ Song 4:15 (ן־ל ָבנוֹן
ְ ;)מ
ִ and six occurrences in Jeremiah, possibly due to Benjaminite
dialect, although Rendsburg acknowledged that they may be Aramaisms: 7:7 (ן־עוֹלם
ָ
)ל ִמ,
ְ 17:5 ()וּמן־יְ הוָ ה,
ִ
25:3 (ן־שֹׁלשׁ ֶע ְשׂ ֵרה ָשׁנָ ה
ְ )מ,
ִ 25:5 (ן־עוֹלם
ָ
)ל ִמ,
ְ 44:18 (ן־אז
ָ )וּמ,
ִ and 44:28 (ן־א ֶרץ ִמ ְצ ַריִ ם
ֶ )מ.
ִ The instances in
Jeremiah are not identified individually by Rendsburg, but see König 1895: 2:292.
33
This example was adduced first by Chen 2000: 202.
34
The list in Rendsburg 2003a: 23 includes the following additional examples of this feature in texts
reflecting a non-Judahite setting: Judg 7:23 (2x: ן־א ֵשׁר
ָ וּמ,
ִ ל־מנַ ֶשּׁה
ְ ן־כּ
ָ ;וּמ
ִ setting: Manasseh); and Judg
19:16 (ן־מ ֲע ֵשׂהוּ
ַ ;מ
ִ setting: Benjaminite Gibeah).
30
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ן־פּ ִל ְשׁ ִ ֽתּים׃
ְ וּמ
ִ ן־בּ ֵ ֥ני ַע ֖מּוֹן
ְ וּמ
ִ ן־ה ֱאמ ִ ֹ֔רי
֣ ָ וּמ
ִ ל־בּ ֵ ֣ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל ֲה ֤ל ֹא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֨ריִ ֙ם
ְ הוה ֶא
֖ ָ ְאמר י
ֶ ֹ ַ ֥ויּ
And Yahweh said to the people of Israel, “Did (I) not (deliver you)
from Egypt and from the Amorite(s) and from the people of Ammon
and from (the) Philistines?”
(Judg 10:11 [2x]; setting: Gilead)
אמר׃
ֽ ַ ֹ  ִ ֥מן ׀ ְסּ ָע ָ ֗רה[ וַ יּ:סערה ]ק׳
֗ הוה ֶאת־֭ ִאיּוֹב ֥מנ
֣ ָ ְוַ ַיּ ַֽען־י
And Yahweh answered Job from (the) storm, and said…
(Job 40:6; setting: Uz)35

Particularly salient is the Gileadite setting of Judg 10:11, since Deir vAllā is located in
this region. Indeed, Stephen A. Kaufman preferred to identify the dialect of the
inscriptions from this site simply as “Gileadite.”36
There are, however, two biblical instances of this feature37 that are to be
identified as reflective of style-switching, that is, the use of dialectal features to reflect
in direct speech the characteristic mannerisms of non-Judahite individuals. One occurs
in Job, a book replete with linguistic peculiarities including many Aramaisms, in the
direct speech of the book’s main character:38

35

Rendsburg 2003a: 23 identified this instance as one of style-switching, but since it does not occur in
direct speech, it is to be seen rather as a reflection of the setting of Job, namely, “the general region of
the Syrian Desert” (Rendsburg 1995: 178). Alternatively, one might prefer to interpret this as a true
Aramaism; however, it is important to note that the book of Job represents a context in which the
boundary between Aramaisms and Aramaic-like features may blur somewhat, and the distinction
between the two concepts can be exceedingly difficult to pin down. See also below, n. 38.
36
Kaufman 1988: 43. Note also that in two of these four examples (Pr 27:8; Judg 10:11) and also in
Num 23:7, the non-standard form, in which the nûn of  ִמןdoes not assimilate, appears in close proximity
to the usual form, in which assimilation (or compensatory lengthening) does occur. See also the remarks
in the conclusions to this chapter, below, pp. 176–177.
37
Rendsburg 2003a: 23 identified three examples; but see above, n. 35.
38
Note that we are concerned in this discussion not with Aramaisms but with Aramaic-like features.
Because this example occurs in direct speech, I concur with Rendsburg 2003a: 23 in identifying it as the
latter, specifically, as an instance of style-switching, and not as a true Aramaism. Cf. above, n. 35.
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ן־גּו יְ ג ָ ֹ֑רשׁוּ
֥ ֵ ִמ
יָ ִ ֥ריעוּ ֝ ָע ֗ ֵלימוֹ ַכּגַּ ָנּֽב׃

From (the) midst they are driven;
they shout against him as the thief.
(Job 30:5)

Our other example appears in Num 23:7, in the opening line of Balaam’s first
oracle, where we do not find מ ֲא ָרם,
ֵ as would be expected in SBH, but rather the full
form of the preposition, as in Aramaic: ן־א ָרם
ֲ מ.
ִ
ן־א ָרם יַ נְ ֵ֨ח ִני ָב ָ ֤לק
ֲ ֠ ִמ
י־ק ֶדם
֔ ֶ ְך־מוֹא ֙ב ֵ ֽמ ַה ְר ֵר
ָ
ֶ ֽמ ֶל

From Aram Balaq leads me,
the king of Moab, from the mountains of the east.

Thus, the Aramaic-like quality of Balaam’s poetic speech is set forth from the outset.
Moreover, in chiastic parallel to our phrase ן־א ָרם
ֲ  ִמoccurs the phrase י־ק ֶדם
ֶ  ֵמ ַה ְר ֵר.
Although the final nûn of the preposition  ִמןis assimilated (by way of compensatory
lengthening) in this phrase, its first word nevertheless exhibits the next Aramaic-like
feature to be addressed here.

Num 23:7: ַה ְר ֵרי
Rendsburg noted the significance of the word  ַה ְר ֵריin its present context in
numerous publications, generally in the context of a broad discussion of the pertinent
philological issues.39 The word is a reduplicatory plural, that is, a plural form of a
geminate noun in which the gemination is evidenced by the repetition of the final
consonant, rather than by doubling it as per the norm in Hebrew.
Joseph H. Greenberg provided the key evidence for determining that these
forms are to be viewed as internal plural constructions, akin to those of segholate

39

Rendsburg 1990a: 41; Rendsburg 1991a: 357; Rendsburg 1991b: 93–94; Rendsburg 1992a: 84;
Rendsburg 1995: 183; Rendsburg 2003a: 14–15; Rendsburg 2006a: 169.
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nouns. He began by noting that the latter exhibit plural forms that, unlike their singular
counterparts, are characterized by an a-vowel between the second and third root
consonants. The Hebrew examples he cited are as follows:40
Singular
* <( ֶמ ֶלְךmalk-) “king”
* <( ֵנ ֶדרnidr-) “vow”
* <( קֹ ֶדשׁqudš-) “holiness”

Plural
ְמ ָל ִכים
ְנ ָד ִרים
ֳק ָד ִשׁים

Greenberg continued by recalling the generally accepted relationship between these
forms and the so-called “broken plural” forms exhibited in Arabic and other Semitic
languages.41 These forms are marked internally, that is, by vocalic changes within the
stem itself, rather than externally, that is, by the addition of suffixes. Note the
following examples, which illustrate this phenomenon:
Singular
“ آِبdocument”
َ “colocynth”

Plural
ُ ُآ42
َِ43

As Greenberg pointed out, Hebrew (and Aramaic) segholate plural forms are
analogous to these examples from Arabic in that their plurality is marked internally.
However, since plurals in Hebrew and Aramaic generally are marked by suffixes,
segholate plurals are doubly marked, exhibiting both internal marking in the form of

40

Greenberg 1955: 198.
Greenberg 1955: 198.
42
Wehr 1976, s.v. آب.
43
Wehr 1976, s.v. .
41

89

the added a-vowel and, by analogy with the usual plural formation, external marking,
that is, plural suffixes.44 Note the suffix  ִ◌ים- in the Hebrew examples presented above.
Greenberg proceeded to isolate several types of internal a-plurals across the
Afroasiatic language family. He identified and described them as follows:45
Intercalation: An a-vowel in the plural replaces a zero-vowel in the
singular, as in Ethiopic 'əzn “ear,” plural 'əzan. The internal
marking of Hebrew and Aramaic segholate plurals falls into this
category.
Replacement: An a-vowel in the plural alternates with a non-zerovowel in the singular, as in Berber amqərqur “frog,” plural
imqərqar.46
Dissimilatory: Replacement or intercalation occurs, in combination
with an a-vowel in the singular alternating with some other vowel
in the plural, as in Arabic َ “colocynth,” plural َِ, adduced
above, wherein two shifts occur: between /l/ and /q/, /ā/ in the
plural replaces a zero-vowel in the singular; and between /q/ and
/m/, /a/ in the singular is replaced by /i/ in the plural.
General: All vowels shift in the plural to a, by means of several
intercalations and/or replacements, as in Gulfei gərəm “woman,”
plural garam.
Reduplicatory: The final consonant of the singular is reduplicated and
preceded by an a-vowel, as in Afar il “eye,” plural ilal.

It is with the final category that we are concerned here. Reduplicatory plural
forms in the Bible, the significance of which will be discussed shortly, manifest clear
similarity to segholate plurals. We may take as an illustrative example the word ֲע ָמ ִמים
(plural of “ ַעםpeople,” whose more common Hebrew plural is )ע ִמּים:
ַ

44

Max L. Margolis observed this already in 1904 (Margolis 1904).
Greenberg 1955: 199.
46
Notwithstanding the shift of the singular preformative a- to i- in the plural. Greenberg 1955: 201.
45
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כוֹת וַ ֲע ָמ ִ֔מים
֙ וַ ִתּ ֵ֨תּן ָל ֶ ֤הם ַמ ְמ ָל
ַו ַֽתּ ְח ְל ֵ ֖קם ְל ֵפ ָ ֑אה

And you gave to them kingdoms and peoples,
and apportioned them to (every) corner.
(Neh 9:22ab)

As the plural of * <( ַעםvamm-), the word  ֲע ָמ ִמיםexhibits the double plural marking
that occurs in segholate plurals, with both the intercalated a-vowel and the plural
suffix  ִ◌ים-. In addition, however, we see the gemination of the letter  מpreserved by
means of reduplication, as in Greenberg’s fifth category, not by doubling as in the
usual plural form ע ִמּים.
ַ
In the interest of linguistic rigor, we must recognize that Greenberg spoke of a
plural formation whereby an originally single consonant in the singular is reduplicated
in the plural, as in Akkadian alaktu “road,” plural alkakātu;47 whereas in  ֲע ָמ ִמיםand
similar Hebrew (and Aramaic) terms an originally double consonant, while attested
only singly in the singular (in Aramaic, the anarthrous singular) forms, is retained in
the plural, not added as in Greenberg’s category, and thus in these cases we see only a
type of quasi-reduplication. Nevertheless, just as segholate plurals essentially are
internal plural forms that, by Analogiebildung, also possess the more common suffixed
plural marker, so we also may understand the reduplicatory forms in Hebrew and
Aramaic as representative of a situation in which the natural underlying gemination in
such terms lends itself particularly well, by similar analogy, to the reduplicatory plural
construction identified by Greenberg.48
The scholarly community recognized long ago that the reduplicatory
construction is a standard means of forming the plural in Aramaic. Stanislav Segert,

47
48

Greenberg 1955: 201.
Cf. the comments of Rendsburg 1990a: 41 n. 11.
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for example, stated: “Bei einigen Nomina wird der Plural von zweisilbiger Basis
gebildet….”49 Note the following examples:50
Singular
“ דשׁportal”
“ *חןboard (?)”
“ כדvessel”
“ ַעםpeople”

Plural
דשׁשׁן
(det.) חנניא
כדדן
(det.) ע ְמ ַמיָּ א,
ַ עממא

This observation has a variety of implications in BH, which exhibits an assortment of
reduplicatory plural forms. E. Y. Kutscher touched on one aspect, namely, the
appearance of these forms in later biblical texts as a result of direct contact with
Aramaic: “ אמנם מצינו מעין אלו בעברית…אולם כל הצורות הללו מופיעות בספרי המקרא
 שהיו נתונים להשפעת הארמית,המאוחרים.”51 Additionally, Rendsburg identified this
construction as a contributing factor in the identification of biblical texts that exhibit a
northern provenience. Note the following examples:52
אוּבן
ֵ֔ … ִבּ ְפ ַלגּ֣ וֹת ְר
י־לב׃
ֽ ֵ ְגּד ִ ֹ֖לים ִח ְק ֵק

…among the clans of Reuben,
great (the) resolutions of heart.
(Judg 5:15cbd)

49

Segert 1990: 198 § 5.3.3.5. Note also the chart on 211–214 (labeled § 5.3.10, “Übersicht über die
Nominalklassen”), specifically subsection A.b.α (211–212), which is designated “Maskulina – mit
Veränderung der Nominalbasis – mit geminierten Endkonsonanten.”
50
These examples appear in Segert 1990 on the following pages: דשׁ: 198 (as “Fenster”), 212, 531 (as
“Tür”); *חן: 535; כד: 537; עם:
ַ 198, 211–212 (though here  עממאis listed erroneously as the singular
determined form: cf. 198), 546.
51
Kutscher 1968–1969: 507.
52
In addition to the examples presented here, the list in Rendsburg 2003a:14–15 includes: Deut 33:15
(;)ה ְר ֵרי
ַ Judg 5:14 (;)ע ָמ ֶמיָך
ֲ Ps 36:7 (;)ה ְר ֵרי
ַ Ps 50:10 (;)ה ְר ֵרי
ַ Ps 76:5 (;)ה ְר ֵרי
ַ Ps 77:18 (;)ח ָצ ֶציָך
ֲ Ps 87:1
(;)ה ְר ֵרי
ַ Ps 133:3 (;)ה ְר ֵרי
ַ Prov 29:13 (;)תּ ָכ ִכים
ְ Song 4:8 (;)ה ְר ֵרי
ַ Neh 9:22 ()ע ָמ ִמים,
ֲ discussed above; and
Neh 9:24 () ַע ְמ ֵמי.
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וּח ַהיּ֔ וֹם
֙ ַ ַ ֤עד ֶשׁיָּ ֨פ
וְ ָ ֖נסוּ ַה ְצּ ָל ִ ֑לים

Until the day breathes
and the shadows have fled…
(Song 2:17ab = 4:6ab)

He also isolated three cases in which “Aramaic influence may be increasingly seen
and/or where IH influence had begun to show its effects due to the reunion of
northerners and southerners in exile:”53
י־פ ָ ֣נה ַהיּ֔ וֹם
ָ ֥אוֹי ֨ ָל ֙נוּ ִכּ
י־ע ֶרב׃
ֽ ָ ִ ֥כּי יִ נָּ ֖טוּ ִצ ְל ֵל

Woe to us, for the day has passed,
for the shadows of evening are stretched out.
(Jer 6:4cd)

יהם׃
ֽ ֶ אכ ֶ ֑לנָּ ה וְ ִ֗היא ְבּ ֶג ְֽל ֵ ֙לי ֵצ ַ ֣את ָ ֽה ָא ָ ֔דם ְתּ ֻע ֶ ֖גנָ ה ְל ֵע ֵינ
ֲ ֹ וְ ֻע ַ ֥גת ְשׂע ִ ֹ֖רים ֽתּ
And the barley cake you will eat; on clumps of human filth you will
bake it, before their eyes.
(Ezek 4:12)
ית
ָ יעי[ ַה ָבּ ָ ֔קר ַ ֖תּ ַחת ֶגּ ְל ֵ ֣לי ָ ֽה ָא ָ ֑דם וְ ָע ִ ֥שׂ
֣ ֵ  ְצ ִפ:ת־צפועי ]ק׳
֣
אמר ֵא ֔ ַלי ְר ֵ֗אה נָ ַ ֤ת ִ ֽתּי ְל ָ֙ך ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֣יּ
יהם׃
ֽ ֶ ת־ל ְח ְמָך֖ ֲע ֵל
ַ ֶ ֽא
And he said to me, “See, I give to you cattle feces instead of human
clumps, and you will make your bread on them.”
(Ezek 4:15)

Unlike all of the above cases, however, the word  ַה ְר ֵריin Num 23:7 holds a
different philological significance. Rendsburg noted repeatedly that this Aramaic-like
form has been used in Balaam’s oracle for the purpose of style-switching.54 In
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Rendsburg 1990a: 41. Note also the lone reduplicatory plural form in the Bible for which Rendsburg
has not produced an explanation:  ַה ְר ֵריin Hab 3:6.
54
See the literature cited above, n. 39.
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conjunction with other such features, it infuses Balaam’s poetry with an Aramean
flavor, calling to mind the speech of Balaam’s homeland on the upper Euphrates.55

Num 23:9: ֻצ ִרים
The cognate relationship between Hebrew  צוּרand Aramaic  טוּרis well
established. W. F. Albright, for example, noted this connection by drawing attention to
this verse, Num 23:9, and specifically to the parallel pair formed by this term and
“ גְּ ָבעוֹתhills” in the verse’s opening bicolon:
י־מ ֤ר ֹאשׁ ֻצ ִר ֙ים ֶא ְר ֶ֔אנּוּ
ֵ ִ ֽכּ
שׁוּרנּוּ
֑ ֶ וּמגְּ ָב ֖עוֹת ֲא
ִ

For from the top of peaks I see him,
and from hills I apprehend him.

According to Albright, this parallelism proves that “s9ûr is to be taken in the same
sense as Aramaic t[ûr, ‘mountain,’ especially since z9r56 and gbvt often stand in
parallelism in the Ugaritic texts; the three forms are etymologically identical.”57
The parallel pair  צוּר//  גִּ ְב ָעהhas additional significance. Cohen and Shelomo
Morag called upon the Ugaritic usages of this word pair as evidence of the antiquity of
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A. Robinson (1974) argued for the emendation of all biblical attestations of  ַה ְר ֵריto הר ִרי.
ַ I concur
with the assessment of Rendsburg (1990a: 41 n. 13), however, who rejected Robinson’s argument as
altogether unsound.
56
This reflects Albright’s preference for reading Ugaritic ġ as /z9/, as presented in Albright 1932: 17.
57
Albright 1944: 212 n. 22. For a thorough discussion of the Ugaritic shift */z9/ > /ġ/ and the situations
in which it occurs, see Segert 1988. This shift occurred particularly in the presence of /r/ (Segert 1988:
295, 297). Hence, for instance, the relationship between Ugaritic nġr and Hebrew  = נצרAramaic נטר
(Gevirtz 1963: 57 provided this and several other examples). See also Bordreuil–Pardee 2004: 1:37–38;
Sivan 1997: 23–24; and Tropper 2000: 114–115 § 32.144.25. Ullendorff (1977: 134) dismissed the
association of Ugaritic ġr with Hebrew  צוּרand Aramaic  טוּרon phonetic grounds, but his argument did
not account for the */z9/ > /ġ/ shift.
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the biblical poem.58 The pair is attested several times in the Bavl Cycle, as in the
example presented by Cohen (CAT 1.4:V:15–16 = CAT 1.4:V:31–33):59
tblk . ġrm . mı'd . ksp . The mountains shall bring you much silver;
gbvm . mh9md . h}rs
The hills, a treasure of gold.

The same parallel pair appears elsewhere, in the direct speech of 'Il (CAT 1.3:III:30–
31):
b qdš . b ġr . nh9lty
b nvm . b gbv . tlı'yt

In the sanctuary, on the mountain of my property,
in the pleasant (place), on the hill of triumph.

We encounter this pair yet again at another point in the myth (CAT 1.5:VI:25–28):60
a' p / vnt . ttlk . w ts9d . So vAnat wandered and traversed
kl . ġr / l kbd . a' rs9 .
every mountain unto the midst of the earth,
kl . gbv / l kbd . šdm
every hill unto the midst of the fields.

Returning to the biblical corpus, the pair  צוּר//  גִּ ְב ָעהappears nowhere else
besides the present verse. Instead, the equivalent pair  ַהר//  גִּ ְב ָעהis the standard, and is
used in dozens of places. I offer two representative examples:
ת־ה ָה ִ ֔רים
ֶ ק֚ וּם ִ ֣ריב ֶא
קוֹלָך׃
ֽ ֶ וְ ִת ְשׁ ַ ֥מ ְענָ ה ַהגְּ ָב ֖עוֹת

Arise, contend with the mountains,
and let the hills hear your voice.
(Mic 6:1bc)
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Cohen 1978: 37; Morag 1995: 52.
See Cohen 1978: 37. Cf. also CAT 1.4:V:38–39, which is identical except that the first word of the
couplet is changed to yblnn. Cohen also provided a list of other attestations of this word pair in Ugaritic
(59 n. 59), each of which I present here in full.
60
Cf. also CAT 1.6:II:15–17, which is identical except that it is in the first person rather than the third
person.
59
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ְבּ ֶ ֣ט ֶרם ָה ִ ֣רים ָה ְט ָ ֑בּעוּ
חוֹל ְל ִתּי׃
ֽ ָ ִל ְפ ֵ ֖ני גְ ָב ֣עוֹת

Before mountains were sunk,
before hills, I was born.
(Pr 8:25)

Cohen and Morag interpreted this situation as demonstrative of a development in the
Hebrew language whereby the archaic pair  צוּר// גִּ ְב ָעה, attested only once in an early
poetic stratum, was replaced by the later pair  ַהר// גִּ ְב ָעה.61 To be sure, there is real
diachronic significance in this lone biblical attestation of a word pair that is well
attested in Ugaritic.
However, this diachronic perspective on the term  ֻצ ִריםin this context does not
encompass the entire breadth of the situation. As Rendsburg observed, “the form ֻצ ִרים
evokes Aramaic ‘ טוריםmountains,’ and no doubt reflects an attempt to include that
Aramaic word in the poetry, using the Old Aramaic orthography still, in which the
emphatic interdental /z9/ is represented by ( צbefore the shift to  טoccurred)….”62
Rendsburg’s mention of orthography is both justified and relevant to the present study.
W. Randall Garr discussed the process by which the Proto-Semitic phoneme */z9/ (thus
the usual transliteration; Garr preferred */t`@/), still pronounced in Old Aramaic and
represented orthographically by צ, fell together with /t[/ in later stages of the language,
and thus came to be represented by ט.63 The spelling in the biblical text, which uses צ
rather than ט, therefore bespeaks a date of composition prior to the phonetic–
orthographic shift in the Aramaic language from which the latter spelling results.
Thus, although Cohen and Morag surely were correct in seeing  צוּר//  גִּ ְב ָעהas an
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Cohen 1978: 37; Morag 1995: 52.
Rendsburg 2006a: 170.
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Garr 2004: 27–28. In Hebrew, all evidence indicates that */z9/ had completely fallen together with /s9/
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archaic pair on the basis of its connection to Ugaritic, it is the orthography, which uses
 צas in Old Aramaic, that provides a more specific diachronic clue.
Moreover, from a synchronic standpoint, Rendsburg suggested that the usage
of this term is not merely one half of a word pair that is reflective of Archaic Biblical
Hebrew, as argued by Cohen and Morag. Rather, this usage reveals the author’s
intentional adoption of the pair  ֻצ ִרים// גְּ ָבעוֹת, an archaic pair to be sure, one of whose
members, the term צ ִרים,
ֻ recalls the Aramaic lexeme ( צוּרlater )טוּר. Note that Aramaic
 טוּרoccurs as the interdialectal equivalent of Hebrew הר,
ַ as witnessed by the
consistent use of the former in the Targumic renderings of the latter; see, for example,
Gen 8:4, where the phrase “ ָה ֵרי ֲא ָר ָ ֽרטmountains of Ararat@” is rendered טו)ו(רי
( )ד(קרדו)ןin the Targumim. Thus, in addition to standing as an archaizing element,
this word pair lends an Aramean cast to the couplet, and contributes to this quality in
the poem as a whole. Indeed, Stanley L. Gevirtz anticipated this synchronic approach
to the term צ ִרים,
ֻ by positing a regional significance to its attestation in the present
context:
Since Balaam says he was brought by Balak from the ‘Mountains of
Qedem’…the use of the Syrian(?) parallelism  גבע//  צרrather than the
Palestinian(?) parallelism  גבע//  הרwould appear to indicate, on the one
hand, an authentic representation of the northern dialect and, on the
other hand, an accurate retention of the northern poetic tradition as it
differed from the southern.64

In the present study, I adjust Gevirtz’s interpretation of this term as representative of a
dialectal distinction between the northern and southern poetic traditions, and prefer
instead to see it as an example of stylized Hebrew intended to imitate Aramaic.
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Gevirtz 1963: 57.

97

Nevertheless, whether in regard to dialect or deliberately stylized language, in a broad
sense his recognition of this term’s relevance to matters of regional variation in BH,
and in the Northwest Semitic linguistic domain generally, certainly is noteworthy.
In sum, it is reasonable to view the pair  ַהר//  גִּ ְב ָעהas the biblical standard, with
this single attestation of the pair  צוּר//  גִּ ְב ָעהthereby cast in sharp relief as an
alternative that is, on the one hand, similar enough to the standard pair that its sense
would be transparent to any speaker of Hebrew, while on the other hand evocative
enough that it provides a taste of the characteristic speech of the Aramean prophet.

Num 23:9: יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁב
The final two cola of Num 23:9 read as follows:
ן־ע ֙ם ְל ָב ָ ֣דד יִ ְשׁ ֔כֹּן
ָ ֶה
גּוֹים ֥ל ֹא יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁב׃
֖ ִ וּב
ַ

Behold, a people (who) dwells alone,
and among the nations it does not yit`h9aššāb;.

The standard grammars of BH generally agree on the reflexive sense of the Hitpavel
stem. For example, GKC stated, “As in form, so also in meaning, Hithpavēl is
primarily (a) reflexive of Pivēl, e.g.  ִה ְת ַאזֵּ רto gird oneself,  ִה ְת ַק ֵדּשׁto sanctify
oneself.”65 This suggests that the second colon should be read “and among the nations
it does not reckon itself.” However, the content of the poem clearly indicates that this
interpretation is simply untenable, since the sudden intrusion here of a glimpse into
Israel’s innermost thoughts would be totally incongruous with the rest of the poem,
whose perspective throughout is that of Balaam. In addition, although the textual
evidence is only suggestive, this is the only biblical attestation of the verbal root חשׁב
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GKC p. 149 § 54e (emphasis in original); see also, e.g., Joüon–Muraoka 2003: 1:157–160 § 53a, i.
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in the Hitpavel, which leaves one with the sense that “reckoning” is not an action
generally conceived as something one does to oneself.
An alternative reading for the second colon plainly provides a more suitable
sense in context: “and among the nations it is not reckoned.” Normally, one expects
the Niphval to be used to express passivity. As GKC puts it, “Niphval comes finally in
many cases to represent the passive of Qal, e.g.  יָ ַלדto bear, Niph. to be born….”66
Indeed, the root  חשׁבappears numerous times with passive sense using the Niphval
stem. Note especially the following example, in which the Niphval occurs in
conjunction with the preposition - ְבּ, as in our verse:
ן־ה ָא ָ ֔דם
֣ ָ ִח ְד ֤לוּ ָל ֶכ ֙ם ִמ
ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ְנ ָשׁ ָ ֖מה ְבּ ַא ֑פּוֹ
י־ב ֶ ֥מּה נֶ ְח ָ ֖שׁב ֽהוּא׃
ַ ִ ֽכּ

Leave off from humanity
in whose nostrils is breath,
for on what is it esteemed?
(Isa 2:22)

Also instructive is an example from Psalms, which uses a different preposition, but
nevertheless provides an analogue for the use of this verb to express the place of an
individual subject within a larger group, as in Balaam’s oracle, though here again it is
expressed with the Niphval:
ֶ֭נ ְח ַשׁ ְב ִתּי ִעם־י֣ ְוֹר ֵדי ֑בוֹר
ין־אָיֽל׃
ֱ ָ֝ה ִ֗י ִיתי ְכּ ֶ ֣ג ֶבר ֵ ֽא

I am reckoned with those who descend to the pit;
I am like a man without help.
(Ps 88:5 [English: 88:4])

On what basis, then, may we justify a passive reading of the word  יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבin our
verse from Numbers? As pointed out by Rendsburg in numerous publications, it is to
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GKC p. 138 § 51f (emphasis in original); see also, e.g., Joüon–Muraoka 2003: 1:151 § 51c.
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Aramaic that we must turn for the necessary evidence.67 In that language, which
exhibits no stem involving a n-preformative parallel to the Niphval in Hebrew, we find
instead two passive forms  ִה ְת ְק ֵטלand ה ְת ַק ַטּל,
ִ corresponding to the G and D stems
respectively (although they can be difficult to distinguish in consonantal orthography),
that involve a h-preformative with infixed t. Segert provided examples such as גזר
“zerschneiden,” “ התגזרabgetrennt werden;”68 “ יהבgeben,” “ התיהבgegeben
werden;”69 and so on. On the basis of these Aramaic passive forms, Rendsburg
identified three other instances in the Bible where the Hitpavel stem must be
understood with a passive sense.70 The first is from the sixth chapter of Micah, in a
portion of that book recognized as deriving from the northern kingdom of Israel:71
וְ יִ ְשׁ ַתּ ֵ֞מּר ֻח ֣קּוֹת ָע ְמ ִ ֗רי
ית־א ְח ָ֔אב
ַ שׂה ֵב
֣ ֵ וְ כֹל֙ ַמ ֲע
צוֹתם
֑ ָ מ ֲע
ֹ ֽ וַ ֵתּ ְל ֖כוּ ְבּ

And the statutes of Omri are kept,
and all the doing of the house of Ahab;
and you go in their counsels.
(Mic 6:16abc)

Note the other occurrence of  שׁמרin the Hitpavel, which is reflexive, as expected:
וָ ֱא ִ ֣הי ָת ִ ֣מים ִע ֑מּוֹ
וָ ֝ ֶא ְשׁ ַתּ ֵ֗מּר ֵמ ֲע ִ ֽוֹני׃

I was perfect with him,
and I kept myself from my guilt.
(Ps 18:24 [English: 18:23] ≈ 2 Sam 22:24)

The root  שׁמרin the Niphval stem generally is to be taken reflexively, which itself
points up this instance of passive Hitpavel all the more. Note also, however, the two
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biblical attestations of  שׁמרin the Niphval—not the Hitpavel—that are to be read as
passives:
הוה
֛ ָ ְוּבנָ ִ֕ביא ֶה ֱע ָ ֧לה י
ְ
ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִ ם
וּבנָ ִ ֖ביא ִנ ְשׁ ָ ֽמר׃
ְ

עוֹלם ִנ ְשׁ ָ ֑מרוּ
֣ ָ ְל
וְ ֶ ֖ז ַרע ְר ָשׁ ִ ֣עים נִ ְכ ָ ֽרת׃

And by the prophet Yahweh brought
Israel up from Egypt,
and by the prophet he is protected.
(Hos 12:14 [English: 12:13])
Unto eternity they are kept,
but the seed of the wicked is cut off.
(Ps 37:28cd)

The second example of a passive Hitpavel identified by Rendsburg is from
Proverbs, a book whose language possesses well-established Israelian characteristics:
שׁ ֶקר ַ ֭ה ֵחן וְ ֶ ֣ה ֶבל ַה ֹ֑יּ ִפי
ֶ֣
הוה
֗ ָ ְִא ָ ֥שּׁה יִ ְר ַאת־֝י
ִ ֣היא ִת ְת ַה ָ ֽלּל׃

Deceitful is favor, and vain is beauty;
a woman who fears Yahweh—
let her be praised.
(Pr 31:30)

The root  הללdoes not occur in the Niphval, but the wealth of Hitpavel attestations other
than this one are clearly not passive.  ִה ְת ַה ֵלּלis commonly reflexive, with the sense
“boast” (< “praise oneself”), as in the following representative example:
אמר ַדּ ְבּ ֔רוּ ַאל־יִ ְת ַה ֵ ֥לּל ח ֵ ֹ֖גר ִכּ ְמ ַפ ֵ ֽתּ ַח׃
ֶ ֹ וַ ַ ֤יּ ַען ֶ ֽמ ֶלְך־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל֙ וַ ֣יּ
And the king of Israel answered and said, “Say, ‘Let not he who puts
on (armor) boast as he who takes (it) off.’”
(1 Kgs 20:11)
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Alternatively, the Hitpavel stem from this root can also mean “glory (in), make one’s
boast (in),”72 as in the following example, which also is one of many:
ַ ֭בּיהוָ ה ִתּ ְת ַה ֵ ֣לּל נַ ְפ ִ ֑שׁי
יִ ְשׁ ְמ ֖עוּ ֲענָ ִ ֣וים וְ יִ ְשׂ ָ ֽמחוּ׃

In Yahweh my soul glories;
hear, O humble, and be glad.
(Ps 34:3 [English: 34:2])

Finally, Rendsburg’s third example comes from Qohelet, and also constitutes
an instance of Israelian dialect:
ְר ָשׁ ֨ ִעים ְק ֻב ִ ֜רים וָ ָ֗באוּ
דוֹשׁ יְ ַה ֔ ֵלּכוּ
֙ וּמ ְמּ ֤קוֹם ָק
ִ
וְ יִ ְֽשׁ ַתּ ְכּ ֥חוּ ָב ִ ֖עיר
ן־ע ֑שׂוּ
ָ שׁר ֵכּ
֣ ֶ ֲא

The wicked are buried and gone,
and from the holy place they wander,
and they are forgotten in the city
that they made.
(Qoh 8:10bcd)

Like  יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבin Num 23:9, the term  יִ ְשׁ ַתּ ְכּחוּis the only biblical occurrence of this verbal
root in the Hitpavel. Here too, this is particularly striking given the frequency of שׁכח
in the Niphval stem, as in the following examples:
ל־ה ָשּׂ ָ ֖בע ְבּ ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ִמ ְצ ָ ֑ריִ ם וְ ִכ ָ ֥לּה ָה ָר ָ ֖עב
ַ יהן וְ ִנ ְשׁ ַ ֥כּח ָכּ
ֶ֔ ְ ֠ו ָקמוּ ֶ֨שׁ ַבע ְשׁ ֵ ֤ני ָר ָע ֙ב ַא ֲח ֵר
ת־ה ָ ֽא ֶרץ׃
ָ ֶא
And there will arise seven years of famine after them, and all the plenty
will be forgotten in the land of Egypt, and the famine will fill the land.
(Gen 41:30)
י־ל ֹא ִה ְשׂ ִ֔כּילוּ
֣ ֤בֹּשׁוּ ְמא ֹ֙ד ִ ֽכּ
עוֹלם ֥ל ֹא ִת ָשּׁ ֵ ֽכ ַח׃
֖ ָ ְכּ ִל ַ ֥מּת

72

They are greatly ashamed, for they have not
succeeded—
an eternal dishonor; it will not be forgotten.
(Jer 20:11cd)

Thus BDB, s.v. הלל.
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Thus, not only the rarity, but also the peculiarity and significance of the
passive Hitpavel are amply demonstrated. These forms are identifiable specifically
because of their similarity to Aramaic t-infixed passive forms. But while the latter
three attestations represent dialectal features associated with Israelian Hebrew, the
word  יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבin Balaam’s oracle is a deliberate mimicry of Aramaic, by means of the
Hitpavel—a perfectly good Hebrew construction—where otherwise one would expect
the Niphval. This serves to season Balaam’s speech, which is presented in Hebrew,
with a taste of the Aramean figure’s native language.
It is worthwhile to take a moment to respond to the argument against
Rendsburg’s position in this matter, as presented by David Talshir.73 He adduced a
handful of additional examples of the Hitpavel stem that purportedly exhibit a passive
sense, and argued that the attestation of these examples in manifestly Judahite contexts
demonstrates that this usage cannot be interpreted as representative of non-standard
dialect. Here I address each example briefly. The term  וְ נִ ַכּ ֵפּרin Deut 21:8, glossed by
Talshir as “and they will be absolved,” is an unusual form closer to a Nitpavel than a
Hitpavel.74 The rarity of the form, together with the fact that the passive sense is
produced by the n-preformative rather than the t-infix,75 renders it problematic as a
piece of evidence in the dialectal discussion, especially in light of the conventional
Hitpavel form  יִ ְת ַכּ ֵפּרin 1 Sam. 3:14, which Talshir also adduced. This is the only
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The argument is presented in Talshir 2003: 275. Talshir’s excursus on pp. 270–275 is critical of
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occurrence of the root  כפרin the Hitpavel, and given its relatively frequent attestation
with passive sense in the Puval, this instance is striking. One notes, however, that this
verse occurs in a story set in the Ephraimite hill country. Rendsburg demonstrated that
1 Samuel 1–2 represents an IH composition;76 and although his study did not proceed
to 1 Samuel 3, the IH narrative continues here, as confirmed, in part, by the word
 יִ ְת ַכּ ֵפּרin 1 Sam 3:14.
Other examples offered by Talshir are still more problematic. It is difficult to
draw any meaningful conclusion from the verb  יִ ְת ַבּ ֵשּׂרin 2 Sam 18:31, the only
attested Hitpavel form of the root בשׂר, which Talshir glossed as “be informed” but
which might just as easily be interpreted as “take heed.” Not only is the term’s passive
sense a matter of the translator’s preference, but in fact every other verbal attestation
of the root is in a clearly active context, which leaves us with no data by which to
assess the present term’s dialectal status one way or the other. If the verb is normative
SBH, this may be due to the absence of a more “conventional” passive form from this
root, and thus it certainly cannot stand as a general demonstration that the passive
Hitpavel is standard in Judahite dialect. On the other hand, one notes that the word
occurs in the mouth of a Cushite, and thus may stand as a style-switching element in
the foreigner’s speech.77 Finally, the verb “ וְ יִ ַדּ ְכּאוּbe crushed” occurs twice in Job (5:4;
34:25), a book replete with a range of linguistic peculiarities including numerous
Aramaic-like features, and thus does little to counter Rendsburg’s position.
The most meaningful example offered by Talshir is the verb  ִה ְת ַענֶּ ה, which he
interpreted as “be oppressed.” In three cases, including the instance he cited
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specifically (וְ ִה ְת ַע ִנּי, Gen 16:9; also Dan 2:12 and Ezra 8:21), the reflexive sense better
fits the context: “afflict oneself, subject oneself.” In two instances, however (1 Kgs
2:26 [2x]; Ps 107:17), the passive sense appears unavoidable.78 Be that as it may, if
this is the only example cited by Talshir that stands in contrast to Rendsburg’s
argument, then it does little to counteract the point. In short, the force of Rendsburg’s
view lies not only in the IH contexts of the examples he adduced, but in the
demonstrable contrast that they exhibit with normative SBH locutions. Talshir’s point
is worthy of close consideration, but the balance of the evidence remains tipped in
favor of Rendsburg’s perspective.

Num 23:10: ר ַֹבע
Superficially, the hapax legomenon ר ַֹבע, clearly the B-word to  ֲע ַפרin the Aline, appears to mean something like “one-fourth,” and indeed some translations
interpret the phrase ר ַֹבע יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל, rather awkwardly, as “the fourth-part of Israel” or the
like.79 Recently, Baruch A. Levine argued in support of this reading in the following
manner. He interpreted  ֲע ַפרin the preceding colon on the basis of MH, as follows:
“Thus, bêt kôr vāpār means ‘a section of land yielding a kôr of grain’ (Mishnah,
Qiddûšîn 3:3, 7:1). In such terms, vapar Yiśrā'ēl would be synonymous with 'admat
Yiśrā'ēl ‘the territory of Israel’ in Ezekiel 12:22.”80 In conjunction with this, he
suggested a rendering of  ר ַֹבעthat is related, in fact, to the number four, as above.
However, instead of reading it simply as a numerical designator, as in “one-fourth, one
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quarter,” he noted that the Akkadian word “rebītu, from a root rebû means: ‘quartier’
(French), namely, a section of a city, or of some other delimited area.”81 Levine
thereby presented a reading of this couplet in which both words,  ֲע ַפרand ר ַֹבע, relate
not to Israel’s numbers but to the extent of Israel’s territory.
While Levine’s discussion is consummately informed and astute as always,
there remains a persistent drawback. In terms of content, if one accepts Levine’s
reading, it is the only reference in any of Balaam’s oracles that refers explicitly to
Israel’s land. Elsewhere, only the several strophes following the fourth oracle (Num
24:20–24), themselves widely interpreted as late editions,82 mention specific lands in
association with Israel. But, notably, none of them are Israel’s land, and in any case
the idea of a fixed territory for Israel appears rather incongruous with the use here of
the words  ֲע ַפרand  ִמ ְס ָפּר. Instead, Israel is presented as the victor, or perhaps
conqueror, over other lands in the region, and is identified exclusively throughout
Sefer Bilvam not as a land or territory, but as a “people” () ַעם. Nevertheless, ultimately
Levine’s position provides the strongest support yet offered for this reading.
This fact notwithstanding, however, the rendering of  ר ַֹבעas “one-fourth” in
parallel to “ ֲע ַפרdust” in the preceding colon remains unsatisfactory. The Septuagint
only clouds the matter, departing entirely from  ֲע ַפר//  ר ַֹבעto read spe/rma // dh&mouv
“seed” // “peoples,” although Albright explained, rather dubiously, that the LXX
reading in fact derives from the plain sense of the Hebrew: “G [i.e., LXX, the Greek
text] obviously understood ‘quarters’…in the sense of ‘clans’….”83 He also identified

81

Levine 2000: 176; and see AHw, s.v. rebītu.
I will address this matter in detail below, pp. 471–478.
83
Albright 1944: 213.
82

106

a different rendering, widely attested in his day: “Most commentators emend MT,
את־רבע, to את־רבבת,”84 with the meaning “the myriad (i.e., of Israel).”
Albright’s preference, however, corresponded with the suggestion first made
by Friedrich Delitzsch, whereby Akkadian turbu'u “dust-cloud” was offered as
cognate.85 Cohen adduced several instances of this term in Akkadian, including the
following examples:86
epram pîki tarbu'am panîki sah}lî daqqātim umallû īnīki
Dust in your mouth, a dust-cloud in your face, they fill your eyes with
pulverized cress.
(NBC 2, 72:16–19)87
šû maniyê turbû šēpē ummānātiya ēmurma ukku ā šarrūtīšu ēzibma ana
rūqêti innabit
Then Maniye saw the dust-cloud of my armies’ feet, abandoned Ukku,
his royal city, and fled to distant (places).
(OIP 2, 37:23–25)88

By the time Albright published his study, this alternative had already begun to
circulate in scholarship, as indicated, for example, by H. L. Ginsberg’s statement more
than a decade earlier that “[f]or the sake of coherence (and incidentally of
parallelism)” the phrase “ ֶאת־ר ַֹבעis now read by all scholars” in similar fashion as
“dust, dust-cloud.”89 Cognate evidence from other Semitic languages continued to
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accumulate: Ginsberg offered “Arabic (metathesized?) ٌَ رby the side of the more
common ٌََ َة, ٌََ, and ٌُر,”90 to which Morag responded that the former is the likely
original, while the latter terms likely are metathesized;91 and Morag also pointed out
the Syriac cognate  (rbwh9) and the Samaritan Aramaic cognate רבוע.92
Alternatively, Chaim Rabin proposed a relationship with Arabic “ ةmultitude,”
although this connection has not been accepted into subsequent scholarship.93
Content with the certainty of the reading “dust-cloud” for ר ַֹבע, most
subsequent scholarship has concerned itself with determining the appropriate
emendation for the term. Cohen referred to this term as “perhaps the most celebrated
case of an emended biblical hapax legomenon.”94 Albright suggested that the reading
 מרבעתin the Samaritan Pentateuch (the particle  אתis absent)95 preserves a final תthat should be retained.96 This matches one of the many Akkadian forms of the word,
which appears variously as “tarbu'(t)u(m), tur(u)bu, turbu'/ttu and so on….”97 Cohen
expresses a more moderate perspective: “Since all three forms tarbu'u, turbû and
turbu'tu are attested in Akkadian…the reconstructed biblical form could be with or
without a final ת.”98
More certain, according to scholarly consensus, is the interpretation, put forth
by Albright, that the accusative marker את־,
ֶ unusual in a poem of such antiquity,
should be understood instead as a preformative - ;תthus we should read (תרבע)ת
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instead of את־ר ַֹבע.
ֶ 99 Samuel E. Loewenstamm provided support for this viewpoint by
citing the situation in the Bar Kokhba letters,100 described by Jacob Milgrom as
follows: “The change from projected consonantal trbv to 't rbv can be accounted for.
In the Bar Kokhba letters, the particle 'et is frequently found fused with the following
word where the initial alef is dropped. This is what some Masorete thought happened
to trbv, and he accordingly divided it into 't rbv….”101 The same phenomenon is
discernible in a context temporally closer to the biblical passage, namely, the fifth line
of the Amman Citadel Inscription:
102

… .  בטן.  בדלת.  תדלת. ]תנע[ל
[You will loc]k the door in the inner doorway103…

Regarding the word תדלת, Shmuel Ah9ituv commented, “The  תis an apocopated
accusative particle. The initial  אhas been lost, as has the presumed definite article.”104
He proceeded to identify other contexts in which this phenomenon occurs, including
the Bar Kokhba letters.
Morag apparently was not troubled by the occurrence of the accusative marker
in this poem, however, and found the case for emendation uncompelling: “ אבל אין בכך
… שהרי מלים בנות אותו שורש נשקלות בשפות שמיות שונות במשקלים נבדלים,שום צורך.”105
Rendsburg, too, tacitly concurred, preferring to deal directly with the word  ר ַֹבעas it
stands in the MT.106 Indeed, despite the complication of the accusative marker  ֶאת־in a
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relatively ancient poem, the MT represents lectio difficilior, and a certain hesitation is
appropriate, therefore, in evaluating any attempt to “fix” the text.
Additionally, though it is exceedingly risky to rely on strict metrical analysis as
justification for any evaluation of the text, one also notes Rendsburg’s preference for
understanding the word  ומספרas the “emphasizing conjunction” - וּ ַמplus the verb
 ָס ַפר.107 This being the case, the inclusion in Num 23:10 of the accusative marker ֶאת־
in the phrase  ֶאת־ר ַֹבעcreates a pattern in this couplet whereby the two cola are
comprised of smooth alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables:
ִ ֽמי ָמ ָ ֽנה ֲע ַ ֽפר יַ ֲע ֽקֹב
וּמ ָס ַ ֽפר ֶאת־ ֽרֹ ַבע יִ ֽ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל
ַֽ

Who can count the dust of Jacob,
indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel?

Again, this cannot be viewed as a deciding factor in the textual criticism of the
passage, especially since a reading such as ( ֻתּ ְר ַב ַעתwith the feminine ending) for the
problematic phrase would create much the same metrical effect. Nevertheless, the
certainty of the emendations previously proposed is slightly diminished.
More persuasive is the alliteration of the two words  ֲע ַפרand ר ַֹבע. Each
possesses two identical root consonants,  רand ע, and each word’s remaining root
consonant is a bilabial, unvoiced and voiced respectively. These consonants resonate
elsewhere in the couplet as well, in the words יַ ֲעקֹב, וּמ ְס ָפּר,
ִ and יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל, but the key
players are the two parallel terms under scrutiny here. While the reading ( תרבע)תfor
 ֶאת־ר ַֹבעdoes not eliminate this alliterative scheme, it does obscure it to some degree.
In any event, the intense scrutiny of the phrase  ֶאת־ר ַֹבעwith an interest solely
in determining whether and how to emend the text has distracted from another
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perspective on this matter, namely, that of style-switching. Rendsburg approached the
matter with this in mind, and focused not on how cognate languages inform our textual
criticism of the passage, but rather on how they reflect a connection between the word
ר ַֹבע, a hapax legomenon whether or not it is emended, and a term more commonly
attested in Aramaic, as well as in Akkadian and Arabic.108 Thus, he saw the term in
Balaam’s oracle as yet another Aramaic-like feature, incorporated in order to lend a
specific dialectal character to the speech of the Aramean prophet. Recognition of this
layer of import in the phrase  ֶאת־ר ַֹבעenables a clear and unforced reading of  ר ַֹבעas
“dust-cloud,” parallel to “ ֲע ַפרdust” in the previous colon. The dialectal significance of
the phrase remains unaffected by one’s preference about how to evaluate the text
itself. Consequently, this aspect can and should be incorporated comfortably into the
relevant scholarship, regardless of which textual approach is adopted.

Num 23:10: מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִרים
This phrase occurs in the final verse of the first oracle, Num 23:10, which is
comprised of two couplets:
ִ ֤מי ָמנָ ֙ה ֲע ַ ֣פר יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
וּמ ְס ָ ֖פּר ֶאת־ ֣רֹ ַבע יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ִ
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּ ְת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר

Who can count the dust of Jacob,
indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel?109
May my soul die môt` yəšārîm,
and may my 'ah9ărît` be like him/it.110
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The superficial meaning of the phrase  מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםappears plain enough: “death
of the upright.” However, the expression has proved remarkably perplexing in its
larger context, primarily due to the opacity of the connection between the final couplet
of the oracle and the material that precedes it.111 Some scholars, such as Martin Noth,
have been so troubled by this apparent non sequitur that they felt they had no choice
but to excise this bicolon from the “original” poem, identifying it as a late addition.112
Noth stated that the couplet must be interpreted as a comparison between Balaam
himself and Jacob/Israel, particularly on the basis of the pronominal suffix that
concludes the final colon, which “can, as the text now stands, refer only to
Jacob/Israel.”113 But he continued as follows:
The speaker can, it is true, speak of his own ‘death’ and ‘end’; but a
comparison with Israel in this respect is completely out of place. Nor is
the difficulty exactly removed by regarding these concluding lines as a
later addition, a theory that is supported by the fact that they fall
outside the framework of the two groups of 3:3 lines (vv. 7b, 8 and 9,
10a) and, with their personal reference, appear strange in the context of
the discourse. However, it is more likely that a later hand has expanded
the discourse by the addition of these unsuitable concluding lines than
that the original discourse contained this strange coda.114

One alternative to this interpretation is the suggestion made first by
Nah9manides, and adopted later by scholars such as A. Dillmann.115 This reading aims
to ameliorate the difficulty of the final lines of the poem by seeing in the word  יְ ָשׁ ִריםa
more direct connection to Jacob/Israel, specifically, a wordplay on Israel’s appellation
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יְ ֻשׁרוּן, well known from Deut 32:15; Deut 33:5, 26; and Isa 44:2. More drastic is the
approach of Arnold B. Ehrlich, whose reading of the entire pericope is replete with
emendations, including the reading  יְ ֻשׁרוּןfor  יְ ָשׁ ִריםin the present verse.116
G. B. Gray demonstrated rather a greater sensitivity to layers of meaning in the
phrase in question. Although he saw in the phrase  מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםa direct reference to
Jacob/Israel, thus interpreting the expression as “the death of the individual true
Israelites,” he also recognized a more general level on which it may be interpreted,
observing that “at the same time ‘the death of the upright’ expresses its own proper
meaning, a death not premature or violent but peaceful and in good old age.”117 Gray’s
willingness to allow for ambiguity and multiplicity of meaning in the text is to be
commended. Moreover, as Menahem Kister astutely observed, Targum Onqelos
beautifully captures this precise double-meaning with its translation, albeit slightly
imprecise, of the entire phrase in question as וֹהי
ִ וֹתא ְדּ ַק ִשּׁיט
ָ “ מthe death of his [i.e.,
Jacob/Israel’s] upright.”118
Albright preferred to read this word as ישרם, stating that the “mem is probably
enclitic, and not the sign of the plural….”119 This suggestion derives from his belief
that there is no reason to see in the word  יְ ָשׁ ִריםa reference to Israel: “There is no
reason to suppose that Israel is compared to the just man or men mentioned here; it
seems to me that we have a misunderstood oath: Balaam declares that he is ready to
die if his blessing is not fulfilled.”120 Whether this oath was first “misunderstood” in
biblical, Masoretic, or modern times, Albright did not specify.
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Unsatisfied with prior attempts to reckon with the Hebrew text as it stands,
Loewenstamm turned instead to the ancient versions, drawing on a parallel from Pr
14:32.121 The Hebrew text of this verse reads:
ְ ֭ ֽבּ ָר ָעתוֹ יִ ָדּ ֶ ֣חה ָר ָ ֑שׁע
מוֹתוֹ ַצ ִ ֽדּיק׃
֣ וְ ח ֶ ֹ֖סה ְב

In his wickedness the wicked (one) is thrust down,
but in his death the righteous (one) seeks refuge.

After reviewing various medieval and modern approaches to the obscure and
challenging phrase וְ ח ֶֹסה ְבמוֹתוֹ, Loewenstamm pointed out the LXX reading:122
e0n kaki/a| au0tou= a)pwsqh&setai a)sebh&v,
o( de\ pepoiqw_v th|~ e9autou= o(sio&thti di/kaiov.
In his wickedness the impious is cast down,
but by his self-discipline the upright is sanctified.

According to Loewenstamm, the phrase o( de\ pepoiqw_v th|~ e9autou= o(sio&thti appears
to have derived from an original Hebrew text in which the phrase in question read
instead “ וחסה בתמוseeks refuge in his perfection.”123 He went on to note the various
places in the Bible where collocations of the roots  תמםand  ישׁרoccur.124 On this basis,
he read  ָתּמֹת נַ ְפ ִשׁי מוֹתin Num 23:10 as תתם נפשי תם, the latter having been changed
“during the period of the Second Temple…perhaps by a simply mistake of the copyist,
but more likely…in accordance with talmudic tradition, as a hint at the world to
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come.”125 Thus, he concluded that “it seems reasonable to conjecture that the original
form of this passage [Num 23:10cd] is: תתם נפשי תם ישרם ותהי אחריתי כמהו. ‘May I
attain the perfection of Yeshurun and may my future be like his’.”126
Most recently, Levine maintained the validity of the Masoretic text, by seeking
to interpret the word  יְ ָשׁ ִריםwithin the context of the oracle as a whole. According to
Levine, the oracle’s overall theme is militaristic: Israel is identified as a people that is
“destined to conquer its land unsupported by allies” (Num 23:9);127 we encounter a
description of “the vast extent of the terrain occupied by the Israelite army, as
observed by Balaam from the heights” (Num 23:9ab, 10ab);128 and so on. With this in
mind, Levine proceeded to point out the biblical passages in which  יְ ָשׁ ִריםpresents a
similar connotation:
Indeed, yešārîm is synonymous with gibbôr “hero, warrior” in Psalm
112:2: “His seed shall be a warrior in the land (gibbôr bā'āres9); a
blessed generation of heroes” (dôr yešārîm yebōrāk). It is reasonable to
suppose that Sēper Hayyāšār, a collection of heroic epics cited in
Joshua 10:13 and 2 Samuel 1:18, expresses such heroism, as does the
ancient name for Israel, Yešurûn (Deut 33:5, 26).129

Levine offered the English adjective “valiant” as an appropriate equivalent, in the
sense that it captures the heroic aspect of the term ישׁר, as well as the literal sense of
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“uprightness.”130 Levine saw this couplet as an expression of Balaam’s feeling of
identification with the “stalwart Israelites,”131 and thus translated the couplet as “May
I die the death of the valiant, and let my afterlife be as his!”132
The variety of approaches to the phrase  מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםattests to its interpretive
difficulty. A solution has been provided, however, by Kister in his study of the curse
formulae in two Aramaic tomb inscriptions from Nerab.133 These 7th-century-BCE
inscriptions present a clear parallel not only to the phrase in question, but to the entire
couplet that closes Balaam’s first oracle.
Each of the two inscriptions possesses the obligatory curse formula directed at
the would-be desecrator of the tomb. Nerab I:2–4 reads as follows:134
… שהר ושמש ונכל ונשך
… מות לחה יכטלוך
ויהאבדו זרעך

May Sahar, Shamash, Nikkal, and Nusk…
…cause you to die an evil death,
and cause your seed to perish.

Similarly, Nerab II:2–4 says:
שהר ונכל ונשך
יהבאשו ממתתה
ואחרתה תאבד

May Sahar, Nikkal, and Nusk
make his death evil,
and may his 'ah9ărît` perish.135
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The parallels between the two inscriptions themselves are readily apparent, and
demonstrate that an established curse formula was employed in both cases. In the first
component of the curse, the gods are invoked to render the desecrator’s death “evil.”
This is expressed by means of the adjective  לחהin the first inscription, while in the
second it is embedded in the verb itself, the root of which is באש/בוש/ביש.
In his examination of the phrase  מות לחהfrom Nerab I:3, as well as similar
expressions such as  מותה בישהand  סוף בישthat occur across a wide array of Second
Temple literature (such as Targum Psalms to Ps 34:22; compare non-Aramaic sources
such as the LXX, Ben Sira, Jubilees, etc.),136 Kister concluded that “‘evil death’ is the
death of evil people,”137 namely, a premature, unnatural, and/or violent death. Hence
his interpretation of the opposite expression סופיה טב, a frequently occurring blessing
for living people in the Cairo Geniza: “The most plausible sense of the blessing ‘good
end’ for living people is the wish that death will reach them after a good and long life,
having been survived by posterity (etc.); ‘evil end’ will be the opposite.”138
Kister proceeded to point out the striking similarity between the two Aramaic
curses and the wording of Num 23:10cd:139
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר
ְ

May my soul die môt` yəšārîm,
and may my 'ah9ărît` be like him/it.140

Taken against the background of the Nerab inscriptions, it is plain to see that the
phrase  מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםin this verse is an antithetical equivalent to  מות לחהin Nerab I:3, in
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much the same fashion as the Geniza expression סופיה טב. Indeed, as Kister pointed
out,141 this opposition is reflected already in Targum Neofiti to this verse:
…אמר בלעם במתל נבותה אן קטלין יתיה ישראל בחרבה מבשר הוא בלעם
דלית ליה חולק לעלמא דאתי ברם אן מיית בלעם מותין קשיטין לוויי תיהוי סופיה
142
אלווי תיהוי אחריתה כזעירה דבהון׃
…Balaam said in his prophetic oracle: If Israel were to kill him with
the sword, Balaam himself proclaims that he would not have a portion
in the world to come; but if Balaam dies a virtuous death (lit. “upright
deaths”), would that his end, would that his 'ah9ărît`, were like (that of)
the small(est) that is among them.

Clearly, “death by the sword” and “upright death” are diametric opposites here. This
idea is confirmed in B. Sanhedrin 69a, where môt` yəšārîm is explained by way of the
statement “ ימותו מיתת עצמןthey shall die a death of themselves,” that is, a natural
death, “in contradistinction to ‘dying by the sword’….”143 In addition, such a view
comports with the understanding of Gray, mentioned above, that an “upright death” is
“a death not premature or violent but peaceful and in good old age.”144 Note also that
the phrase  מותין קשיטיןin this passage may present a helpful analogue for the
otherwise rather inexplicable plurality of the word  יְ ָשׁ ִריםin Num 23:10c.
Thus, on this basis Kister argued that the MT clearly is correct and not in need
of emendation.145 It is this deduction that has prompted Rendsburg’s identification of
the phrase  מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםas another Aramaic-like feature used here to indicate the
Aramean origin of the prophet Balaam.146 Although, as Rendsburg noted, “admittedly
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this expression is not found in Aramaic sources,”147 it nevertheless represents a clear
parallel, albeit an antonymic one, to expressions known from elsewhere, in particular
the Aramaic Nerab inscriptions.
Indeed, this perspective is bolstered by the fact that the entire concluding
couplet of Balaam’s first oracle has a clear relationship to the formulaic curse attested
at Nerab. This relationship is solidified further by a careful examination of the second
portion of the formula. In the curse from Nerab, the final component extends the
curse’s effect to the desecrator’s progeny, expressed by  זרעin the first inscription and,
notably, by  אחרתin the second. Based on these two inscriptions, Kister observed,
notwithstanding the Ugaritic term u' h}ryt “destiny, final destiny,”148 that these two
inscriptions demonstrate that the word  אחרתalso can exhibit specifically the meaning
“posterity.”149 L. Elliott Binns already offered this perspective, stating with regard to
the word  ַא ֲח ִר ִיתיin Num 23:10: “I am disposed to think…that it should be taken as a
reference to the prophet’s posterity, as this exact usage is found in a seventh century
Aramaic inscription found at Nērab….”150 His view derived from the interpretation of
G. A. Cooke, who read the Nerab inscription in like fashion,151 particularly on the
basis of several Nabataean inscriptions that use the root  אחרwith this sense, including
the following example:
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דנה קרבא די עבד עידו בר כהילו בר
152
… אלכסי למפשו וילדה ואחרה
This is the tomb that vYDW son of KHYLW son of
'LKSY made for himself and his children and his posterity…
(NSI 79 1–2)

More than a simple retranslation of  ַא ֲח ִר ִיתיin Num 23:10, however, this
interpretation sheds light on an issue that has troubled commentators for centuries,
namely, how this final couplet is connected to the immediately preceding material.
The parallel structure evident in both the Nerab curse and Num 23:10cd suggests that
we should understand the second colon of each respective couplet as following
naturally upon the first colon. That is to say, with regard to the Nerab inscriptions, that
an integral part of  מות לחהis the destruction of the desecrator’s posterity—whether
 זרעor אחרת. Naturally, therefore, it follows that in Balaam’s oracle, concomitant with
 מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםis that his  ַא ֲח ִריתwill be מהוּ
ֹ  ָכּ. The final word of the oracle must be
interpreted as the antithesis of the words ( יהאבדוNerab I:4) and ( תאבדNerab II:4)
from the tomb inscriptions; namely, rather than Balaam’s posterity being destroyed, it
will be multiplied.
This observation allows us to eliminate an unresolved grammatical issue that
has persisted in prior readings of the couplet from Numbers. The colon וּת ִהי ַא ֲח ִר ִיתי
ְ
מהוּ
ֹ  ָכּuniversally has been glossed, with a certain unseemly elasticity, as “And may my
'ah9ărît` be like his.” The closing pronoun is seen as a reference to  יְ ָשׁ ִריםin the previous
colon (this term’s plurality notwithstanding). Technically this is untenable, however,
since the final word should be rendered not as “like his” but as “like him.” On the
other hand, if we read  ַא ֲח ִר ִיתיnot as “my future” or “my fate,” but rather as “my
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posterity,” it becomes quite clear that the final pronominal suffix refers not to יְ ָשׁ ִרים,
but to  ֲע ַפר//  ר ַֹבעof the previous couplet. These two parallel terms are use with the
express purpose of describing the abundance of the people of Jacob/Israel, and thus
represent the most natural antecedents for the pronoun in the final colon, whose
general sense, as described above, is that Balaam’s 'ah9ărît` will be similarly
numerous.153
Thus, the final couplet expresses Balaam’s admiration for the profusion of the
Israelite people, by means of a formulaic blessing invoked by the prophet upon
himself. In recognizing the deliberate use of the phrase  מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםas a means of
recalling standardized Aramaic expressions such as those in the Nerab tomb
inscriptions, we may now translate the verse from Numbers as follows:
ִ ֤מי ָמנָ ֙ה ֲע ַ ֣פר יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
וּמ ְס ָ ֖פּר ֶאת־ ֣רֹ ַבע יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ִ
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר
ְ

Who can count the dust of Jacob,
indeed, number154 the dust-cloud of Israel?
May my soul die an upright death,
and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel).

While most of my interpretive discussion will be undertaken elsewhere, I take
this opportunity to address such a matter stemming from the present philological
examination. To be sure, there is nothing in this oracle to contradict Levine’s military
interpretation. Indeed, Moab and Balaq already have called attention the Israelites’
numbers as a looming threat in Num 22:4–5: ל־ס ִביב ֵֹתינוּ ִכּ ְלחְֹך
ְ ת־כּ
ָ ַע ָתּה יְ ַל ֲחכוּ ַה ָקּ ָהל ֶא
ת־עין ָה ָא ֶרץ וְ הוּא י ֵֹשׁב ִמ ֻמּ ִלי
ֵ “ ַהשּׁוֹר ֵאת יֶ ֶרק ַה ָשּׂ ֶדה… ִהנֵּ ה ַעם יָ ָצא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַריִ ם ִהנֵּ ה ִכ ָסּה ֶאNow the
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throng will lick up everything around us, as the ox licks up the grass of the field. …
Behold, a people has come out from Egypt; behold, it has covered the eye of the
land,155 and it sits opposite me.” But these statements are not expressly militaristic in
nature, focusing instead on the sheer magnitude and consumptive force of the
people.156
Moreover, the plain sense of Balaam’s first poem expresses admiration, not
wariness, at the multitude of Israel. Indeed, this admiration is capped by the prophet’s
statement of personal identification with Israel in the final couplet. The intent of this
couplet thereby becomes clear: far from a jarring and decontextualized first-person
“coda,” to use Noth’s term,157 this pair of cola situates Balaam, so to speak, squarely
in the heart of the Israelite camp. This open statement of personal affinity contrasts
directly with Balaq’s trepidatious reaction to the abundance of Israelites, and thus
establishes from the first a clear opposition between his words and Balaq’s wishes.
Such opposition is demonstrated all the more clearly by Balaam’s inversion of a
recognizable curse formula, in direct violation of Balaq’s instructions. Note the king’s
response to this oracle in Num 23:11: ית ִלי ָלקֹב אֹיְ ַבי ְל ַק ְח ִתּיָך וְ ִהנֵּ ה ֵבּ ַר ְכ ָתּ ָב ֵרְך
ָ ֶמה ָע ִשׂ
“What have you done to me? Behold, to curse my enemies I summoned you, and
behold, you have blessed them greatly.”

Num 23:18: ָע ַדי
The phrase  ַה ֲאזִ ין ָע ַדיtraditionally has been interpreted as a verb–preposition
collocation meaning “give ear to me.” This particular collocation is highly unusual,

155

On the phrase עין ָה ָא ֶרץ,
ֵ see below, p. 513.
This matter will bear more directly on the discussion in Chapter 5, pp. 377–378.
157
Noth 1968: 184.
156

122

however, as the data presented below will indicate. Consequently, the word  ָע ַדיhas
drawn considerable scholarly attention, frequently resulting in the suggestion that the
word in question is to be read not as a preposition, but rather as a noun meaning
variously “my testimonies,” “my warnings,” etc. The evidence offered in support of
such a reading will be presented below. Meanwhile, however, it is pertinent for our
purposes to note that one of the central components of this evidence is the Aramaic
term ( עדןconstruct  ;עדיdetermined  )עדיאfrom the Sefire treaties, which is offered as a
cognate to the term in question in our Numbers passage. Rendsburg argued that this
connection to the Aramean sphere marks the term  ָע ַדיin Num 23:18 as yet another
example of the author’s deliberate use of dialect, in order to simulate the language of
the Aramean prophet Balaam.158 Thus, the appropriateness of the term’s inclusion in
this chapter is clear.
The following statistical data illustrate the peculiarity of this preposition, as the
traditional reading understands the term, in its present context.159 Of all 41 biblical
attestations of ה ֲאזִ ין,
ַ 15 (or 37 percent) are not followed by an object, as in ָאזְ ַניִ ם ָל ֶהם
“ וְ לֹא יַ ֲאזִ ינוּthey have ears, but they do not listen” (Ps 135:17). In 15 of the 26 cases
where an object does occur (thus another 37 percent of the total), it appears without
any preposition, as in “ ֲא ָמ ַרי ַה ֲאזִ ינָ ה יְ הוָ הheed my words, Yahweh” (Ps 5:1). Thus it is
only in about one quarter of the occurrences of this verb (11 of the 41 total
attestations, or 27 percent) that any preposition is used. Within these cases, the usual
prepositions are - ְלand ( ֶאלfour attestations each). The preposition  ֶאלtends to be used
when the object is represented by a suffixed pronoun (three out of four cases), as in
“ וְ לֹא ֶה ֱאזִ ין ֲא ֵל ֶיכםbut he did not listen to you” (Deut 1:45); while - ְלtends to appear
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with explicit nouns (also three out of four cases), as in “ ַה ֲאזִ ינָ ה ְלקוֹל ִמ ָ ֽלּיlisten to the
voice of my words” (Job 34:16). The verb also appears once (Prov. 17:4) with the
preposition  ַעל, in the phrase ל־לשׁוֹן ַה ֹוּת
ְ “ ֶשׁ ֶקר ֵמזִ ין ַעa liar hearkens to a mischievous
tongue,” probably to achieve a close parallel with the previous colon, although one
also may interpret this instance as a result of the interchange between  ֶאלand ַעל
exhibited in Israelian Hebrew under the influence of Aramaic.160
Aside from Num 23:18, the verb–preposition combination  ַה ֲאזִ יןplus  ַעדoccurs
only once elsewhere in the Bible, in Job 32:11:
הוֹח ְל ִתּי ְ ֽל ִד ְב ֵר ֶ֗יכם
ַ֨ ֵ ֤הן
יכם
֑ ֶ ד־תּ ֥בוּ ֹֽנ ֵת
ְ ָ ֭אזִ ין ַע
ד־תּ ְח ְק ֥רוּן ִמ ִ ֽלּין׃
ַ ַ ֽע

Behold, I waited for your speeches;
I gave ear to your insights,
while you considered (your) words.

This verse in Job exhibits a poetic pattern into which the use of this preposition fits
nicely: immediately following the colon in question appear two more cola in each of
which the preposition  ַעדappears. Thus, one may at least partially explain the Jobian
author’s use of this unusual word on formal grounds. Such an explanation is lacking in
the Numbers passage. Moreover, whereas in Num 23:18 the object of the preposition
is the person speaking, in Job 32:11 the things spoken occupy this grammatical
position.161 Notwithstanding these differences between the two contexts, however, if
one prefers to see the word  ַעדin our passage as a preposition, this parallel in Job, a
book known to be replete with Aramaic-like features, is particularly significant.
With regard to the alternative reading of ע ַדי,
ָ that is, as a noun (whether
singular or plural) plus first-person common singular possessive suffix, the initial
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impetus in modern scholarship for this interpretation derives from two ancient
versions, the Septuagint and Peshit[ta, whose renderings of the colon in question
diverge from the MT as follows:162
MT:
LXX:
Peshit[ta:

ַה ֲאזִ ינָ ה ָע ַדי ְבּנוֹ ִצפֹּר
e0nw&sitai ma&rtuv, ui9o\v Sepfwr
      (ws9wt lšhdwty br s9pwr)

On the basis of the Greek word ma&rtuv and the Syriac word šhdwt, Albright
suggested a simple emendation of the MT vocalization from  ָע ַדיto ע ִדי.
ֵ 163 Later,
Gevirtz tacitly acknowledged at least the possibility that Albright’s suggestion was
correct.164
Upon the discovery of the Aramaic treaty inscriptions from Sefire, however,
the scholars studying these texts were able to invoke a second piece of evidence in
support of a nominal reading of  ָע ַדיin our biblical passage.165 Throughout these
inscriptions, the term ( עדןin the plural; construct עדי, determined  )עדיאappears
repeatedly. The opening sequence of the first stele, for example, begins as follows:
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[מלך ]ארפד וע
̇
̇עדי ברגאיה ̇מלך כתך עם מתעאל בר עתרסמך
[ברגא]יה ועקר
̇
̇די בני ברגאיה עם בני מתעאל ועדי בני בני
[ה עם עקר מתעאל בר עתרסמך מלך ארפד ועדי כתך עם ]ערי
… ערי בעלי ארפד ועדי
̇ ארפד ועדי בעלי כתך עם
The treaty of Bar-Ga'ya King of KTK with MTv'L son of vTRSMK
King of [Arpad; and the tre]aty of the sons of Bar-Ga'ya with the sons
of MTv'L; and the treaty of the grandsons of Bar-Ga'[ya and] his
[posterity] with the posterity of MTv'L son of vTRSMK king of Arpad;
and the treaty of KTK with [the cities of] Arpad; and the treaty of the
lords of KTK with the cities of the lords of Arpad; and the treaty of…
(Sefire I A 1–4)166

M. André Dupont-Sommer was the first to identify a relationship between the
Sefire texts and Num 23:18. In the notes to his edition of Stele I, he remarked as
follows regarding the word עדי: “…le contexte rend son sens tout à fait sûr: «pactes,
conventions, traité». …Peut-être est il à reconnaître dans Nombres, XXIII, 18, où le mot
ע ַדי,
ָ qui est resté jusqu’ici inexpliqué, pourrait être considéré comme un nom
complement du verbe האזינה: «prête l’oreille à mes engagements (?)».”167
More recently, Morag expanded on Dupont-Sommer’s brief statement,
devoting considerable attention to the justification of a nominal reading of our word in
Num 23:18.168 He saw in the term  מן “ ָע ַדי,צורת ריבוי צמודת כינוי המדבר של היחיד * ָ׳עד׳
 התראה׳,השורש ׳עוד׳ — שם־עצם במשמע ׳דברי אזהרה.”169 He drew this particular
semantic sense primarily from biblical passages where related verbal forms imply it,
as in the following:170
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יכם
֥ ֶ א־ת ְר ֣אוּ ָפ ֔ ַני ִבּ ְל ִ ֖תּי ֲא ִח
ִ ֹ מר ָה ֵ ֣עד ֵה ִעד֩ ָ֨בּנוּ ָה ִ ֤אישׁ ֵלאמ ֹ֙ר ֽל
ֹ ֑ הוּדה ֵלא
֖ ָ ְאמר ֵא ָ ֛ליו י
ֶ ֹ וַ ֧יּ
ִא ְתּ ֶ ֽכם׃
And Judah said to them (saying), “The man protested greatly to us,
saying, ‘Do not look upon my face without your brother with you.’”
(Gen 43:3)
אמר יְ הוָ ֙ה ֶאל־מ ֶֹ֔שׁה ֵ ֖רד ָה ֵ ֣עד ָבּ ָ ֑עם ֶפּן־יֶ ֶה ְר ֤סוּ ֶאל־יְ הוָ ֙ה ִל ְר ֔אוֹת וְ נָ ַ ֥פל ִמ ֶ ֖מּנּוּ ָ ֽרב׃
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
And Yahweh said to Moses, “Go down (and) testify to the people, lest
they break through to Yahweh to see, and many among them fall.”
(Exod 19:21)

In order to connect such supporting evidence more closely with Balaam himself, he
also cited instances where such verbs are used of prophets:171
מר ֩ ֝ ֻשׁבוּ
ֹ ֗ יאי[ ָכל־ח ֶֹ֜זה ֵלא
ֵ֨  נְ ִב:ל־נביאו ]ק׳
֨
יהוּדה ְבּיַ ד֩ ָכּ
֡ ָ וּב
ִ הוה ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֣אל
֡ ָ ְוַ ָיּ֣ ַעד י
יכם ַו ֲֽא ֶשׁ ֙ר
֑ ֶ ת־א ֽבֹ ֵת
ֲ תּוֹרה ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ִ ִצ ֖וּ ִיתי ֶא
֔ ָ ל־ה
ַ קּוֹתי ְכּ ָ֨כ
ַ֔ וֹתי ֻח
֣ ַ רוּ ִמ ְצ
֙ יכם ָ ֽה ָר ִע ֙ים וְ ִשׁ ְמ
֤ ֶ ִמ ַדּ ְר ֵכ
יאים׃
ֽ ִ ָשׁ ַ ֣ל ְח ִתּי ֲא ֵל ֶ֔יכם ְבַּ ֖יד ֲע ָב ַ ֥די ַהנְּ ִב
And Yahweh testified in Israel and Judah by the hand of all the
prophets of every seer, saying, “Return from your evil ways, and keep
my commandments and laws, according to the whole Torah that I
commanded your fathers and that I sent to you by the hand of my
servants the prophets.”
(2 Kgs 17:13)
יאיָך וְ ֣ל ֹא ֶה ֱא ִ ֑זינוּ ַו ִֽתּ ְתּ ֔ ֵנם ְבַּ ֖יד
֖ ֶ רוּחָך֛ ְבּיַ ד־נְ ִב
ֲ יה ֙ם ָשׁ ִ ֣נים ַר ֔בּוֹת וַ ָ֨תּ ַעד ָ ֧בּם ְבּ
ֶ וַ ִתּ ְמ ֤שׁ ְֹך ֲע ֵל
ַע ֵ ֥מּי ָה ֲא ָר ֽצ ֹת׃
And you bore with them for many years, and testified to them by your
spirit by the hand of your prophets, and they did not listen, and you
gave them into the hand of the peoples of the earth.
(Neh 9:30)

Finally, Rendsburg provided a concise summation of the relevant biblical data,
which serves as the underpinning for the argument being presented here.172 He called
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specific attention to the rarity of the verb–preposition combination attested here, and
pointed out the grammatical distinction between the phrase in Numbers and the lone
parallel in Job 32:11, where the object of the preposition is not the speaker, but rather
the object בוּנוֹת ֶיכם
ֵ
ת.
ְ 173 As a result, he recalled Morag’s earlier hypothesis: “[D]ue
consideration should be given to the suggestion that  ָע ַדיhere means ‘my warnings,’
closely related to the noun ‘ עדיcovenant, testimony’ in the Sefire treaties…if this
interpretation is correct, then we have here another striking Aramaic-style usage in the
Balaam oracles.”174 This final observation, which points up the connection between
the biblical expression and the inscriptions from Sefire, is the centerpiece of
Rendsburg’s argument, and the most salient element in the context of the present
study. The philological link between Balaam’s words and the Aramean linguistic
sphere reveals the biblical author’s deliberate use of specific dialectal features to
recreate the Aramean figure’s distinctive speech.
On the other hand, some scholars have rejected the notion of a nominal reading
of our word in Num 23:18, and spoken in support of retaining the prepositional
reading of ע ַדי.
ָ Moshe Parnas expressed this preference, first by citing the one other
biblical instance of  ַה ֲאזִ יןplus ( ַעדJob 32:11) as corroboration of the collocation’s
validity in Numbers, and then by offering a contextual argument for reading  ָע ַדיas a
preposition: “ הקטע אותו פותח הפסוק הנידון עוסק בשאלת הברכה שברך בלעם את ישראל
…ולא בעניין יחסי ברית בין בלעם לבלק.”175 This statement derives from the view,
expounded in Parnas’s article, that one must maintain a strict adherence to the
technical usage of the Hebrew cognates to Aramaic עדי( עדן, )עדיא.
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Although Cohen did not specifically address the possibility of reading  ָע ַדיas a
noun in Num 23:18, he similarly emphasized the technical definition of the term from
Sefire in order to dismiss the general notion of its connection to “other similarly
written Hebrew substantives (such as עדה, עד, and )עדות.”176 He demonstrated the
presence of the Sefire term in BH beyond any doubt, most notably in Isa 33:8, where
MT  ָע ִריםalmost beyond any doubt should be replaced with ע ִדים,
ָ as confirmed also by
the complete Isaiah scroll from Qumran (1QIsaa).177 But by and large, his thinking ran
as follows:
That Akkadian adû (and hence also Aramaic  )עדןis not a generic term
for “treaty” but rather a technical term for “vassal treaty” has been
noted several times…. [One] source of this misunderstanding would
appear to be…the unfortunate tendency of some scholars “for
convenience” to render adû with “treaty”…. Most of the comparisons
between Akkadian adû, Aramaic  עדןand Hebrew “ עדותtestimony” and
related terms have been based on this incorrect translation and must be
abandoned.178

Clearly, this view applies by extension also to our verse in Numbers, since a nominal
reading of  ָע ַדיhere is predicated on the very connection regarding which Cohen
cautioned his readers.
The most recent statement in support of the prepositional reading of  ָע ַדיis that
of Levine.179 He explained the remarkable character of the word in Num 23:18 by
arguing that this is merely an example of the interchange of the prepositions  ֶאלand
 ַעד, a phenomenon attested elsewhere in the Bible. That is to say, while …ַה ֲאזִ ין ֶאל
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might be the more readily expected expression, the perfectly legitimate alternative
collocation … ַה ֲאזִ ין ַעדshould not come as a complete surprise in this instance.
Moreover, like Parnas, Levine posited on the basis of the larger context in the
Numbers passage that the sense of “sworn admonition” suggested by Morag in the
latter’s nominal interpretation of the word  ָע ַדיis inappropriate here, and thus the
nominal approach is to be abandoned.180
None of these arguments for retaining the traditional prepositional reading in
this verse is ironclad, however. As noted above, the lone biblical parallel (Job 32:11)
to the peculiar verb–preposition collocation found in Num 23:18, which Parnas
offered as corroborative support for the prepositional reading, itself exhibits formal
and grammatical characteristics that distinguish it from the Numbers attestation.181
Levine’s discussion of  ַעד– ֶאלinterchange, supported by several variant examples of a
single expression involving the root ( שׁובJoel 2:12: ;שׁבוּ ָע ַדי
ֻ Amos 4:8: א־שׁ ְב ֶתּם ָע ַדי
ַ ֹ ;וְ ל
Zech. 1:3 and Mal. 3:7: both )שׁוּבוּ ֵא ַלי,182 highlights an important issue, but should not
lead to a unilateral assumption of the same phenomenon in problematic situations such
as the one encountered in Num 23:18.
Indeed, both Parnas and Levine rightly emphasized the importance of
interpreting  ָע ַדיin a fashion that is suitable in its immediate context. Levine dismissed
a nominal reading on the grounds that the adjurative sense of the term, as proposed
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specifically by Morag,183 “would hardly suit the context of the present poem. Balaam
is not threatening Balak with dire consequences, or with punishment for failure to
heed his words, or do his bidding.”184 To be sure, I concur with Levine that Morag’s
proposed sense of “warning” or “caution” is inappropriate here. This semantic quality,
which Morag extrapolated from the various Hebrew verbs derived from the
denominative root vwd,185 is possible but not, to my mind, explicitly required by the
verbs’ context. Penetrating though it may be, however, Levine’s evaluation throws out
the baby with the bathwater, by dismissing out of hand any possibility of a nominal
reading on the basis of one scholar’s perceived semantic overreading.
Parnas drew on the larger context in a similar fashion, rejecting a nominal
reading on the basis of his semantic understanding of the word in question. He saw in
Aramaic  עדןand its Hebrew cognates a technical term whose linguistic domain is
limited to the political sphere, within which the characteristic language of treaties and
similar documents naturally would occur. Cohen’s view, though more general, echoes
that of Parnas and succinctly emphasizes that need for care in our assessment of the
Aramaic term’s Hebrew equivalents.
I believe this view is too restrictive, however, and would argue that the
available philological and contextual evidence suggests rather a broader spectrum of
meanings for the term(s) in question. Indeed, Cohen himself appears to have
recognized this. On the one hand, he clearly stated, “[i]t is this lack of recognition that
we are dealing here with a terminus technicus that has led many scholars to
erroneously assume a connection with Hebrew ‘ עדותtestimony’ and related terms.”186
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But on the other hand, he also acknowledged, with specific reference to the Akkadian
term, that “[t]his is not to say that adû always means ‘vassal treaty,’ but rather that
whenever adû refers to a formal treaty between two parties, it is used as the terminus
technicus for ‘vassal treaty.’”187 Kaufman echoed Cohen’s view, by drawing together
both the technical and the more “mundane” meanings of the term:188 “[i]n CAD, adû A
and adû B should be taken as one word, as in AHw.”189
Moreover, we may extrapolate Cohen’s statement to the Northwest Semitic
cognates as well. A given borrowed word often is incorporated into its new language
for the express purpose of filling a specific perceived lexical gap in this new language,
and therefore will remain confined to this gap, rather than developing a whole range of
semantic possibilities unattested in its parent language. Thus, it is plausible that the
range of nuances associated with adû, a borrowed term in Akkadian meaning “treaty,
oath,” in fact is present also in Aramaic and Hebrew. In short, the opinions of Parnas
and Cohen notwithstanding, it is reasonable to hypothesize that the Hebrew terms in
question here occupy the same semantic continuum, at one end of which is the
technical term meaning “vassal treaty,” and at other points on which lie the various
terms עד,
ֵ עדוּת,
ֵ etc.
To be sure, a significant portion of the evidence marshaled here, while highly
suggestive, is circumstantial. Nevertheless, the reading I propose, in the footsteps of
those prior scholars who have suggested it, is entirely appropriate in context, without
need of either a technical or a cautionary sense. Likewise, it appears to be the best fit
for the statistical, semantic, and philological evidence, with the added advantage of
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retaining the Masoretic vocalization. In sum, I concur with those who see in the word
 ָע ַדיin Num 23:18 a plural noun with a suffixed first-person common singular
possessive pronoun, to be interpreted as a plurale tantum, that is, not as “my
testimonies” but simply as “my testimony.”190 Both the form and the pronunciation
call to mind the Aramean background of the speaker. Moreover, even if one dissents,
preferring instead to read  ָע ַדיhere as the preposition  ַעדplus first-person common
singular pronominal suffix, the connection with the Aramean linguistic sphere still
stands based on the parallel in Job 32:11, wherein Aramaic-like features are to be
expected. In fact, to go a step further, it is possible that the word  ָע ַדיwas chosen in
Balaam’s second oracle specifically because it can be interpreted in two entirely
different ways, both of which point to Balaam’s Arameanness. The very multiplicity
of possible meanings for the term may serve in this way as a particularly elaborate
style-switching feature.

Num 23:23: נַ ַחשׁ
As a verbal root,  נחשׁoccurs in the Bible several times. “In most of its
occurrences in the corpus this verb has a pejorative meaning related to magic, a
practice forbidden in ancient Israel.”191 For example, the following verse presents a
law forbidding magic:192
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עוֹנֽנוּ׃
ֵ ל־ה ָ ֑דּם ֥ל ֹא ְתנַ ֲח ֖שׁוּ וְ ֥ל ֹא ְת
ַ ֹאכ ֖לוּ ַע
ְ ֥ל ֹא ת
You shall not eat of the blood; you shall not augur, and you shall not
enchant.
(Lev 19:26)193

Elsewhere, the term is used in 2 Kgs 17:17 to refer to the practice of magic as one of
the sins of the northern kingdom:
יה ֙ם ָבּ ֵ֔אשׁ וַ יִּ ְק ְס ֥מוּ ְק ָס ִ ֖מים וַ יְנַ ֵ ֑חשׁוּ וַ ִיּ ְֽת ַמ ְכּ ֗רוּ ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת
ֶ וֹת
ֵ ֽת־בּנ
ְ יהם וְ ֶא
֤ ֶ ת־בּ ֵנ
ְ ַ ֽ֠ויַּ ֲע ִבירוּ ֶא
יסוֹ׃
ֽ הוה ְל ַה ְכ ִע
֖ ָ ְָה ַ ֛רע ְבּ ֵע ֵ ֥יני י
And passed their sons and daughters through the fire, and divined
divinations, and augured, and sold themselves to do evel in the eyes of
Yahweh, to provoke him.

Such practices also are associated with the sinful Judahite king Manasseh in 2 Kgs
21:6:194
עוֹנ ן וְ נִ ֵ֔חשׁ וְ ָ ֥ע ָשׂה ֖אוֹב וְ יִ ְדּע ִ ֹ֑נים ִה ְר ָ֗בּה ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת ָה ַ ֛רע ְבּ ֵע ֵ ֥יני
֣ ֵ ְת־בּ ֙נוֹ ָבּ ֵ֔אשׁ ו
ְ וְ ֶה ֱע ִ ֤ביר ֶא
הוה ְל ַה ְכ ִ ֽעיס׃
֖ ָ ְי
And he passed his son through the fire, enchanted, augured, and dealt
with ghost(s) and sorcerers; and he increased doing evil in the eyes of
Yahweh, to provoke.

In certain situations, however, the term is used without this pejorative sense. In
Gen 30:27, Laban uses it when addressing Jacob:195
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הוה ִבּ ְג ָל ֶ ֽלָך׃
֖ ָ ְיניָך נִ ַ֕ח ְשׁ ִתּי וַ יְ ָב ֲר ֵ ֥כ ִני י
֑ ֶ אתי ֵ ֖חן ְבּ ֵע
ִ ם־נא ָמ ָ ֥צ
֛ ָ אמר ֵא ָל ֙יו ָל ָ֔בן ִא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
And Laban said to him, “Please, if I have found favor in your eyes: I
have augured, and Yahweh has blessed me on your account.”

And in 1 Kgs 20:33, the story involves an Aramean king and his court:
אמר ֣בֹּאוּ ָק ֻ ֑חהוּ
ֶ ֹ ן־ה ַ ֔דד וַ ֖יּ
ֲ רוּ ָא ִ ֣חיָך ֶב
֙ אמ
ְ ֹ ים יְנַ ֲח ֨שׁוּ ַ ֽו יְ ַמ ֲה ֜רוּ וַ יַּ ְח ְל ֣טוּ ֲה ִמ ֶ֗מּנּוּ וַ ֽיּ
֩ וְ ָה ֲא ָנ ִשׁ
ל־ה ֶמּ ְר ָכּ ָ ֽבה׃
ַ ן־ה ַ ֔דד ַ ֽו יַּ ֲע ֵ ֖להוּ ַע
ֲ וַ יֵּ ֵ ֤צא ֵא ָל ֙יו ֶבּ
And the men augured, and hastened and gathered what (came) from
him; and they said, “Your brother Ben-Hadad.” And he said, “Come,
bring him.” And Ben-Hadad came out to him, and he brought him up
onto the chariot.

Both passages exhibit decidedly Aramean settings. In the first, not only is the setting
Harran in the region of Aram Naharaim (the same region whence Balaam hails), but
the speaker, Laban, is himself an Aramean. Similarly, the verse from Kings describes
the deliberation process of the Aramean courtiers. “In both cases the verb nh9š is used
matter-of-factly by the Aramean characters to refer to their normal course in decisionmaking.”196 That is to say, the pejorative sense is entirely absent.197
Rendsburg concluded that the operative principle in these two instances is
style-switching, whereby the distinctive speech (or, in the verse from Kings, thought)
of Aramean characters is simulated by means of specific features, lexical and
otherwise.198 To be sure, the term is used in two places, also without pejorative
meaning, wherein style-switching cannot be the intent. Twice in Genesis 44, it is
employed as a means of flavoring the story of Joseph’s exploits in Egypt:199
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יתם׃
ֽ ֶ ֲה ֣לוֹא ֶ֗זה ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יִ ְשׁ ֶ ֤תּה ֲאד ִ ֹ֙ני ֔בּוֹ וְ ֕הוּא נַ ֵ ֥חשׁ יְנַ ֵ ֖חשׁ ֑בּוֹ ֲה ֵרע ֶ ֹ֖תם ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ֲע ִשׂ
“Is this not what my lord drinks, and even augurs by? You have
committed evil by what you have done!”
(Gen 44:5)
יתם ֲה ֣לוֹא יְ ַד ְע ֶ֔תּם ִ ֽכּי־נַ ֵ ֧חשׁ יְנַ ֵ ֛חשׁ ִ ֖אישׁ
֑ ֶ שׁר ֲע ִשׂ
֣ ֶ ה־ה ַמּ ֲע ֶ ֥שׂה ַה ֶ ֖זּה ֲא
ַ יוֹסף ָ ֽמ
ֵ֔ אמר ָל ֶה ֙ם
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
מ ִני׃
ֹ ֽ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ָכּ
And Joseph said to them, “What deed is this that you have done? Did
you not know that a man such as I can indeed augur?”
(Gen 44:15)

However, “in this case clearly the author’s attempt was to provide additional
coloration to a story set in Egypt, a country well known for the magical praxes of its
priest-magicians:”200 Thus, these instances are the exceptions that prove the rule,
namely, that the non-pejorative usage of  נחשׁin the Bible is to be ascribed to styleswitching.
In Balaam’s oracles, however, the use of this root for purposes of styleswitching is taken one step further. In Num 23:23 we encounter not a verb from this
root, but rather the noun נַ ַחשׁ. This is one of only two places in the Bible where this
noun occurs with the meaning “magic, divination;” the other, unsurprisingly, also is in
Sefer Bilvam, namely the plural form  נְ ָח ִשׁיםin Num 24:1 (a prose portion of the
pericope). In similar fashion to the majority of the root’s other uses in the Bible, in
Balaam’s oracle the magical practice specified by this term is distanced from Israel:

usage in the Joseph story is indicative of a late date of composition for the text (Hurvitz 1968: 239 n.
27). Rather, here too we encounter nonstandard dialect as a means of coloring the narrative with a sense
of foreignness.
200
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א־נ ַח ֙שׁ ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ַ ֨ ֹ ִ ֤כּי ל
א־ק ֶסם ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
֖ ֶ ֹ וְ ל
ָכּ ֗ ֵעת יֵ ָא ֵ ֤מר ְליַ ֲעק ֹ֙ב
ה־פּ ַעל ֵ ֽאל׃
֖ ָ וּליִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל ַמ
ְ

For there is no augury in Jacob,
and no divination in Israel:
At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob
and to Israel what God has done.
(Num 23:23)

The best known cognate for the noun  נַ ַחשׁis found in Aramaic, as indicated by
Michael Sokoloff.201 We even encounter a nominal usage in a first-millennium
Aramaic inscription from Hatra:
בנחשא ט]בא ע[ל
חיא נשרו מריא
אפכ]ל[א רבא דאלהא

As a good augury for
the life of NŠRW, the master,
the great sage of the god.
(Hatra 67)202

Thus, as recognized by Rendsburg,203 the use of the term  נַ ַחשׁin Num 23:23 is
to be seen in similar fashion to the verbal usages of the same root in Gen 30:27 and 1
Kgs 20:33, that is, as an instance of style-switching. Its appearance here serves to
infuse Balaam’s poetic speech with a distinctly Aramaic-like quality.

Num 23:23: ָפּ ַעל
It is well known that the root  פעלis unusual in the language of the Bible,
equivalent to the far more common SBH root “ עשׂהmake, do.” In numerous
publications, Rendsburg provided ample demonstration of its identity as an IH feature,
particularly on the basis of its standard usage in Phoenician, where the root  עשׂהdoes
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not occur at all.204 For our purposes, however, the complication lies in the extremely
limited usage of the root  פעלin Aramaic, which attests a mere handful of relatively
infrequent nominal forms, and in which the usual term for “make, do” is עבד.205
Consequently, it is inappropriate to interpret the occurrence of the word  פעלin
Balaam’s second oracle as a style-switching element, since it does not serve to
highlight the speaker’s Aramean origin.
What, then, are we to make of the appearance in this context of a verbal
derivation from the root  ?פעלI suggest that this usage of  פעלis to be seen as a settingswitching element that calls attention to the story’s Transjordanian setting. I base this
hypothesis on the remarkable parallel between the biblical expression in which this
phrase occurs and a line occurring in the first Deir vAllā combination. The two texts
read as follows:
ָכּ ֗ ֵעת יֵ ָא ֵ ֤מר ְליַ ֲעק ֹ֙ב
ה־פּ ַעל ֵ ֽאל׃
֖ ָ וּליִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל ַמ
ְ

ולכו ראו פעלת אלהן

At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob
and to Israel what God has done.
(Num 23:23cd)
Come, see the deeds of the 'ĕlāhīn!206
(DAPT I:5)

In addition to the connection between the divine terms  ֵאלand אלהן, the very root
under discussion here stands as another specific link between the texts, employed as a
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verb in the biblical verse and as the substantive  פעלתin the line from the plaster
inscription. Moreover, a broader consideration of the sense of the respective passages
reveals other suggestive aspects. Whereas the biblical couplet, spoken by Balaam,
describes the telling of God’s deeds to Jacob // Israel, the inscription demonstrates it
by placing the act itself directly in Balaam’s mouth: he himself is entrusted with the
“telling” of the deeds of the 'ĕlāhīn. In both cases, therefore, the statement in question
occurs in Balaam’s direct speech, with a striking similarity of content between the two
passages.
Although the decidedly non-Aramaic character of the dialectal feature פעל
rules out the possibility of style-switching, the term stands as a specific lexical
connection between the biblical material and the inscriptions from Deir vAllā, and thus
works in tandem with the content conveyed in both contexts to provide a
Transjordanian link emphasizing the foreign setting of the biblical text. Indeed, in
addition to its relevance to the matter of setting-switching, this link warrants further
consideration as a potential indicator of a direct—even overt—relationship between
the biblical and extrabiblical Balaam literatures. This relationship would accord with
the idea that the composition of Sefer Bilvam involved the incorporation of preexisting
Gileadite traditions about Balaam, a hypothesis that I will continue to elaborate as this
study progresses.207

Num 24:1: נְ ָח ִשׁים
The noun  נַ ַחשׁoccurs also in Balaam’s second oracle (Num 23:23), and has
been discussed in that context above. The analysis offered there applies here as well,
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with the additional note that in this instance the term occurs in the narrative voice,
with specific reference to the actions of Balaam himself, and thus constitutes settingswitching rather than style-switching. Indeed, we discover that Balaam has been
practicing this form of divination all along (ם־בּ ַפ ַעם
ְ ) ְכּ ַפ ַע.

Num 24:3 (2x), 4, 15 (2x), 16: נְ ֻאם
The vast majority of occurrences of this term in the Bible refer to divine
utterances, the phrase  נְ ֻאם יְ הוָ הor some variant thereof being attested frequently in the
prophetic books. Two representative examples suffice as demonstration:
ֹלת
֙ וֹל
ֵ ר־בּוֹ ֽע
֤ וְ ִנ ְשׁ ַא
ְכּ ֹ֣נ ֶקף ַ֔זיִ ת
ֹלשׁה גַּ ְרגְּ ִ ֖רים
֛ ָ ְשׁ ַ ֧נ יִ ם ְשׁ
ְבּ ֣ר ֹאשׁ ָא ִ ֑מיר
יה
ָ֙ ַא ְר ָבּ ָ ֣עה ֲח ִמ ָ֗שּׁה ִבּ ְס ִע ֨ ֶפ
ֽ ֹפּ ִר ָ֔יּה
ֹלהי יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
֥ ֵ הוה ֱא
֖ ָ ְנְ ֻאם־י

סי ַבּ ֔ ֶנּ ֶתר
֙ ִ ם־תּ ַכ ְבּ
ְ ִ ֤כּי ִא
י־לְך בּ ִ ֹ֑רית
֖ ָ וְ ַת ְר ִבּ
נִ ְכ ָ ֤תּם ֲע ֵוֹנ ְ֙ך ְל ָפ ֔ ַני
הוה׃
ֽ ִ ְנְ ֻ ֖אם ֲאד ָ ֹ֥ני י

And grapes will be left in it,
as around an olive tree;
two or three pieces
high in the treetop,
four or five in its fruiting
branches:
utterance of Yahweh, god of Israel.
(Isa 17:6)
Though you wash with lye
and hoard for yourself soap,
your iniquity is noted before me:
utterance of my lord Yahweh.
(Jer 2:22)

In a handful of places, however, the word is not associated with divinity,
instead indicating human speech or, in one instance, that of a figuratively personified
subject. The instances in the opening strophes of Balaam’s third and fourth oracles
certainly fall into this category, as they identify the oracular recitations of the
Aramean prophet. Elsewhere, the word occurs in association with a human speaker in
the following places:
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וְ ֵ ֛א ֶלּה ִדּ ְב ֵ ֥רי ָ ִד ֖וד ָה ַ ֽא ֲחר ִ ֹ֑נים
נְ ֻ ֧אם ָ ִדּ ֣וד ֶבּן־יִ ַ֗שׁי
וּנְ ֻ ֤אם ַה ֨ ֶגּ ֶב ֙ר ֻ ֣ה ַקם ֔ ָעל

ִדּ ְב ֵ ֤רי ! ָאג֥ וּר ִבּן־יָ ֶ ֗קה
יאל
֑ ֵ ַה ַ֫מּ ָ ֥שּׂא נְ ֻ ֣אם ַ ֭הגֶּ ֶבר ְל ִ ֽא ִית
יאל וְ ֻא ָ ֽכל׃
֣ ֵ ְל ִ ֖א ִית

And these are the last words of David:
Utterance of David son of Jesse,
and utterance of the hero (whom) vAl208 raised up…
(2 Sam 23:1abc)
Words of Agur son of Yaqeh,
the prophecy, utterance of the hero to Itiel,
to Itiel and Ukhal.
(Pr 30:1)

Note also the metaphorical usage in Ps 36:2 (English: 36:1), where the term refers to
the utterance of “ ֶפּ ַשׁעiniquity” personified:
ם־פּ ַשׁע ָ ֭ל ָר ָשׁע ְבּ ֶ ֣ק ֶרב ִל ִ ֑בּי
֣ ֶ נְ ֻ ֽא
ֹלהים ְל ֶ ֣נ ֶגד ֵע ָינֽיו׃
ִ֗ ין־פּ ַחד ֱ֝א
֥ ַ ֵ ֽא

Utterance of iniquity to the wicked, within my
heart:
There is no terror of Elohim before his eyes.

Kaufman noted these instances of  נְ ֻאםin the context of his discussion of the
Northwest Semitic dialects, intimating that they exhibit some dialectal significance.209
But it was Rendsburg, followed by Yiyi Chen in the case of Pr 30:1, who specifically
articulated the Israelian character of these three texts and, more specifically, of the use
of  נְ ֻאםin reference to the speech of a non-divine subject.210 The so-called “last words
of David” in 2 Sam 23:1–7 exhibit six Israelian features in a relatively short poetic
section, two of which parallel Aramaic linguistic norms.211 Psalm 36, another rather
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brief poem, exhibits four such features, all of which bear similarities to Aramaic
specifically. Proverbs 30 records the words of Agur of Massa, to be located in the
Syrian desert.212
The result is that inner-biblical evidence provides ample support for
interpreting this use of  נְ ֻאםin Balaam’s oracles as a feature connecting Balaam with a
northern dialect-geographical domain, at least, and possibly with the Aramean sphere
specifically. This more specific connection finds support in Cyrus H. Gordon’s
etymological approach to the word נְ ֻאם. A longstanding crux of Hebrew philology,
this word is either noted but left unexplained or simply ignored altogether in the
standard reference works.213 Gordon engaged the etymological question from the
standpoint of cognate evidence, with remarkable results.214
His approach related Hebrew  נְ ֻאםto Eblaite en-ma and Akkadian um-ma or enma, the words in the latter languages commonly being glossed as “So says…” or the
like, as in Eblaite en-ma Ib-ri-um sí-in en “So says Ibrium to the ruler…;”215 and in
the several Akkadian examples culled by I. J. Gelb, including the standard epistolary
formula en-ma PN1 a-na PN2 ki-bí-ma “So says PN1: Say to PN2….”216 Accordingly,
Gordon based his hypothesis on the premise that the three terms, Hebrew, Eblaite, and
Akkadian, represent orthographic realizations of an earlier Semitic vocable

115–116) similarly argued that the usage in v. 1 (2x) of  נְ ֻאםin reference to human speech is to be seen
as linked to the Aramean sphere; thus he identified three items in this passage with specific Aramean
connections, rather than just two. However, since this is the precise topic of the present discussion, I
refrain from jumping ahead to the same conclusion before having set forth the available evidence.
212
See Ephval 1982: 218–219.
213
Observed in Gordon 1993: 109, wherein further elaboration on the usual approaches may be found.
See, e.g., GKC p. 136 § 50a n. 1; and note the total absence of the word in, e.g., Joüon–Muraoka 2003.
214
Gordon 1987a: 21; Gordon 1993. He credited Constance Wallace with the initial impetus for his
inquiry, which she offered in his 1983 Ebla seminar at New York University. See Gordon 1987a: 21 n.
14 and Gordon 1993: 109.
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TM.75.G.1444 I:10–13. See Edzard 1981: 37.
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See Gelb 1957: 47.
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pronounced */n9ma/, with vocalic /n9/ in the initial position. Vocalic consonants
generally do not occupy appreciable space in discourse on the Semitic languages; but
Gordon justified his approach by calling attention to the following illustrative
examples of this phenomenon in English, another language with which it is not
normally associated:
“Little” is pronounced [litl@] where the first l is purely consonantal,
whereas the second l is vocalic. …[N]ote m in “bottom” [botm9], n in
“button” [butn9], and r in “butter” [butr[]. … The distinction between the
consonantal and vocalic values of a sound can be phonemic. There is a
difference in meaning between “week-end” which terminates in [-end]
and “weakened” which terminates in [-n9d]. Otherwise the two words
are identical in pronunciation.217

The phenomenon thus identified, he proceeded to argue for its
underappreciated, indeed altogether overlooked, relevance to the study of Semitic
languages, and to defend the pursuit of this topic as a source of potential illumination
in various difficult cases faced by Semitists: “When we run into a stone wall, we may
speculate and draw on intuition and imagination as we grope for the solution. … If
Hindu grammarians like Pān9ini reckoned with vocalic consonants two and a half
millennia ago, we have no excuse for not doing so in professional Hebrew linguistics
today, especially since our Indo-Europeanist colleagues have long had no difficulty
whatever in doing so.”218
Returning to the word at hand, Gordon explained the two cuneiform
orthographies as representative of vocalic n9 as follows: “Since the Mesopotamian
syllabary has no way of writing a vowelless consonant, the initial labial nasal m- is
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written um- (with the labial vowel u), while the initial dental nasal n- written en-.”219
Rendsburg took the next step, explicitly connecting these two terms both to each other
and to Gordon’s reconstructed PS pronunciation *n9ma: “Eblaite en-ma is derived from
this very clearly; one must assume assimilation in Akkadian to produce um-ma.”220
Both scholars proceeded to address the Hebrew orthography, noting that final short
vowels are dropped in Hebrew; thus *n9ma > /n9m/ or /n9m9/, “which perforce could only
be written as …נְ ֻאם.”221 Both recognized that the term is “not to be pronounced
*nə'ûm, as the graphemes suggest:”222 we observe that the word is never written mālē'
()נְ אוּם, and recall also that the nîqqûd of the MT is the result of the Masoretes’ efforts
to augment the preexisting consonantal text such that the oral reading tradition would
be preserved in writing as well. Thus Gordon explained the matter: “Pointed Hebrew
orthography does not allow a word to be written with an initial vowelless consonant
but requires a šwa to accompany it graphically. The only way to write n- is - ְנ, and the
only way to write -m is  ֻאם- with the short labial ( ֻ ) that must be placed graphically
under a consonantal letter, the shortest of which (phonetically) is aleph ()א.”223
To bolster the notion that his study is “only the tip of the iceberg”224 when it
comes to vocalic consonants in the Semitic language family, Gordon called upon
Coptic orthographic practice, which demonstrates the existence of the phonetic
combination /n9m9/ in Egypto-Semitic.
Coptic is the one written language in that repertoire which graphically
indicates vocalic consonants. It does so by placing a dash over the
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letter. For example, “of the heavens” (as in the well-attested expression
ΤΜΝ
ˉ ΤΕΡΟ Νˉ Μ
ˉ ΠΗΥΕ “the kingdom of the heavens”) begins Νˉ Μ
ˉ - [n9m9].
The Νˉ - is the preposition “of.” The -Μ
ˉ - stands for another morpheme Νˉ (which indicates the plural of the definite article “the”) partially
assimilated to the initial labial stop Π of the broken plural ΠΗΥΕ
“heavens.” This well-attested idiom has been selected to show that the
combination [n9m9] actually exists in Egypto-Semitic and is clearly
recognized by the Coptic scribes.225

By establishing the legitimacy of the connection between Hebrew נְ ֻאם, Eblaite
en-ma, and Akkadian um-ma, Gordon provided an extrabiblical philological basis for
seeing the term as connected with the Syrian/Mesopotamian sphere. Indeed, one
observes that the Eblaite and Akkadian attestations freely make use of the term in
association with human speakers, just as the aforementioned biblical examples do.
Finally, Rendsburg observed that “[t]he correctness of this approach is
bolstered by the appearance of this word in Mishnaic Hebrew,”226 in which the term
occurs as a productive verbal root not as triconosonantal  נאםbut rather as II-weak נום.
It is used almost universally in the standard phrases “ נמתי לוI said to him” and נם לי
“he said to me,” each of which is attested twice in the passage from which the
following excerpt is drawn, alongside the verb אמר:227
אמר ר׳ שמעון מצאתי זקן אחד מנציבין נמתי לו בקי היה לך ר׳ יהודה בן בתירא
אמ׳ לי הין ועל שלחני היה תדיר אמרתי לו ראיתו כשהוא חולץ מימיך נם לי הן
נמתי לו במה ראיתו במנעל או בסנדל נם לי וכי חולצין במנעל
R. Simeon said, “I encountered a certain elder from Nisibis. I said to
him, ‘Was R. Judah ben-Betera an authority for you? He said to me,
‘Yes, and he was often at my table.’ I said to him, ‘Did you see him as
one who performs [the Levirate rite of shoe] removal in your days?’ He
said to me, ‘Yes.’ I said to him, ‘Did you see him with a shoe or with a
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sandal?’ He said to me, ‘Do they perform [the rite of] removal with a
shoe?’”
(T. Yebamot 12:11)

Note that once again the term is used freely in reference to a human speaker.
Rendsburg continues:
There is no other example of a root with medial 'aleph being treated in
this fashion. One could assume a) that the form n9m was assimilated to
that of a regular hollow verb; or b) that the form n9m continued, though
orthographic conventions changed and the resultant spelling was now
נום. In either case, this piece of evidence from post-biblical Hebrew
confirms Gordon’s insight in the nature of the root “ נאםutter.”228

In addition to confirming Gordon’s understanding of the word  נְ ֻאםin the Bible,
Rendsburg’s observation bears further significance for the present study in that it
draws upon the now well-documented relationship between MH and IH.229 IH, the
dialect of the northern kingdom of Israel, shared many isoglosses with surrounding
languages such as Phoenician and Ugaritic. Rendsburg noted that scholarly consensus
understands MH to be a colloquial dialect used in late antiquity in the Galilee,230 and
as his research has demonstrated, the common geographical background of IH and
MH is reflected in an abundance of similarities between the two dialects. Rendsburg
stated his view thus: “I prefer to look at Ugaritic, Phoenician, IH, and MH as
constituting a dialect bundle, stretching from the territory of Ephraim northward and
attested from the Late Bronze Age through the Roman period.”231
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Herein, then, we find yet another link between the biblical usages of  נְ ֻאםand a
northward-looking dialectal perspective. The evidence implies that in the SBH dialect
of the southern kingdom of Judah, the “root”  נאםwas nonproductive, with the usage
of  נְ ֻאםin association with Yahweh becoming frozen in a series of synonymous
formulaic phrases associated primarily, if not exclusively, with prophetic revelations.
Meanwhile, in regions to the north, the term continued to be used in a broader array of
contexts. In Balaam’s oracles, it need not be seen as an indicator of northern
authorship; rather, both the passage’s content and its accumulation of other such styleswitching features indicate that it is deliberately used as an indicator of speech patterns
associated with this northern sphere.232

Num 24:3, 15: ְשׁ ֻתם
This word occurs in the introductory strophe that opens Balaam’s third and
fourth oracles. The latter case presents an expanded version of the strophe, but since
this expansion is not of direct concern here, I cite the shorter version from the third
oracle:
נְ ֻ ֤אם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ְבּנ֣ וֹ ְב ֔עֹר
וּנְ ֻ ֥אם ַה ֶ ֖גּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻ ֥תם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן׃
י־אל
֑ ֵ נְ ֻ֕אם שׁ ֵ ֹ֖מ ַע ִא ְמ ֵר
ֲא ֶ֨שׁר ַמ ֲח ֵ ֤זה ַשׁ ַדּ֙י ֶי ֱֽח ֶ֔זה
נ ֵ ֹ֖פל ְוּג ֥לוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ ם׃

Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor,
and utterance of the hero, šət`ūm of eye;
utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El,
who sees the vision of Shadday,
prostrate and uncovered of eyes.
(Num 24:3bc–4; cf. Num 24:15bc–16)

Before exploring the potential dialectal character of the unique term שׁ ֻתם,
ְ we must
take up the issue of its translation, which has posed a challenge to interpreters from

232

For a dissenting view on the matter of נְ ֻאם, see Talshir 2003: 274.

147

antiquity to modernity. Although the Masoretic pointing designates the first letter a
šîn, thus שׁ ֻתם,
ְ some have attempted to read it instead as a śîn, resulting in the root
 ְשׂ ֻתם, assumed to be a biform or hypercorrection233 of “ ְס ֻתםclosed,” as in the Vulgate:
cuius obturatus est oculus “whose eye is closed.” On the other hand, the LXX
reads o( a)lhqinw~v o(rw~n “the (one) true of vision.” This rendering would appear to
accord with the reading proposed by Julius Wellhausen234 and adopted later by
Albright,235 whereby the definite article on  ָה ָ ֽעיִ ןis attached instead to the word שׁתם
and the Masoretic pointing is abandoned, resulting in the relative particle - ֶשׁplus the
phrase “ ַתּ ָמּה ָ ֽעיִ ןperfect of eye.” Likewise, Targum Onqelos reads “ ְדּ ַשׁ ִפּיר ָחזֵ יwho sees
well.” Yet another interpretation is that of John M. Allegro, who also read  ְשׂ ֻתםhere,
but connected it with Arabic - “austere, grim-faced,” rendering the Hebrew phrase
accordingly as “the unrelenting, or, the grim-faced one.”236
A consultation of later rabbinic literature reveals a handful of attestations of
the root שׁתם. The following passage is from the Mishna:
נכרי שהיה מעביר עם ישראל כדי יין ממקום למקום אם היה בחזקת משתמר
מתר אם מודיעו שהוא מפליג כדי שישתום ויסתום ויגב
As for a foreigner that has served as a Jew’s transporter of vessels of
wine from place to place, if he has been under strict guard, it is
permitted, unless he tells him that he is setting sail [i.e., traveling far
away], such that he can pierce and reseal, and it can dry.
(M. Aboda Zara 5:3)
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As Levine explained, the matter of concern here is whether or not the Gentile might
have had sufficient time to drill a hole or cut a slit in the clay sealing and siphon off
some of the wine for the purpose of pagan libation, then to reseal the vessel such that
the act remains undetected.237 Additional attestations of the root  שׁתםwith the same
meaning are to be found in the Tosefta:
והלא פשתם ניכרכין מלמעלה בין מלמטה
And is not the piercing visible from above and from below?
(T. Aboda Zara 7:13)
יינו אצל הגוי השתם אסור משם יין נסך
Wine with a gentile that is pierced is forbidden, on account of libation
wine.
(T. Aboda Zara 7:14)
ואם היה חשוד על השתימה אף ממרתיפו אסור
And if [a Jew] were suspected of piercing it, even [wine] from his
cellar is forbidden.
(T. Aboda Zara 7:15)

Morag’s assessment of these postbiblical instances of the word led him to
interpret the phrase  ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ןas referring to some sort of affliction:
 שאחת מעיניו דמויה לנקב או, שהכינוי…מכוּון לחזות־פניו של בלעם,אפשר
 מדגיש בלעם, שפגם בראייתו הגופנית, מחמת מום זה, …ומשום כך.לסדק דק
.…את עוצמתה של ראייתו הרוחנית
It is possible that the term…is intended to describe Balaam’s face, one
of whose eyes resembled a hole or thin crack. … Consequently, as a
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result of this blemish, which has afflicted his physical vision, Balaam
emphasizes the force of his spiritual vision….238

Morag’s understanding finds no corroborating textual support, however, and it seems
most appropriate to accept instead the approach suggested by Levine, who translated
the phrase “whose eye is opened,”239 or, as I have rendered it in this study, “piercedopen of eye.” Unlike Morag’s approach, this reading does find textual support, since,
as Levine noted, the phrase in question parallels “ ְגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ םuncovered of eyes” in the
following verse (Num 24:4, 16).240 Indeed, this entire colon, “ נ ֵֹפל ְוּגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ םprostrate
and uncovered of eyes,” recalls the episode with the jenny, in which Balaam’s eyes are
opened by God, to which Balaam’s immediate response upon seeing the messenger is
to prostrate himself:
ת־מ ְל ַ ֤אְך יְ הוָ ֙ה נִ ָ ֣צּב ַבּ ֶ ֔דּ ֶרְך וְ ַח ְר ֥בּוֹ ְשׁ ֻל ָ ֖פה ְבּיָ ֑דוֹ וַ יִּ ֥קֹּד
ַ ם וַ ַ֞יּ ְרא ֶא
֒ יני ִב ְל ָע
֣ ֵ ת־ע
ֵ וַ יְ ַ ֣גל יְ הוָ ֮ה ֶא
וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַ ֖תּחוּ ְל ַא ָ ֽפּיו׃
And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes, and he saw Yahweh’s
messenger stationed in the road, his sword of flame in his hand; and he
bowed and prostrated himself on his face.
(Num 22:31)

Thus, by its relationship with the colon  נ ֵֹפל ְוּגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ םin Num 24:4, 16, the
phrase  ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ןtakes on an indirect connection to the events recounted earlier in the
verse just cited. In fact, the specific nuance of this expression becomes clear in the
light of this connection: In both the physical sense and the prophetic, Balaam did not,
indeed could not, open his eyes on his own—rather, they were forced open by a power
outside himself. Both Levine’s translation and my own aim to preserve something of
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this sense; and indeed such a rendering is corroborated also by the Peshit@ta, which
glosses the phrase  ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ןas    (dgly' vynh) “whose eye is uncovered,” thus
rendering explicit the connection between this expression and the phrase  ְגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ םa
few cola later.
Having thus established the appropriate rendering of the term שׁ ֻתם,
ְ we note
that our proof texts for the reading adopted here all derive not only from postbiblical
Hebrew, which bears a close affinity with the comparatively Aramaic-like Israelian
dialect,241 but from the region of the Galilee: the Mishna was compiled at Sepphoris,
and the Tosefta springs from the Tiberian school. This fact evidently prompted Morag
to identify the term  ְשׁ ֻתםas one of noteworthy character not only from a lexical
standpoint, but also from a geographic one: “  שהשורש נתקיים בשימוש,לגבי ׳שתם׳ נראה
 אם, אלא ששימושו היה מוגבל, בדורותיהם של חכמים, ואף לאחריה,הלשון בתקופת המקרא
…ללהג שתיחומו גיאוגרפי.”242 To be sure, the evidence does not provide an explicit
connection to Aramaic, but only to a dialect of Hebrew with marked Aramaic
affinities. Nevertheless, in the context of Sefer Bilvam, and specifically in Balaam’s
oracles, where dialectal features abound, the term as analyzed by Morag surely
warrants at least provisional inclusion in the list of style-switching features
accumulated here.

Num 24:6: נְ ָח ִלים
For the purpose of this discussion, it is helpful to see the entire verse in which
the term  נְ ָח ִליםappears:
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ִכּנְ ָח ִ ֣לים נִ ָ֔טּיוּ
ְכּגַ ֹ֖נּת ֲע ֵ ֣לי נָ ָ ֑הר
הוה
֔ ָ ְַכּ ֲא ָה ִל ֙ים נָ ַ ֣טע י
י־מיִ ם׃
ֽ ָ ַכּ ֲא ָר ִ ֖זים ֲע ֵל

Like nəh9ālîm they stretch out,
like gardens along a river;
like aloes Yahweh has planted,
like cedars along water.

The appropriate reading of  נְ ָח ִליםis a longstanding crux that challenged
medieval commentators no less than their modern counterparts. Menahem Moreshet
conveniently summarized the possibilities inherent in “קריאה רהוטה רגילה,”243
indicating that on the one hand the word can be interpreted as “  אלא,זרם מים )נהר
(בממדים קטנים יותר,” as in the following examples:244
מת י ְֹצ ִ ֥אים ַבּ ִבּ ְק ָ ֖עה
ֹ ֔ ֹוּתה
ְ טוֹבה ֶ ֚א ֶרץ ַ ֣נ ֲח ֵלי ָ֔מיִ ם ֲעיָ נ ֹ֙ת
֑ ָ ל־א ֶרץ
֣ ֶ יאָך֖ ֶא
ֲ ֹלהיָך ְמ ִ ֽב
ֶ֔ הוה ֱא
֣ ָ ְִ ֚כּי י
וּב ָ ֽהר׃
ָ
For Yahweh your god brings you to a good land, a land of streams of
water, of springs and abysses coming forth in valley and in mountain.
(Deut 8:7)
ל־ה ָ֔יּם
ַ ים ה ְֹל ִ ֣כים ֶא
֙ ָכּל־ ַהנְּ ָח ִל
יננּוּ ָמ ֵ ֑לא
֣ ֶ וְ ַהָ ֖יּם ֵא
ים ֽהֹ ְל ִ֔כים
֙ ל־מ ֗קוֹם ֶ ֤שׁ ַהנְּ ָח ִל
ְ ֶא
ָ ֛שׁם ֵ ֥הם ָשׁ ִ ֖בים ָל ָ ֽל ֶכת׃

All the streams go to the sea,
but the sea is not full;
to the place (from) which the streams go,
there they return to go.
(Qoh 1:7)

And on the other hand, it may be read as “ שבו זורמים המים,הערוץ והאפיק עצמו,” as
follows:
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Moreshet 1971: 51.
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הוה
֗ ָ ְִ ֽכּי־ ֣כֹה ׀ ָא ַ ֣מר י
א־ת ְר ֥אוּ ֨ר ַוּח
ִ ֹ ֽל
א־ת ְר ֣אוּ ֔ ֶג ֶשׁם
ִ ֹ וְ ֽל
וְ ַה ַ ֥נּ ַחל ַה ֖הוּא יִ ָ ֣מּ ֵלא ָ ֑מיִ ם
יכם
֖ ֶ וּמ ְק ֵנ
ִ יתם ַא ֶ ֥תּם
֛ ֶ וּשׁ ִת
ְ
ֽוּ ְב ֶה ְמ ְתּ ֶ ֽכם׃

ַ ֽה ְמ ַשׁ ֵ ֣לּ ַח ַ ֭מ ְעיָ ִנים ַבּנְּ ָח ִ ֑לים
ֵ ֥בּין ָ֝ה ִ ֗רים יְ ַה ֵלּ ֽכוּן׃

For thus said Yahweh:
You do not see wind,
and you do not see rain;
but that wadi will be full of water,
that you might drink, you and your cattle
and your beasts.
(2 Kgs 3:17)
…Who send forth springs in the wadis;
between mountains they meander.
(Ps 104:10)

He went on to survey the various ways in which commentators, both ancient
and modern, have attempted to explain the verse with this meaning in mind.245
Seforno, for example, saw in this metaphor a reference to the bāttê kənessiyyôt` and
bāttê mid;rāšôt` of Israel, which are “  וכן יושבי,כמו הנחלים שנטיו אל השדות להשקותם
…אהלים ותופשי התורה דולים ומשקים מתורתם להמון.”246 Abarbanel sought to bring the
nəh9ālîm into the larger picture of fertility in the verse, and says that the community of
Israel “…דמה…ביופיה ושלמותה אל הנחלים ואל גן הירק השתול על פלגי מים.”247 With
regard to modern scholarship, Tur-Sinai preferred a more literal interpretation, reading
this colon in association with the preceding verse, which refers to Israel’s tents
()א ָה ִלים,
ֲ and saying that the phrase  ”;מתאר את מצבם הטוב של אהליו“ ִכּנְ ָח ִלים נִ ָטּיוּin
other words, it is as if “במקום נחלי מים נטיו אוהליהם.”248
Admittedly, such interpretations seem rather awkward, and as a result serious
consideration must be given instead to the suggestion first put forth by Felix Perles,249
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and subsequently adopted by Gray,250 Moreshet251 and Morag,252 that we are to see
here not a cognate to Arabic ./0 “wadi,” but rather a cognate to .10 “palm tree.”
Morag recalled that both the guttural phoneme /h9/ ( )حand the velar phoneme /h}/ ()خ
are represented in Hebrew by the letter ח,253 and saw in this fact the potential for
wordplay between the two possible readings of this word, depending upon which
phoneme is pronounced.254 He and Moreshet both emphasized the appropriateness of
the meaning “palm tree” in the context of the verse, where each of the four cola begins
with - ְכּplus a floral term of some kind—a clear double-parallel structure into which
the meaning “wadis, streams” simply does not fit.255 Moreshet proceeded a step
further, pointing out the chiastic structure formed by the types of vegetation presented
in the verse: the first and fourth cola mention palms and cedars, tall trees, while the
second and third cola refer to smaller plants (if, with Moreshet, we interpret  גַ נֹּתas
“)”שיחי גן.256
Clearly, then, the reading “palm trees” for  נְ ָח ִליםfits much more comfortably in
this context that “wadis, streams,” although one does well to recall Morag’s
suggestion of wordplay, especially given the other references to bodies of water in the
verse. He also suggested another possible attestation of “ נַ ַחלpalm tree,”257 later
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confirmed by Rendsburg,258 in Song 6:11, a context in which this reading similarly fits
the parallelism far better than does “wadi, stream:”
ֶאל־גִּ ַ ֤נּת ֱאגוֹ ֙ז יָ ַ ֔ר ְד ִתּי
ִל ְר ֖אוֹת ְבּ ִא ֵ ֣בּי ַה ָ ֑נּ ַחל
אוֹת ֲה ָ ֽפ ְר ָ ֣חה ַה ֔ ֶגּ ֶפן
֙ ִל ְר
ֵה ֵ ֖נצוּ ָה ִרמּ ִ ֹֽנים׃

to the garden of nut(s) I descended,
to see the shoots of the palm,
to see whether the vine had bloomed,
the pomegranates blossomed.
(Song 6:11)

Unfortunately, there is no known Aramaic attestation of this lexeme, so we are limited
to the Arabic materials for cognate evidence. As a result, we cannot establish with
certainty that the use of the term in Balaam’s oracle is an instance of style-switching.
However, the Arabic parallel, coupled with the additional biblical attestation of this
term in a book whose northern dialectal affinities have been established beyond
doubt,259 lend some validity to this hypothesis. Rendsburg’s suggestive questions sum
up the situation nicely: “…was this lexeme used in Aramaic as well? Was it known in
the land of Qedem, whence Balaam came, located at the northern reaches of the Syrian
Desert?”260
Since the feature occurs in Balaam’s direct speech, I am inclined at present to
accept it as an instance of style-switching, notwithstanding the absence of a concrete
Aramaic or Syrian connection. In the end, however, one may prefer to reject this
hypothesis and view the term instead as a setting-switching rather than a styleswitching element. Nevertheless, in either case its non-SBH character must be
appreciated and explained in the context of the oracle and of the pericope as a whole.
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Num 24:6: נִ ָטּיוּ
As the standard grammars confirm, the norm with III- יroots261 in BH is for the
weak third root letter to elide in one of the following manners:262




The  יis latent, as in first-person common singular suffixconjugation * <( ָגּ ִל ִיתיgaliytī).
The  יdrops out completely in syncopated forms, as in third-person
common plural suffix-conjugation * <( ָגּלוּgalayū), and in apocopated
forms, as in third-person masculine singular jussive * <( יִ ֶגלyiglay).
The  יquiesces at the end of a word, as in third-person masculine
singular suffix-conjugation * <( ָגּ ָלהgalay-).

Only in very limited circumstances does the  יconsistently retain consonantal force,
specifically, in the Qal passive participle (e.g.,  ָ)גּלוּיand in instances such as the one
exhibited in our verse from Numbers, which is a Niphval third-person common plural
suffix-conjugation form. Note that the norm for such forms is for the  יto disappear;
thus, here one would expect *נִ טּוּ.263
Other Semitic languages attest this phenomenon on a widespread basis. In
Ugaritic, verbal forms of III-w/y roots typically exhibit retention of the third root
letter. The strictly consonantal orthography of that language rules out the potential
complication of matres lectionis. The root šty “drink,” for instance, demonstrates the
standard phenomenon in forms such as šty (šatiyū) “they drank” (third-person
masculine plural suffix-conjugation) and ı'štynh ('ištayanahā) “I drink it” (first-person
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Similarly for III- וroots, which have been absorbed into the III- יroots, with only a handful of
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account for all occurrences of this phenomenon. Robertson (1972: 57–62) treated the archaic aspect of
the phenomenon. As we shall see, another explanation is appropriate in the present situation as well.
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singular prefix-conjugation with feminine singular pronominal suffix).264 The
Phoenician evidence, whose orthographic conventions likewise obviate the question of
possible plene spellings, is similarly demonstrative, as in “ בניhe built,” “ עליhe
ascended,” and so on.265 Rabin examined the relevant Arabic sources at some
length,266 and his discussion of verbal forms and other words whose -ā ending is
expressed by means of 'alif maqs9ūra (which he notated as ä), such as 54, 5, etc., led
him to insist upon an underlying consonantal basis for this orthography, however
obscured by other phonological developments: “It must be made quite clear that,
unless we choose to consider Koranic orthography a realm of anarchy, every -ä in the
Koran must be read -ai.”267
Most relevant to the present study is the evidence from the Deir vAllā
inscriptions and from Aramaic sources. In the texts from Deir vAllā we encounter the
phrase “ שתיו חמרthey drink wine” (DAPT I:10). In to the Aramaic sphere, we see that
the retention of consonantal  יin III- יverbal roots is widely attested in this language.
See, for example, the word “ חצוהיthey divided it” in line 7 of a Syrian inscription
published by André Caquot, who remarked, “h9s9why est la 3e personne du pluriel du
parfait, conservant dans l’écriture la 3e radicale faible vocalisée u, d’un verbe h9s9y qui
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paraît nouveau en araméen, mais s’identifie aisément à l’hébreu h9âs9âh, «partager».”268
Note that the  וin this word cannot be considered a mater lectionis, as confirmed by the
next verb in the inscription, “ אחרמהיthey consecrated it” (line 8), which has the same
plural subject but is written without a ו. Likewise, the biblical stratum of Aramaic
similarly attests certain forms in which final  יretains consonantal force, as in “ ֱבּ ַניְ ַתהּI
have built it” (Dan 4:27) and “ ִא ְשׁ ִתּיוthey drank” (Dan 5:4).269
In the light of this evidence, Rendsburg’s examination of the feature in the
Hebrew portions of the Bible led him to conclude that in the majority of cases it bears
dialectal significance.270 He traced the history of the form as follows: “The retention
of the yôd in IIIy is used vestigially in EBH [Early Biblical Hebrew] and perhaps in
later archaizing poetry, but generally it disappears in SBH of the Judahite type.
However, in IH this usage continues….”271 Accordingly, one notes the archaic term
 יְ ַכ ְסיֻ מוּin Exod 15:5,272 and also the following instances of this phenomenon in texts
whose Israelian origin already is well established:273

268

Caquot 1971: 14.
For a thorough discussion of the behavior of III-ו/ יverbs in Biblical Aramaic, see Rosenthal 1995:
54–56, 70–71.
270
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ֹלהימוֹ
֑ ֵ וְ ָא ַ ֖מר ֵ ֣אי ֱא
֖צוּר ָח ָ ֥סיוּ ֽבוֹ׃

And he shall say, “Where is their god,
the rock in whom they trusted?”
(Deut 32:37)

ַדּ ְלי֣ וּ ֭שׁ ֹ ַקיִ ם ִמ ִפּ ֵ ֑סּ ַח
ילים׃
ֽ ִ ֝וּ ָמ ָ֗שׁל ְבּ ִ ֣פי ְכ ִס

Weak are the legs of the lame,
and a proverb in the mouth of a fool.
(Pr 26:7)

Additionally, certain instances of the phenomenon evince a literary significance, as in
Isaiah’s oracle to Damascus, where the term ( יֶ ֱה ָמיוּןIsa 17:12) represents addresseeswitching.274 Although a few instances of this feature (Isa 31:3, 33:7; Ps 39:7, 57:2,
122:6) are not as readily explained, the preponderance of the evidence nevertheless
points clearly toward an identification of this feature as representative of non-SBH
dialect.
Indeed, most relevant to our examination of Sefer Bilvam is Rendsburg’s
observation that this feature is employed at times for the purpose of style-switching.
Note the following examples from the book of Job, in which this device helps to
produce the characteristic quality of the main character’s speech:275
א ָה ֨ ִלים ׀ ְל ֥שׁ ֹ ְד ִ ֗דים
ֹ ֽ יִ ְשׁ ָ ֤ליוּ
ֽ ֭וּ ַב ֻטּחוֹת ְל ַמ ְרִ ֣גּיזֵ י ֵ ֑אל
ַל ֲא ֶ ֤שׁר ֵה ִ ֖ביא ֱא ֣ל ַוֹהּ ְבּיָ ֽדוֹ׃

Prosperous are the tents of robbers,
and secure for those who persecute El,
into whose hand Eloah brings (much).
(Job 12:6)
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Rendsburg (2003a: 17) also identified the threefold instance in Isa 21:12 as “addressee switching,”
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In addition to these examples, Rendsburg (1991b: 94; see also Rendsburg 1992a: 82) identified four
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תּוֹגי֣ וּן נַ ְפ ִ ֑שׁי
ְ ַעד־֭ ָאנָ ה
אוּנ ִני ְב ִמ ִ ֽלּים׃
֥ ַ וּֽ ְת ַד ְכּ

How long will you torment my soul,
and oppress me with words?
(Job 19:2)

By now it comes as no surprise that, as noted repeatedly by Rendsburg,276 the same
purpose is achieved in our verse from Numbers, where Balaam’s use of the word נִ ָטּיוּ,
which exhibits a morphological construction that is well attested in Aramaic, rather
than the expected *נִ טּוּ, helps to season his Hebrew poetry with a characteristically
Aramaic quality.277

Num 24:7: ַמ ְל ֻכת
The standard word for “kingdom” in SBH is מ ְמ ָל ָכה,
ַ as demonstrated in the
phrases “ ְל ַ ֽה ֲע ִביר ַה ַמּ ְמ ָל ָכה ִמ ֵבּית ָשׁאוּלto transfer the kingdom from the house of Saul” (2
Sam 3:10) and ל־מ ְמ ָל ָכה
ַ “ ֶר ַגע ֲא ַד ֵבּר ַעל־גּוֹי וְ ַעthe moment I speak about a nation and
about a kingdom” (Jer 18:7, 9). The term ( ַמ ְלכוּתor )מ ְל ֻכת
ַ becomes the common term
for “kingdom” in LBH, however, and in fact the “abstract” וּת- ending itself is
considered a late feature.278 Both may be attributed to Aramaic influence on the later
stages of BH. Regarding the ending, GKC states the following: “In Aram. this fem.
ending …וּתis a common termination of the infinitive in the derived conjugations…; in
Hebr.  וּתas a termination to express abstract ideas…becomes more common only in
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the later books.”279 As for the term מ ְלכוּת,
ַ it is amply attested in epigraphic materials
contemporary with the biblical period. Note the following example from Sefire:280
281

] אשר
̇
… תהוי מלכתה כמלכת חל מלכת חל מזי ימלך
… May his kingdom be like a kingdom of sand, a kingdom of sand, as
long as Asshur rules. …
(Sefire I A 25)

In his study of the word in question, Hurvitz extended the matter beyond the
bounds of the biblical corpus, and demonstrated that in postbiblical literature the late
form  ַמ ְלכוּתcontinues to eclipse even further the early form מ ְמ ָל ָכה.
ַ 282 Note, for
example, the following:
ל־ס ֶפר ִמ ִלּ ְפ ֵ ֥ני
ֵ֔ את ַע
֙ ֹ תּוֹרה ַהזּ
֤ ָ ת־מ ְשׁ ֨ ֵנה ַה
ִ וְ ָהָי֣ה ְכ ִשׁ ְב ֔תּוֹ ַ ֖על ִכּ ֵ ֣סּא ַמ ְמ ַל ְכ ֑תּוֹ וְ ָ֨כ ַתב ֜לוֹ ֶא
ַהכּ ֲֹה ִ ֖נים ַה ְלוִ ִ ֽיּם׃
And it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, (that) he will
write for himself a copy of this Torah on a document, from (what is)
before the priests and Levites.
(Deut 17:18, MT)
כוּתיהּ וְ יִ כתּוֹב ֵליהּ ַפּ ְר ְשׁ ַגן א ָוֹריְ ָתּא ָה ָדא ַעל ִס ְפ ָרא ִמן
ֵ כּוּר ֵסי ַמ ְל
ְ וִ ֵיהי ְכּ ִמ ְתּ ֵביהּ ַעל
283
ֳק ָדם ָכּ ֲה ַניָּ א ֵליוָ ֵאי׃
And it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, (that) he will
write for himself a copy of this teaching on a document, from (what is)
before the priests (and) Levites.
(Tg. Onqelos to Deut 17:18)
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GKC p. 241 § 86k.
Cf. also the Phoenician form  ;מלכיתsee Tomback 1978: 182.
281
Here I depart from Dupont-Sommer 1960: 213 and adopt instead the word divisions of Fitzmyer
1961: 181, which permit a smooth reading. Note, however, that the word  מלכתis clear in either case.
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Hurvitz 1972a: 79–88.
283
Niqqud adopted from Katzenelenbogen et al. 1986–1993: 7:153.
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Of direct concern here, however, are the occasions in which the word ַמ ְלכוּת
appears in pre-exilic materials. In light of the Aramaic lineage of the term,284 several
instances yield interpretations that incorporate this connection with Aramaic. One
example is the following occurrence in Ps 45:7 (English: 45:6):
עוֹלם וָ ֶ ֑עד
֣ ָ ֹלהים
ִ ִכּ ְס ֲאָך֣ ֭ ֱא
כוּתָך׃
ֽ ֶ שׁ ֶבט ַמ ְל
֣ ֵ ֵ ֥שׁ ֶבט ִ֝מי ֗שׁ ֹר

Your throne, O Elohim, is for all time;
a scepter of uprightness is your scepter.

Rendsburg clearly demonstrated the northern origin of this psalm on the basis of this
and a number of other features.285 Thus, taken in conjunction with the other features in
the poem, this pre-exilic usage of the word  ַמ ְלכוּתis to be interpreted as an indicator of
Israelian dialect. Similarly, the abundance of nouns ending in וּת- in the book of
Proverbs speak to its character as a northern text as well.286 Finally, we also may note
the use of this term in Neh 9:35, which Rendsburg perceived as reflective of both
northern origin and late date.
As noted several times by Rendsburg,287 the appearance of this term in our
verse from Numbers is to be explained in a different way, namely, as the inclusion in
an early poetic text of a feature drawn from Aramaic, with the intent of coloring
Balaam’s speech with the characteristic quality of his native language.
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The וּת- ending did not “originate” in Aramaic; in fact, it is Proto-Semitic, as demonstrated by its
attestations in Akkadian, Eblaite, etc. See the discussion and examples in Rendsburg 1991a: 364 n. 70.
285
Rendsburg 1990a: 45–50.
286
See Chen 2000: passim, and note also the literature cited in Rendsburg 1991a: 354 n. 28.
287
Rendsburg 1990a: 47; Rendsburg 1991a: 364; Rendsburg 1995: 184; Rendsburg 2003c: 105;
Rendsburg 2006a: 169.
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Num 24:8: יהם
ֶ ַע ְצמ ֵֹת
When the 3mp pronominal suffix is attached to plural nouns exhibiting the וֹתending, the resulting form across SBH generally is וֹתם
ָ -, as in the phrases וְ ִת ְפ ֶא ֶרת ָבּ ִנים
בוֹתם
ָ “ ֲאand the glory of sons is their fathers” (Pr 17:6) and מוֹתם
ָ “ וְ ֵא ֶלּה ְשׁand these are
their names” (1 Kgs 4:8). However, in some cases we encounter instead the form
יהם
ֶ וֹת
ֵ -. Scholarship has established that this morpheme is later than וֹתם
ָ -, the more
common form in the Torah and other early materials. Amos Cohen’s statistical
breakdown led him to conclude that “  הרי שיש,אם התורה קדמה לכל יתר ספרי המקרא
לשער כי הצורה הקצרה היא מקורית וקודמת לצורה הרחבה.”288
The predominance of the shorter form in early texts caught the attention of
Hurvitz as well.289 He approached the matter from semantic and morphological
standpoints. In semantic terms, he noted the “double plurality” of these forms: in
addition to the plural ending וֹת-, these words also exhibit the plural ending  ֵ◌י-,
normally associated with masculine plural nouns in construct, immediately before the
pronominal suffix. According to Hurvitz, “[s]uch redundant employment of two plural
morphemes usually stems from attempts, perhaps even unconscious, to emphasize the
meaning (plural sense), which is liable to be felt insufficient on account of the form
(plural ending).”290 As for the development of this particular form, he turned to
morphology, explaining it as a shift resulting simultaneously from “the external
influence of the corresponding Aramaic pronominal suffix הֹם-…as well as the internal
analogy with the Hebrew masculine forms יהם
ֶ ◌ֵ - (such as malkhēyhem, etc.).”291
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Cohen 1975: 304.
Hurvitz 1982: 24–27.
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Hurvitz 1982: 25 (emphasis in original).
291
Hurvitz 1982: 25. Note the similar situation with regard to the non-SBH form “ ִע ָמּ ֶהםwith them”
(Num 22:12), which was discussed above on pp. 77–80.
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Like Cohen, Hurvitz went on to demonstrate further that יהם
ֶ וֹת
ֵ - is to be seen as
later than וֹתם
ָ - on the basis of the distribution of the two forms in the Bible. He
presented examples of texts occurring doubly, once in an early context and once in a
late one, such as the following:292
ל־ה ֲא ָד ָ֔מה ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר
֣ ָ וְ ַא ָתּ ֙ה ִתּ ְשׁ ַ ֣מע ַה ָשּׁ ַ֔מיִ ם וְ ָ ֣ס ַל ְח ָ֔תּ ְל ַח ַ ֖טּאת ַע ְמָּך֣ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל וַ ֲה ֵ ֽשׁב ָֹת ֙ם ֶא
נָ ַ ֖ת ָתּ ַל ֲאבוֹ ָ ֽתם׃
And you will hear, O heavens, and forgive the sin of your people Israel,
and restore them to the land that you gave to their fathers.
(1 Kgs 8:34)
ל־ה ֲא ָד ָ֔מה
֣ ָ יבוֹת ֙ם ֶא
ָ ן־ה ָשּׁ ַ֔מיִ ם וְ ָ ֣ס ַל ְח ָ֔תּ ְל ַח ַ ֖טּאת ַע ְמָּך֣ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל וַ ֲה ֵשׁ
ַ וְ ַא ָתּ ֙ה ִתּ ְשׁ ַ ֣מע ִמ
יהם׃
ֽ ֶ ֲא ֶשׁר־נָ ַ ֥ת ָתּה ָל ֶ ֖הם וְ ַל ֲאבֹ ֵת
And you will hear from the heavens, and forgive the sin of your people
Israel, and restore them to the land that you have to them and to their
fathers.
(2 Chr 6:25)

Now that we have considered all of these factors, it remains for us to examine
the significance of occurrences of the “late” form יהם
ֶ וֹת
ֵ - in early contexts. No
unilateral explanation for these occurrences is forthcoming; but the Aramaic influence
perceived by Hurvitz in the form יהם
ֶ וֹת
ֵ -, which is bolstered by the late distribution of
this form in the Bible, indicates that in certain instances in the earlier portions of the
corpus, style-switching is a reasonable conclusion. Note, for example, the following
usage of the form יהם
ֶ בוֹת
ֵ ( ֲאas against בוֹתם
ָ  ֲא, presented in the example above), in the
mouth of Ahijah of Shiloh:293
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293

This and other examples are presented in Hurvitz 1982: 26.
Adduced by Rendsburg 2006a: 171 n. 26.
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ם וְ נָ ַ ֣תשׁ ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֗אל ֠ ֵמ ַעל ָה ֲא ָד ָ֨מה
֒ ִהוה ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֗אל ַכּ ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יָ נ֣ וּד ַה ָקּנֶ ֮ה ַבּ ַמּי
֜ ָ ְוְ ִה ָ֨כּה י
יהם
ֶ֔ שׁ ֵר
֣ ֵ ת־א
ֲ שׂוּ ֶא
֙ יהם וְ זֵ ָ ֖רם ֵמ ֵ ֣ע ֶבר ַלנָּ ָ ֑הר ַ֗י ַען ֲא ֶ ֤שׁר ָע
ֶ֔ וֹת
ֵ תן ַל ֲא ֣ב
֙ ַ ָאת ֲא ֶ ֤שׁר נ
֙ ֹ טּוֹבה ַהזּ
֤ ָ ַה
הוֽה׃
ָ ְיסים ֶאת־י
֖ ִ ַמ ְכ ִע
And Yahweh will strike Israel as the reed flutters in the water, and
uproot Israel from upon this good land that he gave to their fathers, and
scatter them beyond the river, because they made their groves,
provoking Yahweh.
(1 Kgs 14:15)

Interpreting this as an instance of style-switching is all the more appealing because of
the overwhelming pre-exilic preference for the form בוֹתם
ָ  ; ֲאindeed, against the 82
attestations of this form, the occurrence of יהם
ֶ בוֹת
ֵ  ֲאin the verse just cited is the only
example of the longer ending in the entire pre-exilic corpus.294
In similar fashion, particularly in light of the wealth of other style-switching
elements present in Balaam’s oracles, we likewise may take יהם
ֶ  ַע ְצמ ֵֹתin Num 24:8 as
reflective of style-switching. Rather than simply resorting to the Aramaic form itself,
the author here incorporates a morphological feature that is Aramaic-like without
straying from the Hebrew realm, and in so doing seasons Balaam’s speech with yet
another linguistic pattern characteristic of Aramaic.

Num 24:8: יְ גָ ֵרם
It is common knowledge that  גְּ ַרםis the standard Aramaic word for “bone,”295
as exemplified in epigraphic evidence by the statement “ וגרמיך לא יחתון שאולand your
bones shall not descend (to) She'ol” (NSI 76 B 6).296 The usual term in Hebrew is ע ֶצם.
ֶ
Note the following renderings of this term as  גרםin the Qumran Targum to Job, where
despite the fragmentary text, the word is recognizable:
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Rendsburg 2006a: 171 n. 26.
See, e.g., DNWSI, s.v. grm1; Sokoloff 2004a, s.v.  ;גְּ ֶרםSokoloff 2004b, s.v.  גַּ ְר ָמא#1.
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This text appears also in Cowley 1923: 179–182.
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ֲ֭ע ִט ָיניו ָמ ְל ֣אוּ ָח ָ ֑לב
מוֹתיו יְ ֻשׁ ֶ ֽקּה׃
֣ ָ מ ַח ַע ְצ
ֹ֖וּ
…  גרמוהי°[

֗ ַליְ ָלה ֲ֭ע ָצ ַמי ִנַ ֣קּר ֵמ ָע ָ ֑לי
וְ ֝ ע ְֹר ַ ֗קי ֣ל ֹא יִ ְשׁ ָכּ ֽבוּן׃
[ גרמי יקדון
וערק]י
̇

His teats are full of milk,
and the marrow of his bones is moist.
(Job 21:24, MT)
] of his bones. …
(11QTgJob V:5)297
At night my bones are pierced within me,
and my veins do not relax.
(Job 30:17, MT)
] my bones burn,
and [my] veins [
(11QTgJob XVI:7)298

In the biblical corpus, three times we encounter denominative verbs from the
root גרם, once in Qal and twice in Pivel without evident change in meaning.
Translators gloss these verbs variously as “devour,”299 “crush,”300 “gnaw,”301 etc.
Aside from the present verse, the other two examples are:
יה ְתּגָ ֵ ֖ר ִמי וְ ָשׁ ַ ֣דיִ ְך ְתּנַ ֵ ֑תּ ִקי ִ ֚כּי ֲא ִ ֣ני ִד ַ֔בּ ְר ִתּי נְ ֻ ֖אם ֲאד ָ ֹ֥ני
ָ ת־ח ָר ֶ ֛שׂ
ֲ וּמ ִ֗צית וְ ֶא
ָ אוֹתהּ
ָ֜ וְ ָשׁ ִ֨תית
הוה׃
ֽ ִ ְי
And you will drink it, and squeeze (it out), and its sherds you will
devour; and you will cut off your breasts, for I have spoken: utterance
of my lord Yahweh.
(Ezek 23:34)
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Sokoloff 1974: 36.
Sokoloff 1974: 58.
299
Rendsburg 2006a: 170.
300
Levine 2000: 189.
301
Cf. the NJPS translation of Ezek 23:34.
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יה ְב ִק ְר ָ֔בּהּ ֲא ָרי֖ וֹת ֽשׁ ֹ ֲאִ ֑גים
ָ ָשׂ ֶ ֣ר
יה זְ ֵ ֣א ֵבי ֔ ֶע ֶרב
ָ֙ שׁ ְֹפ ֶ֨ט
֥ל ֹא גָ ְר ֖מוּ ַל ֽבֹּ ֶקר׃

Her officers in her midts are roaring lions;
her judges are evening wolves;
they do not devour until the morning.
(Zeph 3:3)

Both are obscure passages, and provide little explanation as to why this peculiar verb
was chosen in each instance. Not so with our verse from Numbers, however, as we
shall see.
Aramaic evidence of verbal derivations from this root appears in the
Targumim. The verb occurs with the meaning “strengthen,” comparable to Hebrew
denominative verbs from the root עצם, as in the following example:302
אד׃
ֹ ֽ ־מ ֶ ֖מּנּוּ ְמ
ִ י־ע ַ ֽצ ְמ ָתּ
ָ ימ ֶלְך ֶאל־יִ ְצ ָ ֑חק ֵ ֚לְך ֵ ֽמ ִע ָ֔מּנוּ ִ ֽכּ
֖ ֶ אמר ֲא ִב
ֶ ֹ וַ ֥יּ
And Abimelek said to Isaac, “Go from among us, for you are much
stronger than we.”
(Gen 26:16, MT)
[ מנן שרירvar.: ואמר אבימלך ליצחק לך מן עמן הלא רבית ]אתגרמתה
And Abimelek said to Isaac, “Go from among us; are you not much
stronger than we?”
(Gen. 26:16, Samaritan Targum)

Here, an intralinear variant preserved in manuscript M of the Samaritan Targum303
employs an 'Etpaval form of גרם, which translates the Hebrew verb  ָע ַצ ְמ ָתּ. In addition,
note the Samaritan Targum’s rendering of the present verse, Num 24:8, particularly
the preservation in some versions of the verb יגרם, here with the meaning “devour”
just as in the Hebrew text:

302
303

This example is drawn from Tal 2000: 1:158.
See the apparatus in Tal 1980: 1:98–99. For specific details about manuscript M, see Tal 1980: 1:vii.
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גּוֹים ָצ ָ ֗ריו
֣ ִ אכל
ַ֞ ֹ י
יהם יְ גָ ֵ ֖רם
֛ ֶ וְ ַע ְצמ ֵֹת
וְ ִח ָ ֥צּיו יִ ְמ ָ ֽחץ׃

יסיף גועיה עאקיו
[var.: וגרמיון ירסרס ]יגרם
וגריו ימעי

He consumes nations, his oppressors,
and their bones he devours,
and (with) his arrows smites.
(Num 24:8cde, MT)
He consumes nations, his oppressors,
and their bones he destroys [var.: devours],
and (with) his arrows smites.
(Num 24:8cde, Samaritan Targum)

The decision made in two Samaritan Aramaic manuscripts304 to retain the verb from
the Hebrew text precisely as it appears, even while changing the noun יהם
ֶ  ַע ְצמ ֵֹתto
גרמיון, is striking. In fact, it emphasizes the remarkable situation present in the Hebrew
verse: the collocation of יהם
ֶ  ַע ְצמ ֵֹתand  יְ גָ ֵרםresults in a pointing-up of the effect of the
denominative verb, deriving as it does from the Aramaic analogue of the immediately
preceding Hebrew noun. In this way, not only is an Aramaic-like flourish incorporated
into Balaam’s poetic utterance; in addition, this flourish calls attention to itself by
playing upon the immediately surrounding context.

Num 24:15 (2x), 16: נְ ֻאם
See above, under Num 24:3 (2x), 4, 15 (2x), 16.

Num 24:15: ְשׁ ֻתם
See above, under Num 24:3, 15.

304

Manuscripts V and N, according to the apparatus in Tal 1980: 2:255. See Tal 1980: 1:vii for
information on these manuscripts.
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Items Not Included in This Study
The list of features examined in this chapter does not represent a
comprehensive collection of all linguistic peculiarities in Sefer Bilvam, but rather only
those for which we can establish a clear dialectal significance. This means that several
tantalizing philological cruces in the pericope have been omitted from this discussion.
For instance, the enigmatic character of the unusual word ( יָ ַרטNum 22:32) invites
close philological analysis, but the cognate evidence is far too thin to warrant a
dialectal explanation for the term. The word “ ָאוֶ ןmisfortune” in Num 23:21 is a
somewhat more promising case; but while Chen suggested it as a possible
northernism,305 he felt that the evidence, which is entirely inner-biblical and attests
Judahite as well as Israelian contexts for the term, was insufficient to make such a
declaration outright.306
Still more significant is the unusual ending וֹ- in the phrases ( ְבּנוֹ ִצ ֹפּרNum
23:18), ( ְבּנוֹ ְבעֹרNum 24:3, 15), ( ִמ ֻשּׂמוֹ ֵאלNum 24:23), most often interpreted as an
anticipatory pronominal suffix,307 whose biblical distribution308 has led numerous
scholars repeatedly to express the view that it is indicative of nonstandard dialect.309
But here too the evidence is extremely equivocal. Gregory A. Wolfe’s list of biblical
attestations is far from comprehensive, citing only 23 instances, scarcely more than
half of which (thirteen, by his reckoning) occur in clearly non-Judahite contexts; and
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Chen 2000: 258–259.
See the preliminary remarks on Chen 2000: 252.
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For  ְבּנוֹ ִצ ֹפּרand בּנוֹ ְבעֹר,
ְ see Sivan 1998: 104. For מ ֻשּׂמוֹ ֵאל,
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this is a frozen case ending (see, e.g., Milgrom 1990: 321 n. 52; GKC p. 252 § 90k and 254 § 90o; and
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Burney 1903: 209, 232; Davila 1990: 85; Wolfe 1997: 113–115. Polzin’s view (1976: 38–40) that
this feature is a hallmark of LBH has been refuted by Rendsburg (1980: 67); but note the former’s
passing remark that this feature was available as “a rare dialectal possibility” to the writers of SBH
(Polzin 1976: 40).
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his argument is fraught with problematic assumptions. C. F. Burney’s observation,
upon which James R. Davila later drew, compares a similar construction found in
Syriac, but overlooks the wealth of additional cognate evidence indicating that this
pattern is common across the Semitic languages.310 Thus, although anticipatory
suffixed pronouns are unusual, the evidence is insufficient to posit the construction’s
non-SBH character.311 The situation is similar with the indefinite usage of the
(normally interrogative) pronoun ( ַמהNum 23:3, 23, both times in the mouth of
Balaam). A number of scholars have isolated this unusual feature as evidence of nonstandard dialect, particularly on the basis of its attestations in both Phoenician and
Aramaic.312 But the range of biblical occurrences, which falls across both Israelian and
Judahite texts covering the breadth of the biblical period, may suggest that this
locution, though infrequent in the Bible, is common to Northwest Semitic generally.
Beyond these examples, I refrain here from attempting further to produce an
ostensibly comprehensive list of all items omitted from this study, since such a list
ultimately would require me to render manifold arbitrary judgments about what
actually constitutes a “crux” in the language of the text. Instead, it is sufficient simply
to state that any other peculiarities that I have not examined here are absent due to
insufficient or altogether nonexistent evidence for their non-SBH character. That said,
however, we also must note that there is no reason to assume that the book on this

310

See Brockelmann 1913: 2:225–228, which is cited in Rendsburg 1980: 67. Carl Brockelmann
presented data not just from the Northwest Semitic family, but also from Ethiopic, Tigre, Akkadian, etc.
311
Note, however, that Rendsburg distinguished the similarly constructed periphrastic genitive in Song
3:7, “ ִמ ָטּתוֹ ֶשׁ ִלּ ְשֹׁלמֹהthe litter of Solomon,” as a demonstrably northern feature (Rendsburg 2003a: 24;
Rendsburg 2006: 320).
312
Davila 1990: 85; Wolfe 1997: 112–113. See also Chen 2000: 257, and note the absence of this item
from the comprehensive list of Israelian features presented in Rendsburg 2003a.
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matter is now closed. Future research may yield additional items to be added to the list
assembled here.

Assessment of the Available Evidence
In any case, since we are concerned here with linguistic peculiarities, it is
worthwhile to organize the items discussed at length above in such a way as to
delineate briefly the precise manners in which they deviate from SBH. To this end, I
have arranged the evidence into the following three distinct typologies: philological,
literary, and locational.

Typology #1: Philology
The first typology consists of four philological categories, within which the
items constituting each group are arranged not by the order in which they occur in the
pericope, as above, but rather in such a way as to facilitate the brief comments that
follow the typological breakdown.

Categorical Breakdown
Phonology:
P1. ן־א ָרם
ֲ ( ִמNum 23:7) – Non-assimilation of nûn in preposition ִמן
before anarthrous noun (SBH equivalent: ) ֵמ ֲא ָרם
P2. ( נִ ָטּיוּNum 24:6) – Retention of consonantal yôd in IIIy 3mp Suffix
Conjugation form (SBH equivalent: )נִ טּוּ
P3. ( ִע ָמּ ֶהםNum 22:12) – Non-elision of hê in 3mp suffix pronoun
when attached to the preposition ( ִעםSBH equivalent: ) ִע ָמּם

Morphology:
M1. יהם
ֶ ( ַע ְצמ ֵֹתNum 24:8) – יהם
ֶ וֹת
ֵ - ending on fp noun with 3mp
pronominal suffix (SBH equivalent: )ע ְצמ ָֹתם
ַ
M2. ( ַה ְר ֵריNum 23:7) – Reduplicatory plural (i.e., internal a-plural) of
geminate noun (SBH equivalent: ) ָה ֵרי
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M3. ( יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבNum 23:9) – Root  חשׁבin Hitpavel stem with passive
meaning (SBH: occurs as passive in Niphval, but not Hitpavel)
M4. ( נַ ַחשׁNum 23:23), ( נְ ָח ִשׁיםNum 24:1) – Root  נחשׁoccurring in
nominal form (SBH: only verbal)
M5. ( ָפּ ַעלNum 23:23) – Root  פעלoccurring in verbal form (SBH:
attested in nominal forms, but nonproductive as verbal root)
M6. ( ַמ ְל ֻכתNum 24:7) – וּת- morpheme not characteristic of SBH
(SBH equivalent: ) ַמ ְמ ָל ָכה

Lexicon:
L1. ( ר ַֹבעNum 23:10) – cognate to Syriac  (rbwh9) and Samaritan
Aramaic רבוע, with additional Akkadian and Arabic
equivalents
L2. ( ָע ַדיNum 23:18) –  ַעדcognate to Old Aramaic עדי, עדין, עדיא,
attested in the Sefire treaty inscriptions
L3. ( ְשׁ ֻתםNum 24:3, 15) – The reading “pierced-open” is evident in
postbiblical Galilean sources, whose Hebrew attests a range of
Aramaic affinities
L4. ( יְ גָ ֵרםNum 24:8) – Denominative verbal root  גרםrelated to
Aramaic noun “ גְּ ַרםbone”
L5. ( נְ ָח ִליםNum 24:6) –  נַ ַחלcognate to Arabic .10 “palm tree,” rather
than ./0 “wadi”
L6. ( ְר ָג ִליםNum 22:28, 32, 33) – To be interpreted here as “times,” as
attested in other Semitic languages; cf. JBA “ רגלbe usual,
frequent” (contrast SBH “ ְפּ ָע ִמיםtimes” in Num 24:10)

Syntax and Style:
S1. ( נְ ֻאםNum 24:3 [2x], 4, 15 [2x], 16) – Used in conjunction with a
human speaker (SBH: only used in conjunction with God)
S2.  ֻצ ִרים// ( גְּ ָבעוֹתNum 23:9) – Less common term  ֻצ ִריםappears as Aterm here, thus replacing the usual SBH word pair  ָה ִרים//
גְּ ָבעוֹת
S3. ( מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםNum 23:10) – Antithetically parallels Aramaic curse
phrases such as  מות לחהand יהבאשו ממתתה

The first two features in the Phonology category (ן־א ָרם
ֲ ;מ
ִ )נִ ָטּיוּ
orthographically display phonological qualities that distinguish them from normative
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SBH. The third item ( ) ִע ָמּ ֶהםbears a somewhat stronger morphological component,
due to its possible connection to the Aramaic 3mp suffix הֹם-.313 However, because it
is plausible that Aramaic הֹם- and Hebrew  ָ ם- represent distinct phonological
realizations of the same underlying Proto-Semitic morpheme, I tend toward
characterizing this feature as a matter of non-elision (a phonological issue), rather than
of the use of a truly independent morpheme. As a consequence, I include it here rather
than in the morphological group.
The Morphology category includes dialectal features exhibiting a range of
types. As noted, the first (יהם
ֶ )ע ְצמ ֵֹת
ַ bears some similarity to item P3 () ִע ָמּ ֶהם. To
reiterate, Hurvitz saw יהם
ֶ  ַע ְצמ ֵֹתand like forms as possibly resulting equally from an
external relationship with Aramaic הֹם-, on the one hand, and an analogical internal
connection to the Hebrew ending יהם
ֶ ◌ֵ - that occurs when a 3mp suffix is attached to a
mp noun, on the other.314 Thus, this form bears both phonological and morphological
components. However, because the feature’s distinctive character involves more than
just the phonological issue arising in conjunction with the ending הם-, indicated
above, and includes the intervening monophthong - ֵ◌י- as well, to my mind it is to be
seen predominantly as a morphological issue. Moving on in this group, the second
feature ()ה ְר ֵרי
ַ involves a distinct morphological realization of a common SBH word.
The third, fourth, and fifth items ()פּ ַעל ;נַ ַחשׁ ;יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁב
ָ constitute the largest subgroup in
this category. These are words derived from roots that are attested in SBH, but not in
the morphological forms they take here. The final item in this category ( ) ַמ ְל ֻכתis a
word exhibiting a discrete morpheme associated specifically with Aramaic and LBH,
but not with normative Hebrew.

313
314

See Hurvitz 1982: 25 and Rendsburg 1988: 118.
Hurvitz 1982: 25.
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The Lexicon category consists primarily of words whose roots are entirely
unattested in SBH. The first four items (;ע ַדי ;ר ַֹבע
ָ ;שׁ ֻתם
ְ  )יְ גָ ֵרםfit this description. The
fifth word ( )נְ ָח ִליםis unattested in Aramaic, but other cognate evidence and the term’s
inner-biblical distribution combine to indicate the term’s non-SBH character, and
permit us at least to speculate that an Aramaic connection may have existed. The final
item in this group ( ְ)ר ָג ִליםis distinct from the others in that the lexeme itself is
common SBH, but here exhibits a semantic value unattested in normative Hebrew.315
Three items of various types are collected under the Syntax and Style heading.
The first item ( )נְ ֻאםis well known from SBH, but occurs in this pericope in a
distinctive context characteristic both of non-normative Hebrew and of extrabiblical
usages in the cognate languages. The second feature ( ֻצ ִרים//  )גְּ ָבעוֹתis peculiar not
because of the individual words, but because it involves an unusually formulated word
pair. The last item in the group ( )מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםis an idiomatic phrase that has no parallel
in the Bible, and indeed none in the Canaanite sphere prior to the Second Temple
Period, but bears a clear relationship to the phraseology of some Old Aramaic tomb
inscriptions such as those from Nerab.

Discussion: Juxtaposition of SBH and non-SBH Features
This linguistic typology reveals a remarkably even distribution of deviations
from SBH across a range of linguistic aspects. To be sure, this does much to dispel the
possibility that these individual phenomena, along with the observations of numerous
scholars about their character and significance, are either accidents of discovery due to
a limited (or corrupt) data set, or features deriving from the modern perspectives

315

In my opinion, it is unfruitful to isolate this term as the sole member of a separate “semantic” or
“lexicosemantic” category.
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applied to the text, rather than qualities inherent in the primary material itself.
Nevertheless, while we thus may feel confident in our identification of these features,
it is another matter entirely to posit that they constitute an intentional facet of the
text’s composition. Thus, given that the perspective of this dissertation from the outset
has been that these sundry dialectal usages are employed in the pericope in the service
of two discrete literary devices, which we have called style-switching and settingswitching, it is important to marshal all available evidence in support of the notion that
these features have been incorporated consciously into the composition of the text.
Some general comments to this effect appeared at the end of the previous chapter.
Now, having laid out and discussed the specific linguistic data occupying our
attention, we have an opportunity to observe a more concrete manifestation of the
intentionality of these devices, by examining how certain of the dialectal features
isolated here interact with specific corresponding elements in the surrounding text.
In addition to the simple fact of their linguistic peculiarity, a number of nonSBH features in Sefer Bilvam draw further attention to themselves by means of a
juxtaposition, in each case, with some kind of contrasting SBH analogue. While in
some cases the nonstandard feature and its standard analogue occur in close proximity
to one another, other instances of this linkage connect points separated by a
considerable quantity of intervening material. In these longer cases, the uptake of such
a contrasting relationship can be experienced by the audience only in the course of its
apprehension of large segments of the text, or even of the pericope as a whole. Here I
describe briefly each such relationship that I have identified in the pericope.
The non-SBH word  יְ גָ ֵרםin Num 24:8, a denominative verb from the Aramaic
word “ גְּ ַרםbone,” follows immediately on the SBH word “ ֶע ֶצםbone” (the form in the
verse is יהם
ֶ )ע ְצמ ֵֹת.
ַ This is unique among the three biblical attestations of verbs
deriving from the root גרם. In Ezek 23:34, the object of the verb is יה
ָ “ ֲח ָר ֶשׂits shards,”
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while in Zeph 3:3 no object is specified (in addition to which the verb is in the Qal, not
the Pivel). Only here does such a close semantic relationship exist between the verb
and its object. Hence, this relationship between  יְ גָ ֵרםand the immediately preceding
word lends particular emphasis to the unusual quality of the verb.
Occurring over a slightly greater distance, though still within the confines of a
single verse, is the connection between the word  נְ ָח ִליםin Num 24:6 and the various
terms for bodies of water in the subsequent lines. As shown above in the body of this
chapter, the appropriate rendering of this word in its present context is “palm trees,” in
parallel with the floral terms that begin each of the next three cola: “ גַ נֹּתgardens,”
“ ֲא ָה ִליםaloes,”316 and “ ֲא ָרזִ יםcedars.” I already have detailed the likely dialectal
significance of the word  נְ ָח ִליםin this context. However, as noted above, Morag
pointed out the possibility that wordplay is afoot here, since the word’s alternative
meaning “wadis, streams” connects it semantically to the terms “ נָ ָהרriver” and ָ ֽמיִ ם
“water,” which also occur in the immediately following cola.317 Thus, whereas the
word  נְ ָח ִליםmust be understood here to mean “palm trees,” a reading in which the
term’s non-SBH character resides, nevertheless the “usual” meaning “wadis, streams,”
which otherwise might remain only in the very back of the audience’s mind, is brought
forward by the ensuing references to water. Thus, if Morag’s suggestion is to be
entertained, this hinted wordplay serves to draw further attention to the non-SBH term.
Also occurring across parallel cola is the juxtaposition evident in Num 23:7,
where the non-SBH locution ן־א ָרם
ֲ מ,
ִ in which the nûn of the preposition  ִמןis retained

316

In the context of the present discussion, one wonders what significance, other than mere soundplay,
lies in the use here of the term “ ֲא ָה ִליםaloes,” in close proximity to the word “ א ָֹה ֶליָךyour tents” (v. 5).
However, neither I nor the scholars who have preceded me have detected any reason to view either term
as bearing any dialectal significance. Consequently, however one interprets this situation, it appears to
be outside the present scope.
317
Morag 1995: 58–60. See also above, n. 254.
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before an anarthrous noun, is paralleled in the next colon with the usual formation
מ ַה ְר ֵרי,
ֵ where the nûn disappears in favor of compensatory lengthening of the
preceding vowel, due to the hê that follows. Precisely the same situation is evident
elsewhere in the biblical corpus, in both prose and poetry, as demonstrated by two of
the examples I have cited already with regard to this dialectal feature:318
ן־ק ָ ֑נּהּ
ִ נוֹד ֶדת ִמ
֣ ֶ ְ ֭כּ ִצפּוֹר
קוֹמוֹ׃
ֽ נוֹדד ִמ ְמּ
֥ ֵ ֵ ֽכּן־֝ ִ֗אישׁ

As a bird wanders from (the) nest,
so a man wanders from his place.
(Pr 27:8)

ן־פּ ִל ְשׁ ִ ֽתּים׃
ְ וּמ
ִ ן־בּ ֵ ֥ני ַע ֖מּוֹן
ְ וּמ
ִ ן־ה ֱאמ ִ ֹ֔רי
֣ ָ וּמ
ִ ל־בּ ֵ ֣ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל ֲה ֤ל ֹא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֨ריִ ֙ם
ְ הוה ֶא
֖ ָ ְאמר י
ֶ ֹ ַ ֥ויּ
And Yahweh said to the people of Israel, “Did (I) not (deliver you)
from Egypt and from the Amorite(s) and from the people of Ammon
and from (the) Philistines?”
(Judg 10:11)

Note that both examples derive from contexts where non-SBH features might be
expected: the first is in Proverbs, whose IH character has been established; and the
example from Judges occurs in the course of a narrative set in Gilead. The first
instance exhibits precisely the same juxtaposition as our verse from Numbers, with the
non-SBH feature occurring first and the SBH analogue occurring second. In the prose
example, the preposition  ִמןappears four times: first, assimilation occurs as expected;
second, the object of the preposition is definite, so no assimilation occurs; and in the
third and fourth instances the non-standard form occurs, with no assimilation despite
the anarthrous object in both cases. These examples from outside of Sefer Bilvam drive
home the impression that the juxtaposition evident in Num 23:7 is an intentional one
that follows an established pattern.

318

See above, pp. 86 and 87.

177

The non-SBH form יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁב, in the phrase “ ל ֹא יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבis not reckoned” in Num
23:9, occurs toward the end of Balaam’s first oracle. But it is not until near the end of
the second oracle that we encounter its SBH counterpart, namely the word יִ ְת ַנ ָ ֑שּׂא
“rouses itself” (NJPS prefers “leaps up,” but this obscures the potentially reflexive
sense of the stem) in Num 23:24. That is to say, the word  יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבis a Hitpavel that is to
be understood in the passive, as argued earlier in this chapter; but it is juxtaposed with
יִ ְת ַנ ָ ֑שּׂא, a Hitpavel with the “usual” reflexive or middle voice. While it may appear at
first glance that the connection I draw between these two terms is one of superficial
convenience, I hasten to point out the following other parallels between the respective
couplets in which the words appear.319 First, each of these couplets begins with the
phrase ן־עם
ָ ה.
ֶ Second, the second word of each couplet prominently features the
alliterative combination לב. Third, certain morphological features are shared by both
couplets: specifically, the first colon of each ends with a Qal verb in the prefix
conjugation, and the second colon of each begins with the combination wâw–
uniconsonantal preposition–noun. Finally, the couplet in question in the first oracle is
expanded into a full strophe (comprised of a pair of couplets) in the second oracle—
one of a series of such expansions occurring between these two poems. Thus, the
relationship between the two Hitpavel forms should not be seen as merely coincidental,
but rather, in light of the additional relationships evident in the words’ respective
contexts, as yet another conscious interplay between Balaam’s first and second oracles
that revolves around the fronting of one of the linguistic peculiarities presented in this
chapter.

319

All of these relationships are detailed in Chapter 5, when I address the matter of structure in
Balaam’s oracles.
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The next juxtaposition of a dialectally significant feature with its SBH
analogue occurs over a still greater distance, and even more significantly, occurs in
prose rather than poetry. As discussed in this chapter, in the account of Balaam’s
journey from his homeland to the region of Palestine (Num 22:21–35) the term ְר ָג ִלים
occurs three times (vv. 28, 32, 33) with the meaning “times,” once in the mouth of
Balaam’s jenny and twice in that of the messenger of Yahweh. In contrast, Balaq uses
the term  ְפּ ָע ִמיםin 24:10 with the same meaning. As noted above, the literary
connection between the encounter between Balaam and Balaq and the story of Balaam
and his donkey will be explored in the coming chapters. Meanwhile, one notes that
this linkage in itself contributes to this overall literary picture, and it does so by
realizing a philological distinction between a Syrian setting and a Palestinian one, or
alternatively between characters speaking in and/or heralding from those locales.
Moreover, one notes the span of material across which this device is utilized. Such a
linkage reveals a broadly focused interweaving of the story of Balaam and Balaq and
the prose material that precedes it, by connecting the introductory portion of Sefer
Bilvam to a distant point near the end of the pericope.
The interaction of the words  ֶק ֶסםand  נַ ַחשׁacross the pericope also fits well
into the present discussion. Although it probably is inappropriate to view these terms
as truly discrete SBH and non-SBH analogues of one another, the dialectal
significance of the term  נַ ַחשׁhas been demonstrated above, and thus its juxtaposition
with the term — ֶק ֶסםparticularly in Num 23:23, in which the terms occur in parallel—
creates much the same effect as the other relationships identified here. Indeed, as an
extension of the parallelism in the poetic couplet just mentioned, the terms also create
an additional link that connects two prose portions of the pericope. I refer specifically
to the use of the term  ְק ָס ִמיםin Num 22:7 and that of the term  נְ ָח ִשׁיםin Num 24:1. In
Num 22:7, Balaq’s messengers, here identified as “the elders of Moab and the elders
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of Midian” (מוֹאב וְ זִ ְק ֵני ִמ ְדיָ ן
ָ )זִ ְק ֵני, are described as having “qəsāmîm in their hands”
()וּק ָס ִמים ְבּיָ ָדם.
ְ The precise sense of this statement is debated, with some views
interpreting the term  ְק ָס ִמיםas either “fees for divination” “tools for divination,” while
others read the entire expression as “versed in divination,” that is, “with divination in
their power (hand).”320 Victor Hurowitz suggested that the phrase be interpreted
literally as “divinations in their hands,” referring to objects produced by or in
association with the divinatory process, on the basis of parallels from Mari.321 In any
case, the expression clearly indicates the elders’ comfort with relying in some
capacity, whether direct or indirect, on this magical practice. This contrasts with the
statement in Num 24:1, where it is indicated—after the fact—that Balaam’s prior two
oracles have relied on nəh9āšîm, and that at this point Balaam refrains from further
employment of this practice (ם־בּ ַפ ַעם ִל ְק ַראת נְ ָח ִשׁים
ְ א־ה ַלְך ְכּ ַ ֽפ ַע
ָ ֹ )וְ ל.
These two verses from the pericope’s prose material both connect to the poetic
couple in 23:23, in which Balaam states that the people of Israel do not engage in
these two magical practices, because the divine will is revealed directly to them
without the need for such mediating activities:
א־נ ַח ֙שׁ ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ַ ֨ ֹ ִ ֤כּי ל
א־ק ֶסם ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
֖ ֶ ֹ וְ ל
ָכּ ֗ ֵעת יֵ ָא ֵ ֤מר ְליַ ֲעק ֹ֙ב
ה־פּ ַעל ֵ ֽאל׃
֖ ָ וּליִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל ַמ
ְ

320
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For there is no augury in Jacob,
and no divination in Israel:
At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob
and to Israel what God has done.

For a concise summary of the range of opinions, see Hurowitz 1992: 5–7.
Hurowitz 1992: 12–13.
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The interaction between the poetic and prosaic usages of these two terms is
highlighted by the chiastic structure of their arrangement, as revealed in the following
table (note especially the plural endings):

Prose
Poetry

Table 1: Chiasm involving ( קסמ)יםand (נחשׁ)ים
Num 22:7
Num 23:23a
Num 23:23b
Num 24:1
ְק ָס ִמים
נְ ָח ִשׁים
(elders)
(Balaam no longer)
נַ ַחשׁ
ֶק ֶסם

Thus, the juxtaposition of Balaam and the elders in the prose is emphasized by
the parallel use of the terms  נַ ַחשׁand  ֶק ֶסםin the poetry. The elders are described as
involving themselves with qəsāmîm (Num 22:7); but although Balaam relies on
nəh9āšîm initially, after pronouncing the oracle in which the above strophe appears he
desists in his reliance on this practice (Num 24:1). His reasons for doing so are
unclear; we do not know whether he comes to believe that the practice is taboo, futile,
or simply unnecessary. In any case, with regard to such magical activity, Balaam
heeds his own prophetic voice, as it were, and shifts his practical orientation from that
of magical practitioners, such as the elders, to that of Israel. In addition, the narrator’s
withholding mention of Balaam’s previous reliance on nəh9āšîm until Num 24:1 causes
this pattern, and the chiasm that supports it, to remain completely obscure until this
moment. Here the entire scheme is simultaneously revealed and undone, since in the
same moment that it becomes apparent we see Balaam abandon this practice from this
point forward.
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It is worthwhile also to note that Albright preferred to read the preposition -ְבּ
in the first couplet of Num 23:23 as “against” rather than “in.”322 I disagree, and
maintain that the second couplet of the strophe demonstrates that the issue at stake
here is the absence of nah9aš and qesem in Israel, rather than the ineffectuality others’
use of these practices against Israel. Nevertheless, the way these terms are employed
in the prose suggests that a double meaning is not out of the question. The messengers
in Num 22:7 bear the words and, by extension, the will of Balaq—namely, to do Israel
harm by magical means; and although their possession of qəsāmîm is never directly
connected to their desire or ability to accomplish this, the reference to it here is firmly
embedded in the description of their efforts to persuade Balaam to come and assist in
accomplishing the desired goal. Balaam, for his part, recognizes his own limitations,
and states repeatedly that he can only proceed as directed by God.323 Nevertheless,
twice he employs nəh9āšîm in an attempt to achieve what Balaq has brought him to do.
Thus one has the sense that both practices have been used, directly or indirectly,
against Israel—futilely, one notes—in the course of the prose narrative. As a result,
the alternative reading of - ְבּas “against” in the poetic couplet in question may be a
legitimate reading—though in my view clearly a secondary one, as noted above—that
calls attention to the events recorded in the prose.
Although this pattern of relationships appears to be limited to only a handful of
dialectal features and their SBH counterparts, it is a striking demonstration of the
conscious and careful use of such features in the pericope as a whole. Indeed, in one
particular case, namely the non-assimilation of the nûn in the preposition  ִמןbefore an
anarthrous noun in Num 23:7, the notion of this pattern’s intentionality is bolstered
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Albright 1944: 215 n. 49.
On these recurring statements, see below, pp. 424–428.
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still further by the supporting examples of the same phenomenon drawn from
elsewhere in the Bible. In the end, this series of SBH–non-SBH juxtapositions in Sefer
Bilvam stands as a concrete piece of evidence that accords completely with the
independent observations of several scholars regarding the deliberate use of dialect as
a literary tool in the Bible, as detailed in the previous chapter. Thus, while the true
skeptic may equivocate on the matter of indisputable proof of intentionality with
regard to the dialectal features that occur in the text, in my view this combination of
independent scholarly perspectives and concrete evidence is sufficiently preponderant
to render such a conclusion persuasive.

Typology #2: Literary Usage
As a result, we may create a second typology, in which our collected linguistic
peculiarities are organized according to whether each is to be associated with styleswitching or setting-switching. The result is as follows:
The literary employment of these deviations may be mapped out as follows.
All items occurring in the poetic oracles are to be seen as style-switching features,
with only a single exception, by the reckoning presented in the body of this chapter.
Similarly, all but one of the items occurring in the prose of the pericope serve as
setting-switching elements.

Categorical Breakdown
Style-switching:
I.
ן־א ָרם
ֲ ( ִמNum 23:7)
II.
( ַה ְר ֵריNum 23:7)
III.
 ֻצ ִרים// ( גְּ ָבעוֹתNum 23:9)
IV.
( יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבNum 23:9)
V.
( ר ַֹבעNum 23:10)
VI.
( מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםNum 23:10)
VII. ( ָע ַדיNum 23:18)
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VIII.
IX.
X.
XI.
XII.
XIII.
XIV.
XV.

( נַ ַחשׁNum 23:23)
( נְ ֻאםNum 24:3 [2x], 4, 15 [2x], 16)
( ְשׁ ֻתםNum 24:3, 15)
( נְ ָח ִליםNum 24:6)
( נִ ָטּיוּNum 24:6)
( ַמ ְל ֻכתNum 24:7)
יהם
ֶ ( ַע ְצמ ֵֹתNum 24:8)
( יְ גָ ֵרםNum 24:8)

Setting-switching:
i.
( ִע ָמּ ֶהםNum 22:12)
ii.
( ְר ָג ִליםNum 22:28, 32, 33)
iii.
( ָפּ ַעלNum 23:23)
iv.
( נְ ָח ִשׁיםNum 24:1)

As indicated at the appropriate points earlier in this chapter, one might make
the case that certain of the items in the Style-switching group belong with the Settingswitching group. In the case of the word שׁ ֻתם,
ְ for example, the indirect circumstantial
connection with Aramaic could indicate that this non-SBH feature reflects the story’s
foreign setting rather than the speaker’s Aramean origin. Similarly, one might prefer
to see the word  ָפּ ַעלas an unintentional dialectal vestige, carried over from whatever
Gileadite traditions likely served as the catalyst for the biblical Sefer Bilvam, and
thereby excise it entirely from the discussion of deliberate setting-switching devices at
work in the pericope. I have arranged the items here according to my own
predilection, but acknowledge the possibility of this kind of fluidity in the categories.
Be that as it may, however, this typology as a whole paints the overall picture of how
these two devices are implemented across the pericope.

Discussion: Notes on the Pericope’s Authorial Context
This being the case, assuming that one accepts the notion that dialect has been
utilized intentionally in Sefer Bilvam, one similarly must concede that the “default”
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linguistic perspective evident in the text—the standard from which these linguistic
peculiarities deviate—is Judahite. This is an important observation, because it
contrasts with the tantalizing first impression put forward by scholars such as Wolfe.
His study, in which he acknowledged en passant the possibility of style-switching in
this pericope but did not consider its implications, assesses Sefer Bilvam as follows:
It is…likely that the stories of characters such as Balaam would be
preserved by those people who lived nearest to the events and people
involved in the stories. … The similarities in grammar and lexicon
between the Deir Alla texts and the accounts of Balaam in Numbers
22–24324 are great enough that the latter will be considered a nonJudahite text for the purposes of this study.325

One hardly can find fault with Wolfe’s perception of the Deir vAllā material and its
parallels with our biblical text as indicative of some sort of connection between the
latter and the region of Gilead, where the extrabiblical Balaam traditions were
recorded for posterity. But the evidence presented in this dissertation reveals that his
statement is rather like a chainsaw doing the work of a scalpel. Upon close inspection
of the linguistic data, we encounter a picture that by no means eradicates the ties
between Sefer Bilvam and the Gileadite sphere, to be sure, but that situates the
provenance of the biblical text, as it stands, in the Judahite sphere. In short, it is a
Judahite text, notwithstanding either its connection to Deir vAllā or its use of nonJudahite dialect.
How do we explain this point from a historical perspective? As noted above, a
small piece of temporal evidence may reside in the Old Aramaic orthography of the
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word  ֻצ ִריםin Num 23:9, as opposed to the later Aramaic practice of rendering /z9/ as ט
(thus here we would have ) ֻט ִרים. Though this datum is too minute to be instructive on
its own, it comports nicely with the proposed 8th-century-BCE date of the Deir vAllā
inscriptions.326 If we take this, then, as possible approximation of the date of Sefer
Bilvam, we find in this precise timeframe a ready explanation for the Judahite
“ground” of the pericope as a whole.
This historical context certainly would have seen a stream of refugees from
Gilead and other central Levantine regions entering Judah in response to the presence
in the region of the Neo-Assyrian armies of Tiglath-Pileser III (744–727 BCE).
Indeed, Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman pointed out that the
archaeological evidence reveals a dramatic increase in the population of Judah in
precisely this period: “…[I]n a few decades in the late eighth century Jerusalem grew
in size from c. 6 to c. 60 hectares and in population from around 1000 inhabitants to
over 10,000…. The number of settlements in the hill country to the south of Jerusalem
swelled from perhaps 34 in the Iron IIA to 122 in the late eighth century….”327 As for
the interpretation of this evidence, they stated, “The only reasonable way to explain
this sudden and unprecedented demographic growth is as a result of a flow of refugees
from the North into Judah….”328 This flow would have reached its peak in 722
following the conquest of the northern kingdom,329 but should be seen as having
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begun in earnest as early as the 730s, in association with the prosperity brought about
by Judah’s incorporation into the Assyrian economic sphere under Ahaz.330
Presumably, this influx of northern refugees would have brought with it stories
about prominent traditional figures such as Balaam, which in turn may have provided
a rich literary–folkloric tradition from which Judahite scribes could have drawn
significant elements of both style and content. Indeed, as noted above, one even might
posit the setting-switching feature  ָפּ ַעלin Num 23:23 as evidence of a direct literary
link between Sefer Bilvam and the traditions represented at Deir vAllā, based on the
link between the biblical line in question and the remarkably similar clause in DAPT
I:5.331 In general terms, this would accord precisely with Finkelstein and Silberman’s
view that the Judahite boom that took place during this period is to be seen as a time
of great literary production, in association with the flourishing economy and the
spread of literacy.332 This historical context stands, therefore, as a particularly
promising time for the development of Sefer Bilvam.
It is worthwhile also to note briefly an entirely different treatment of these
historical matters offered by Al Wolters, in which he attempted to explain in one fell
swoop both the distinctive language of the Deir vAllā material and the biblical
statements of Balaam’s Aramean origin.333 He posited that the residents of Deir vAllā
actually were Aramean deportees who had been moved into the region by the
Assyrians, and whose language was a kind of proto-Northwest Semitic that predated
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the eventual split between the Aramaic and Canaanite dialectal spheres. Wolters’s
approach is noteworthy for its attempt to situate the Balaam traditions in the historical
stream; but unfortunately there is little to commend his argument, particularly on
linguistic grounds. Thus, the historical perspective stated above stands,
notwithstanding Wolters’s hypothesis.

Typology #3: Location Within Sefer Bilvam
Additional observations about the origin of Sefer Bilvam are possible on the
basis of a third typological breakdown of the features identified here. This
arrangement categorized the items according to the section of the pericope into which
each falls, whether prose or one of the poetic oracles.

Categorical Breakdown
Prose Sections – Num 22:2–23:7a; 23:11–18a; 23:25–24:3a; 24:10–15a, 20a, 21a,
23a, 25:
Pa. ( ִע ָמּ ֶהםNum 22:12)
Pb. ( ְר ָג ִליםNum 22:28, 32, 33)
Pc. ( נְ ָח ִשׁיםNum 24:1)

First Oracle – Num 23:7b–10:
1a. ן־א ָרם
ֲ ( ִמNum 23:7)
1b. ( ַה ְר ֵריNum 23:7)
1c.  ֻצ ִרים// ( גְּ ָבעוֹתNum 23:9)
1d. ( יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבNum 23:9)
1e. ( ר ַֹבעNum 23:10)
1f. ( מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִריםNum 23:10)

Second Oracle – Num 23:18b–24:
2a. ( ָע ַדיNum 23:18)
2b. ( נַ ַחשׁNum 23:23)
2c. ( ָפּ ַעלNum 23:23)
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Third Oracle – Num 24:3b–9:
3a. ( נְ ֻאםNum 24:3 [2x], 4)
3b. ( ְשׁ ֻתםNum 24:3)
3c. ( נְ ָח ִליםNum 24:6)
3d. ( נִ ָטּיוּNum 24:6)
3e. ( ַמ ְל ֻכתNum 24:7)
3f. יהם
ֶ ( ַע ְצמ ֵֹתNum 24:8)
3g. ( יְ גָ ֵרםNum 24:8)

Fourth Oracle – Num 24:15b–19:
4a. ( נְ ֻאםNum 24:15 [2x], 16)
4b. ( ְשׁ ֻתםNum 24:15)

Discussion: Cohesiveness of the Pericope
Upon examining this third typology, one is struck by the minimal use of
dialectal features in the fourth oracle, and the subsequent brief poetic codas, despite an
array of puzzling lexical items and toponyms therein. Indeed, the only dialectally
significant items occurring in the fourth poem come as part of the introductory
formula that, to all appearances, has been borrowed and expanded from the preceding
oracle;334 and the brief poetic addenda at the close of the pericope do not evince any
features of this kind.
On this basis, one might suggest that style-switching has not been applied in
the later sections to nearly the same extent as in the previous oracles, and hence that
between Balaam’s third poetic speech and those that follow there exists some type of
literary seam. This runs directly counter to the traditional source-critical view, which
takes both the third and fourth oracles as representative of J, and the oldest poems in
the pericope, with the subsequent brief sections having been appended at some later
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point.335 The data presented here pose a problem for such a view: if the fourth oracle
and subsequent sections are noteworthy for their lack of style-switching features, then
it remains to explain the totally different situation in the third oracle, wherein appear
plentiful attestations of this device.
Moreover, it is important not to overstate the force of the linguistic evidence in
support of the widespread view that the brief coda sections, in particular, were not
originally of a piece with the rest of the pericope, but represent later additions. It is
worthwhile especially to note the total absence in this supposedly late material of
characteristics associated specifically with LBH. Only the anticipatory pronominal
suffix in the phrase ( ִמ ֻשּׂמוֹ ֵאלNum 24:23) constitutes a feature adduced by Polzin as
indicative of LBH;336 and given the attestations of this construction across the Semitic
languages generally,337 Polzin’s argument does not stand.338 In fact, others have
interpreted this feature as an “archaic-poetic construct form.”339
However, even if we establish with certainty the antiquity of Balaam’s fourth
oracle and the brief poetic codas that follow, the question of their connection to the
rest of the pericope remains somewhat open, for it still may be argued that they were
appended to the preceding material at a later date. As it happens, the linguistic data are
insufficient to contest such a perspective, although one notes that while the application
of style-switching in these sections is reduced greatly, it does not disappear altogether.
However, what such a view fails to provide is an explanation of how these sections
work literarily in conjunction with the rest of the pericope. The text itself explicitly
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calls attention to the distinctive character of the fourth oracle, possibly including the
subsequent codas: Balaam himself explains that unlike the previous three oracles, his
remaining prophetic speech will be overtly predictive (Num 24:14). This statement
serves to distance the fourth oracle from the third, supposedly its fellow representative
of the J material in the pericope, while strengthening the perception that the fourth
oracle and the subsequent sections which share this predictive quality, are to be seen

Table 2: Typological Synopsis of Dialectal Features in Sefer Bilvam
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as a group. In addition, however, it bridges the contrast between the poetic material in
the earlier three oracles and that appearing at the end, such that the disruptive force of
this disjunction is neutralized enough for the pericope to hold together. Consequently,
I submit that an awareness of the relationship between this material and its context is
at least as important as a recognition of its divergence. This and many similar issues
will occupy our attention in great detail in the coming chapters, as we proceed to
assess such questions from the standpoint of the literary aspects of the pericope.
In the meantime, for the sake of convenience, the three typologies presented
here are summarized in Table 2, presented above, which lists all linguistic features
discussed in this chapter in the order they appear, together with a synopsis of their
sigla in each of the typological schemata.
The two devices examined here, style-switching and setting-switching,
eminently contribute to the literary character of the text by means of perhaps the most
basic element of which the text is constituted, namely, language. Thus we see in this
aspect of our pericope a marvelously rich blending of facets refracting equally in
lower- and higher-critical perspectives on Sefer Bilvam. Having thus situated the use
of dialect—a fundamentally philological aspect of the text—within the overarching
literary discussion, in the subsequent chapters we will delve more deeply into the full
range of literary qualities that arise in the pericope.
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CHAPTER 4
LITERARY PERSPECTIVES ON SEFER BILvAM:
BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY

Introductory Remarks
Having presented detailed linguistic evidence for style-switching and settingswitching in Sefer Bilvam and examined the implications of these devices for our
understanding of the text, in the next three chapters I offer a broader examination of
the various literary components at work in this pericope. Chapter 4 undertakes a
general review of the development of literary approaches in modern biblical studies,
devoting special attention to their arrival as a response to established critical methods.
Chapter 5 presents data from the pericope pertaining to a series of specific literary
devices such as keywords, ambiguity, repetition with variation, allusion, and so on.
Because of the wide range of material to be examined, in conjunction with each data
type I will present the pertinent theoretical background in a brief discussion
introducing the section to follow. In Chapter 6, I bring these data together in a
thematic examination of the pericope, and explore how these specific elements are
employed as the building blocks of the larger ideas expressed in the text. In this way,
the methods and perspectives that have appeared piecemeal in prior literary
scholarship on the Bible, including both general theoretical works and those in which
this pericope garners specific attention, are united here in an overarching assessment
of Sefer Bilvam as a whole.
In addition, although the primary goal of my research is not to level an attack
against source criticism, from time to time the discussion will provide occasion for a
critique of this approach, and ultimately will provide an alternative way of looking at
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this pericope that focuses not on its disparate precursors and editorial layers, but on the
character and operation of the entire text as a unified literary whole.

Buber, Auerbach, and the Inception of Large-scale Literary Analysis of the Bible
There can be no doubt that modern literary approaches to the Bible are
indebted, in broad terms if not by direct connection, to the early-20th-century
contributions of Martin Buber. Critical at times of traditional source criticism, Buber
believed that “the interpreter had to go beyond the fragmentation of the Bible which
the documentary hypothesis caused and seek the hints of unity throughout a section or
book of the Bible.”1 To this end, he endeavored to combine the historical-critical
methods of the day with his unique sensitivity to the literary aspects of the material, as
exemplified specifically in his recognition of keywords (Leitwörter) that help convey
important concepts in biblical narrative, both within passages of limited size and
across lengthy stretches of text.2 His initial efforts culminated in a German translation
of the Torah, produced in the late 1920s by Buber and his friend, the theologian Franz
Rosenzweig, with Buber alone completing the rest of the Tanakh in the subsequent
decades. In association with this translation, the two men developed an extensive array
of ideas about translation theory and biblical literature, which were published as a
series of essays in 1936, in a volume entitled Die Schrift und ihre Verdeutschung.3
Buber’s work invited future generations to perceive the literature of the Bible
in new ways, and to pay close attention to expressive nuances, such as keywords, that
previously had gone largely unremarked. In 1946, Erich Auerbach took up this
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challenge, and embarked on a hitherto unprecedented approach to understanding
biblical narrative. The first chapter of his volume Mimesis: The Representation of
Reality in Western Literature, entitled “Odysseus’ Scar,”4 presented a lengthy
comparison of the book of Genesis and the Odyssey, two pillars of ancient literature
whose respective narrative styles are, in a word, “antithetical,”5 juxtaposed according
to their wholly “different conception[s] of the elevated style and of the sublime.”6 He
began by recalling the scene in Book 19 of the Odyssey in which Odysseus has finally
come home, but aims to hide his identity from Penelope. Noting that every small detail
of setting, action, and innermost feeling is “scrupulously externalized and narrated in
leisurely fashion,”7 he proceeded to identify what he called “the basic impulse of the
Homeric style: to represent phenomena in a fully externalized form, visible and
palpable in all their parts, and completely fixed in their spatial and temporal
relations.”8 His final summation of this literature stated that “the Homeric style knows
only a foreground, only a uniformly illuminated, uniformly objective present.”9
In contrast, Auerbach, pointed out, the lacunae in the story of the binding of
Isaac (Genesis 22) are so pervasive and pronounced as to be a defining characteristic
of the narrative. Addressing only the opening verse of the pericope, in which God calls
to Abraham and Abraham replies “Here I am,” he catalogued a monumental series of
unanswered questions:
Where are the two speakers? We are not told. … Whence does [God]
come, whence does he call to Abraham? We are not told. … Nor are we
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told anything of his reasons for tempting Abraham so terribly. …[N]or
have the deliberations of his own heart been presented to us;
unexpected and mysterious, he enters the scene from some unknown
height or depth and calls: Abraham! …
Where is [Abraham]? We do not know. … Where he is actually,
whether in Beersheba or elsewhere, whether indoors or in the open air,
is not stated; it does not interest the narrator, the reader is not informed;
and what Abraham was doing when God called to him is left in the
same obscurity.10

This terse style continues, Auerbach observed, through the whole of the narrative.
With regard to the depiction of Abraham’s journey to the sacrificial site, he stated that
“the journey is like a silent progress through the indeterminate and the contingent,
which is inserted, like a blank duration, between what has passed and what lies
ahead….”11 And the introduction of Isaac as a primary character in the narrative
exhibits the same characteristics: “…[H]e may be handsome or ugly, intelligent or
stupid, tall or short, pleasant or unpleasant—we are not told. Only what we need to
know about him as a personage in the action, here and now, is illuminated….”12 Thus,
by means of “the externalization of only so much of the phenomena as is necessary for
the purpose of the narrative, [with] all else left in obscurity,”13 the text comes to
exhibit foreground and background as clearly distinct fields: the unspecified details,
the unspoken thoughts, emotions and motives, combine to form a subtext whose force
both rivals and enriches that of the surface narrative.
It is in regard to the Bible’s portrayal of the human characters, and specifically
the understatement of their psychological inner workings, that Auerbach most clearly
articulated his idea that the laconic quality of biblical narrative is a deeply complex
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form of narrative art. The Homeric poems, with their perpetual foregrounding, are
“comparatively simple in their picture of human beings,”14 whose emotions, “though
strong, …find expression easily.”15 In contrast, “human beings in the biblical stories
have greater depths of time, fate, and consciousness….”16 To put it more broadly,
there is an expansive and intricate range of possibility in the biblical depiction of the
human inner life that is absent in the Greek epics: “In Homer, the complexity of the
psychological life is shown only in the succession and alternation of emotions;
whereas the [biblical] writers were able to express the simultaneous existence of
various layers of consciousness and the conflict between them.”17
Auerbach was a literary critic, not a Bible scholar, and certain aspects of his
analysis reveal a somewhat rudimentary encounter with such central problems as
historicity, textual authority, and the relationship between biblical narrative and
religious belief. For example, his conviction of the single-minded religious intent of
biblical narrative led him to a conclusion that would seem to contradict the very
observations he had already articulated, namely that the biblical authors’ “freedom in
creative or representative imagination was severely limited…perforce reduced to
composing an effective version of the pious tradition.”18 Then too, Alter pointed out
that for all their sweeping penetration, his observations did not quite achieve the
subtlety demanded by the range of stylistic and generic possibilities in the biblical
corpus: the satire of Esther, the set-piece of Job, and the historiographical narratives
about early monarchic Israel, for example, each exhibit a unique set of nuanced
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sensibilities.19 Despite its flaws, however, I emphasize Auerbach’s study here because
I believe it is worthwhile to appreciate its groundbreaking character. The task that he
undertook, that is, to come to terms with the challenges of the biblical text in a
cohesive and illuminating fashion, is at the core of any critical approach to the Bible.
But his application of a literary-critical consciousness to this task presaged a whole
generation of Bible scholars who would begin to engage the text in the same manner
on a much wider scale.

The Established Methods: Source-critical and Other “Scientific” Approaches to
Understanding the Bible
Moreover, this legacy doubtless would have had considerably less resounding
significance if it were not for the propensity of contemporary biblical criticism on the
whole to engage many of the difficulties and questions encountered in the Bible not as
matters of style, but as incongruities in need of some kind of scientific explication.
Indeed, the later explosion of literary interest in the Bible in the 1970s occurred within
a scholarly context predominated by source criticism, the incumbent methodology in
biblical studies for decades prior. Thus, due to the import of source criticism in
biblical studies generally, it is important that we review this methodology, for it
largely characterizes the critical climate in which literary approaches began to
proliferate. A thorough discussion of its origins and development, a task for which
whole volumes have proved inadequate, is beyond the scope of this dissertation; but a
brief summary of its form and mechanics in recent times is useful for our purposes.
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The scholars whose work I review here took up the legacy of biblical criticism
as it stood subsequent to the efforts of a few important scholars of the pre-modern era.
For instance, Thomas Hobbes devoted an entire chapter of his 17th-century work
Leviathan to an examination of the books of the Hebrew canon, with an eye toward
their compilation and integration of preexisting documents. In particular, he called into
question the entire idea of Moses’s authorship of the Torah, an idea championed also
Benedict Spinoza in the decades after Hobbes. Spinoza’s Tractatus TheologoPoliticus, published in 1670, called for a renewed attention to the peculiarities of the
language and world of the Bible, free of modern prejudices or interpretive filters. In
this way, he set the stage for the close, detail-oriented analysis of modern scholarship.
In the wake of these two figures’ efforts, Jean Astruc proposed in the middle of the
18th century that the Torah represents a combination of two different sources, each of
which uses a different name for God, a hypothesis that served as a central element in
the later development of source criticism, as we shall see. Later, in the early 19th
century, W. M. L. de Wette argued that Deuteronomy is independent of the rest of the
Torah, on the basis of its distinct style, legal system, and sensibilities about the role of
the Temple. He concluded that Deuteronomy could not have been written before the
time of Josiah in the 7th century BCE.20

Wellhausen
In the wake of the contributions of scholars such as these, it is unsurprising that
the developing source-critical approach of the late 19th century was built on the
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underlying premise that at myriad points, the Torah evinces disunity and inconsistency
of varying types and degrees. The overarching theoretical framework that has arisen in
response to this observation, known as the Documentary Hypothesis, finds its roots
primarily in the late-19th-century endeavors of Julius Wellhausen, who, though not the
first to consider the Torah from this perspective, was responsible to a great extent for
developing what now is considered to be the classic formulation of the hypothesis. In
essence, this formulation states that the various disunities and inconsistencies in the
Torah are to be interpreted as vestiges of an editorial process by which four
preexisting documents were redacted into a single continuous work. Each of these
sources, which are designated respectively as the J or Yahwist, the E or Elohist, the D
or Deuteronomist, and the P or Priestly documents, is conceived as a continuous
written narrative with a distinct character and perspective.
This being the case, says the hypothesis, a careful analysis of the literary
seams, unharmonized elements, and other hallmarks of editorial activity should permit
a clear differentiation of the four sources, which then may be analyzed independently.
The specific types of evidence traditionally marshalled in this cause may be organized
under broad headings, as articulated for example by R. N. Whybray, whose
examination of the underpinnings of modern source criticism distinguishes three such
categories evident in prior scholarship: 1) language and style, including the word
choices, literary conventions, and stylistic character of each source; 2) repetitions,
duplications and contradictions, either between passages or within a single passage,
that indicate the competing perspectives and content of the sources; and 3) differences
of culture, religion and theology that reveal the characteristic attitudes of the
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sources.21 With respect to changes in the divine names, according to which the sources
might be distinguished based on the usage of the names  יְ הוָ הand  ֱאֹל ִהים, although
scholars such as Otto Eissfeldt treated this element as a fourth independent category,22
Whybray’s summary incorporates it under the rubric of word choice.23 Additionally,
Antony F. Campbell and Mark A. O’Brien specified a fifth criterion, which they called
“evidence of compilation and redaction of parallel accounts.”24 Their precise intent is
unclear, since they provided no descriptive details for this category; but if I take their
meaning correctly, it appears that this evidence too can be absorbed into Whybray’s
breakdown under the heading involving repetitions, duplications and contradictions. In
the end, therefore, we may view Whybray’s tripartite breakdown as a useful summary
of the traditional basis for the differentiation of the sources.

Gunkel
In the early years of the 20th century, Hermann Gunkel embarked on an
exploration of a related but distinct critical mode, worthy of a brief review here, called
form criticism. This approach utilized an evaluative method based on the
contemporary study of oral traditions in the field of European folklore.25 Taking the
Documentary Hypothesis as his point of departure, he viewed Genesis as a series of
individual stories whose oral precursors were complete narrative units in themselves,
with no connection to a continuous historical progression or to one another. All of
these stories came into existence within particular socio-historical contexts, were
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transmitted orally over several generations, and ultimately were collected into the
written documents J and E.
The task that Gunkel set himself, then, was to isolate these individual stories
within the book of Genesis according to a system of criteria that was assembled by
Axel Olrik, the Danish folklorist.26 Whybray offered a systematic catalogue of these
criteria,27 which we may summarize as follows.





Each oral narrative recounts a linear plotline involving a single
main character, which moves toward a decisive climactic (and thus
concluding) action.
It presents the various scenes of the plot in vivid clarity; but it never
presents interactions involving more than two characters, and
indeed it eschews all extraneous details, whether of setting,
characters, or chronology (such as retrospection and prospection).
It utilizes elements such as repetition, intensification, and patterning
to provide certain emphases and to heighten the tension leading up
to the dénouement.

One immediately notes that these laws bear no relationship to the content of
oral narrative, but only to its formal qualities. This fact gave rise to the term “form
criticism” as a designation for Gunkel’s application of this model in the context of
biblical studies. His approach garnered great interest, and a number of scholars, such
as Albrecht Alt, Gerhard von Rad, and Klaus Westermann, continued to explore and
refine his approach to the pre-literary history of the material in the Torah and the rest
of the biblical corpus.
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See Olrik 1909.
Whybray 1987: 146–147. According to Whybray (1987: 145), Olrik never presented the laws that he
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Eissfeldt
A particularly important reverberation intertwining both Gunkel’s form-critical
approach and source criticism generally is the meticulous generic review of the Torah
undertaken by Eissfeldt’s 1934 volume The Old Testament: An Introduction represents
a particularly important study in which Gunkel’s form-critical approach and sourcecritical methods are intertwined.28 Long viewed as a cornerstone of mid-20th-century
biblical studies, Eissfeldt’s work carefully revisits the origins of source criticism,
tracing the idea of multiple sources back as far as the mid-1700s with Astruc’s work
on the book of Genesis, and then moves on to a thorough exploration of the many
variant positions articulated in scholarly discourse on the Documentary Hypothesis.
Prominent among these are three important nuances still exhibiting currency in sourcecritical circles, whose effect is evident in Eissfeldt’s own reasoning. The first is that
the strands of the sources proposed by the Documentary Hypothesis in fact extend
beyond the Torah, and through the book of Joshua. Thus one frequently encounters
references to the “Hexateuch” in source-critical literature.
Second, Eissfeldt pointed out that certain parts of the Torah, particularly but
not exclusively the legal material, do not lend themselves easily to the scrutiny of the
Documentary Hypothesis. In response to the inclination to apply the hypothesis to this
material in the same manner as to the narrative of the Torah, Eissfeldt wrote:
Thus it is proper…to examine the application of the documentary
hypothesis only in those sections where we are concerned with the
analysis of larger complexes of narrative, and only to apply it with
reserve to the legal corpora. … [In] this we may be led by the character
of the corpus of law itself, which defies any neat division into
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Eissfeldt’s German original.

203

[multiple] basic corpora, and suggests rather amplifications of one
basic corpus….29

Whybray neatly summed up the implication of this kind of observation in a more
general way: “A few passages…are not derived from any of the main four documents
but must be regarded as independent fragments.”30 In other words, the import of
Eissfeldt’s statement for source criticism is that, to all appearances, the basic material
of the Torah drawn from the four main documents was supplemented by additional
material from outside of these sources.31
The third important nuance incorporated into Eissfeldt’s presentation was
attested in preliminary form already in the work of Wellhausen in the late 19th century,
but over the course of the 20th it underwent extensive refinement. In essence, the idea
is that the J, E, D, and P documents themselves went through multiple editorial phases,
and thus may be broken down into various layers. Thus, for example, in the early 20th
century Rudolf Smend envisioned J as actually comprised of two distinct parallel
sources, J1 and J2, which later were combined into a single document.32 Later, von Rad
articulated the similar view that P consists of parallel strands, which he labeled PA and
PB,33 and in fact the issue of redactional layers in P has received extensive attention in
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scholarship generally up to the present.34 Indeed, Eissfeldt himself identified Smend’s
J1 as an independent “lay source,” thus labeled L, whose antiquity is indicated by its
lack of association with liturgical and cultic matters; and, having relabeled J1 in this
fashion, he concomitantly referred to J2 simply as J.35 He also understood both the
Holiness Code36 of Leviticus (chapters 17–26), labeled H, and what he called the
“Book of the Covenant” (Exodus 20:22–23:33), labeled B, as independent documents
that should be distinguished from the core material of the four main sources.37 As a
result, in his volume we encounter statements such as the following, which refers to
Genesis 14: “With this narrative it is quite clear that it presupposes the already
complete compilation L + J + E + B + D + H + P, and that it has been inserted into
it.”38 Thus, in Eissfeldt’s view, this chapter from Genesis is one of several
supplementary passages of the type described above.
Another noteworthy aspect of Eissfeldt’s volume is that prior to embarking on
a discussion of the Torah and its sources, it presents a highly meticulous and complex
catalogue of the various genres encountered in the biblical corpus, discussing and
applying a range of technical terms to the material. This examination of genre
coincides closely with Gunkel’s form-critical approach because of the detailed formal
considerations involved in the establishment of generic distinctions. The extremely
high level of detail present in Eissfeldt’s breakdown is plain to see in the following
table, in which the original material is somewhat condensed.
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I.
1.
2.

3.

Table 3: Summation of Eissfeldt’s Generic Breakdown39
Prose types
II. Sayings
III. Songs
Speeches, sermons,
1. Sayings of various
1. Songs of work and
prayers
kinds
harvest, drinking
Records
a. Sayings from the
songs, songs of
a. Contracts
life of the
marriage and love,
b. Letters
individual
watchman’s songs
c. Lists
b. Sayings from the
2. Mocking songs and
d. Laws
life of the
funeral dirges
e. Cultic ordinances
community
3. Royal songs and
Narratives
2. Legal sayings
victory songs
a. Poetic narratives
3. Cultic sayings
4. Cultic songs
1. Myths
a. Divine sayings
a. Royal cult songs
2. Fairy-tale,
b. Priestly sayings
b. “Spiritual songs”
fable, tale
c. Lay sayings
c. Hymns
3. Saga
4. Prophetic sayings
d. Accession songs
4. Legends
a. Ecstatic
e. The “sentence of
b. Historical
possession as the
judgment”
narratives
ultimate source of
f. National laments
1. Reports
the prophetic
g. Collective songs of
2. Popular
saying
trust
history
b. Prediction and
h. Individual laments
3. Autobiography
warning
i. Individual songs of
4. Accounts of
c. Oracular poems
trust
dreams and
d. Other literary
j. Collective songs of
visions
types employed by
thanksgiving
5. Prophetic
the prophets
k. Individual songs of
Autobiography 5. Proverb, riddle, and
thanksgiving
wisdom sayings
5. Wisdom poems

It is plain that the larger categories II and III refer specifically and solely to biblical
passages constituted of poetry, and that by “poetic narratives” Eissfeldt refers to
narrative passages deemed not to be historical or annalistic in content—to “stories,”
not “histories.” Also clear are that some of the sections consist of a number of parts,
each of which Eissfeldt addressed in turn; but I have collapsed them here under their
primary heading for reasons of space.
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Noth
An equally significant contribution to biblical scholarship that owed much to
the earlier form-critical efforts of Gunkel was Martin Noth’s development of a
traditio-historical approach (Überlieferungsgeschichte) to the Torah, an extensive
articulation of which first appeared in his 1948 work A History of Pentateuchal
Traditions.40 Where Noth’s model deviated from Gunkel’s was in its relative lack of
concern with the process by which the oral precursors of the source documents were
compiled in written form. This topic, Noth stated, was the purview of source criticism,
which by his own time, he believed, did not warrant extensive review: “…[T]he
questions of the purely literary prehistory of the Pentateuch in its final form have been
for some time so exclusively the object of interest of Old Testament scholarship and
have been so thoroughly treated that, even though definitive and generally accepted
solutions have not been reached in every regard, they certainly do not require fresh
examination….”41 In any case, he continued, the uncertainties and debates in the
source-critical arena held little bearing on his efforts, “[f]or compared with oral
transmission, literary fixations are secondary, and the time and circumstances of their
appearance provide no direct indication of the origin and significance of the traditions
absorbed in them.”42 That said, however, he acknowledged the conceptual reliance of
his own efforts on methodological notions championed in source criticism: “…[O]ur
access to the beginnings of the Pentateuchal tradition does, in fact, necessarily begin
with the literary end-product, and from there we work back through the still
recognizable early literary stages.”43
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The chief presupposition of the traditio-historical approach as articulated by
Noth was that the material constituting the Torah originally was a body of orally
developed narratives, without specific “authors,” that was transmitted “within the
anonymous totality of the tribes and their several clans at those times when they were
gathered together, that is, preeminently on cultic occasions.”44 The assumption of a
cultic setting for these preliterary traditions derived directly from Gunkel,45 and it led
Noth to the supposition that the shift to a written mode of preservation must have
occurred in tandem with the shift of the Israelite tribal confederacy to a unified state:
During the time of statehood, the saga-tradition is replaced, as a rule,
by written history. This historiography, though at first quite
unpretentious, is always in its own way a “scholarly” work behind
which there is no longer a community which enjoys telling and hearing
stories, but rather some author whose name may or may not be known
to posterity. … The beginnings of a distinct historiography appear
concomitantly with the formation of Israel as a state, and indeed within
the circle of the royal court.46

It is evident from this statement that Noth’s conception of both the oral and the written
stages accorded with his vision of its specific historical context. Thus, just as the
source-critical delineation and evaluation of J, E, D, and P was rooted in current ideas
about the reconstructed history of Israel, so too did Noth’s hypotheses correspond to
his own view of Israel’s prehistory and the process by which this stage was
transformed into the later historical periods. It is in this way that “tradition” and
“history” were intertwined in his traditio-historical approach.
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I raise form criticism and traditio-historical criticism as important offshoots of
source criticism, but it is important to recognize the general degree to which they are
rooted in the Documentary Hypothesis. To be sure, there have been occasional efforts
to distance these two modes from their source-critical origin. This was undertaken
with regard to form criticism, for instance, in Johannes Pedersen’s 1920 study Israel
I–II: Sjæleliv og Samfundsliv and the 1934 follow-up article “Passahfest und
Passahlegende,” in which he identified Exodus 1–15 not as a compilation of various
written sources, but as a continuous account that had been expanded orally over a
period of centuries.47 And with regard to the traditio-historical approach, Rolf
Rendtorff’s 1977 volume Das überlieferungsgeschichtliche Problem des Pentateuch is
a useful example.48 Here, he articulated the view that the methods of source criticism,
though generally acceptable in themselves, had been misapplied in the Documentary
Hypothesis, and in any case our conclusions about the Torah’s precanonical sources
should be accepted only if they can be corroborated by the findings of traditiohistorical analysis. But these two exceptional examples tend, if anything, both to
confirm and to call attention to the genetic connection between these two
methodologies and their ancestor, source criticism.49

Problems with the “Scientific” Approaches
The foregoing very brief and cursory review is far from exhaustive, but it
offers a snapshot of the major trends in biblical scholarship up through the first two-
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Pedersen 1920; Pedersen 1934. Ultimately Pedersen’s view ceased to hold much sway in critical
discourse (Whybray 1987: 175).
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Rendtorff 1977.
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In this regard note especially, e.g., Campbell–O’Brien 1993: 8–10, wherein Noth’s assessment of the
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thirds of the 20th century. As important and widespread as these approaches were,
however, over time they became the focus of a range of criticisms that called attention
to a whole range of difficulties underlying the edifice of source criticism. In 1987,
Whybray’s volume The Making of the Pentateuch: A Methodological Study offered a
very thorough assessment of the development, underpinnings, and current state of the
Documentary Hypothesis, together with a careful critique that brought together the
range of hesitant or dissenting perspectives articulated in the preceding decades.50 He
pointed out several questionable assumptions underlying the hypothesis, and also
called attention to certain overzealous attempts to refine its level of detail that
ultimately undermined some of its central tenets. These observations were summarized
in an eleven-point list.51 Some of these points concern the minutiae of the theological
and historical perspectives generated by the hypothesis, and need not concern us here;
but others are instructive for our purposes, and can be condensed under two broad
subject headings. Both issues relate directly to an established source-critical idea about
the very nature of the source documents themselves. As Whybray put it, the source
critics “assumed that the purpose of each of the authors of the documents was to write
a consistent and continuous account of the origins and early history of Israel, suitably
adapted to the national, religious and ethical notions prevailing in their time: they
were, in other words, by intention, historians.”52 The two points of interest for us
reside in the notions of consistency and continuity.
The first matter goes back to the basic premise of the Documentary
Hypothesis, that apparent disunities or inconsistencies in the Torah are to be attributed
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to the vicissitudes of the editorial process by which the source documents were
combined. This premise necessarily implies that the sources themselves were
completely internally consistent in all of the criteria designated above: each source
exhibits no linguistic or stylistic variation outside of a certain characteristic range,
particularly in its use of divine names; each source is entirely free of repetitions or
contradictions of any kind; and each source is entirely homogeneous in its cultural and
theological outlook. Certainly this is a problematic way to approach any body of
literature, whether composite or otherwise, as Whybray observed with regard to the
early adoption of this perspective in source-critical circles:
…[T]heir application of this criterion…was even more rigid than that
practised by the writers of their own time, and perhaps of any other
time. They assumed that a writer never makes a statement twice over,
never allows himself a digression but always sticks to the point, and
never contradicts himself even in the smallest matter. Any failing of
this order was seized upon as evidence of a conflation of documents.53

He went on to point out, further, that while such rigor perhaps may be identified as a
goal of the scholar, it is not generally applicable to the endeavors of the literary artist.
But even more importantly, this assumption leads to reverberations in source criticism
that extend beyond the authors of the sources themselves, to those figures who in a
sense are at the core of the entire Documentary Hypothesis: the redactors.
Since the development of the hypothesis did not concern itself with whether or
not the practice being suggested—“the creation of new historical works by the simple
conflation of older ones covering the same ground”54—was in any way normative in
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the ancient world,55 its proponents “appear to have taken it for granted that [the
redactor’s] motive was basically the same as that of the authors of the documents
which they [sic] conflated: his intention was to produce a new ‘history of early
Israel’—that is, one which was an ‘improved version’….”56 Yet, if the troublesome
inconsistencies in the final version are hallmarks of the redactors’ efforts, then it is
striking that despite their common purpose, the redactors often made little or no
attempt to achieve the strict consistency that purportedly was so important to the
authors of the sources.
If the documents postulated by the hypothesis possessed some kind of
unity and consistency—and it is this which is held to give them
plausibility—then the redactors were the persons who wantonly
destroyed that unity and consistency—and again, the hypothesis
depends on believing that they did. … Thus the hypothesis can only be
maintained on the assumption that, while consistency was the hallmark
of the various documents, inconsistency was the hallmark of the
redactors. … [But] if the redactors were manifestly not primarily
concerned with achieving consistency in their “improved” history, why
should it be assumed that consistency was an overriding concern of the
authors of the original documents, whose purpose was more or less the
same as that of the redactors? And if after all this was not the
overriding concern of the authors, the criteria for separating one
document from another lose their force.57

Indeed, even the redactors’ supposedly lax treatment of the source documents exhibits
a range of manifestations. “[I]n some cases—in the double accounts of the same
event—they preserved the two accounts separately and placed them either side by
side…or at different points in the total narrative…, while in others they interwove the
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two (or more) accounts to form a single composite narrative…, being apparently quite
indifferent equally to the resulting incongruities of reiteration and contradiction….”58
These two opposing editorial practices—one that preserves everything from both
sources and another that incorporates material from one while omitting the parallel
content from another—frequently have been employed at the whim of the source
critic, without concern for the distinction between the two or the possibility of some
motivation for this distinction.
To take one example relating specifically to Sefer Bilvam, we may consider a
few comments by Noth, who stated that “the Balaam story is obviously not a unified
whole. This is clear from the unmotivated change, explicable only on literary critical
[that is, source-critical] grounds, in the designation of God (‘Yahweh’ and ‘God’), as
well as from the existence of obvious doublets (cf. right at the beginning 22.3a//3b).”59
But at the same time, regarding Num 22:12 in which Elohim instructs Balaam the first
time, Noth expressed the belief that the single word  ָתאֹרbelonged not to E but to J,
and went on to say that “[i]f this is correct, then J, too, contained an account of
instructions given by Yahweh to Balaam, an account which has been for the most part
suppressed by the E-variant.”60 Thus, in one place the redactor felt compelled to
record equivalent material from both sources in a paratactic catalogue, while in
another he freely “cut” material from J in favor of E’s formulation of the same
content. According to the traditional source-critical perspective, the question of why
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each approach was undertaken in its specific context is unimportant, as is the very fact
of their difference.61
To return to Whybray’s observation about the incongruity between the values
guiding authorial as against editorial activities, his point strikes at the heart of the
Documentary Hypothesis, because it raises the possibility that the inconsistencies in
the Torah are to be understood not as the haphazard results of careless editing, but as
reflective of some other component of the material itself. The problem is exacerbated,
however, by the fact that, once J, E, D, and P had been isolated to the satisfaction of
most scholars, upon exposure to further scrutiny the sources themselves revealed
similar, if less obvious, signs of disunity and inconsistency. Thus, the core value
attributed to the authors of the sources turned out, on some level, to be wholly illusory.
This brings us to the matter of continuity, which likewise is a central tenet of
the Documentary Hypothesis. The sources themselves, we recall, were conceived
originally as independent, continuous narratives. But as discussed above,62 at an early
stage the disentanglement of multiple layers within, for instance, the J and P sources
occupied the attention of scholars like Smend and, later, von Rad. The law codes in
particular complicated the matter; and ultimately such a dizzying array of sources and
sub-sources had found scholarly advocacy that by the time of Eissfeldt’s volume, for
instance, he was comfortable identifying Genesis 14 as an eighth layer piled atop his
L, J, E, B, D, H, and P documents. Whybray viewed this development in source
criticism as a weakening of its basic plausibility: “The postulation of additional
documents, which are of limited scope, marks the breakdown of an hypothesis which
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is essentially one of continuous documents running through the Pentateuch.”63 Again,
this likewise leaves us with a series of discontinuities, this time within the four sources
themselves, whose prior interpretations proved in the end to be problematic.
Indeed, even the form-critical and traditio-historical approaches have met with
some resistance on quite fundamental grounds.64 Neither Gunkel nor Noth, nor for that
matter anyone who applied their methods, ever articulated the mechanics of the oral
transmission process they envisioned. As John van Seters put it, “Gunkel, Alt, von
Rad, Noth and Westermann…have not established the form of the stories, their
function, the identity of the bearers of these traditions, or the process by which they
might have arrived at their extant shape.”65 That is to say, although they insisted on a
cultic setting for this process, their research never turned to the important questions
about what this setting was like, what specific role the transmission of narratives held
within it, who was responsible for this transmission, and so on; for these questions
simply cannot be answered on the basis of the formal qualities of the biblical stories
with which these scholars were concerned. The result is that their fundamental notions
about such matters appear decidedly more speculative than one would like, and this
produces the sense that the overarching picture painted by their efforts “remains a
shadowy hypothesis.”66 Thus, these important offshoots of the source-critical approach
also were subjected to criticisms akin to those being leveled against the Documentary
Hypothesis.
With specific regard to Sefer Bilvam, it is worthwhile briefly to review the
important effort of Alexander Rofé, who conducted a sustained evaluation of the
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established source-critical perspective on the pericope, pointing out numerous
unresolved shortcomings. He opened his study of the pericope with a synopsis of four
early source-critical breakdowns of the pericope’s opening sequence (Num 22:2–21),67
namely the approaches of of A. Dillmann,68 A. von Gall,69 G. B. Gray,70 and H.
Holzinger.71 In addition to revealing a profusion of discrepancies between these
scholar’s respective divisional schemata, Rofé observed a number of unexplained
theoretical inconsistencies in their methodological perspectives.
In the case of von Gall, for example, Rofé noted that the phrase ִהנֵּ ה ַעם יָ ָצא
“ ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַריִ םBehold, a people has come out from Egypt” in Num 22:5 is attributed to E,
but the nearly identical clause in Num 22:11 is associated with J.72 In addition, he
criticized von Gall’s differentiation between the various terms for the envoys sent by
Balaq, according to which the expressions “ ָשׂ ִריםofficers” (Num 22:15) and מוֹאב
ָ ָשׂ ֵרי
“officers of Moab” (Num 22:8, 14, 21) are representative of J and the term ַמ ְל ָא ִכים
“messengers” (Num 22:5) is indicative of E, because of its failure to consider the
functional specificity of the latter term:73 “ …הרי במקום זה אין לדבר על מעמדם של
 — היינו שליחים″מלאכים″ : אלא על תפקידם,( טו′האנשים )כמו בפס.”74 Ultimately, he
stated that the independent sources delineated by von Gall’s breakdown do not exhibit
significant improvements in logic or continuity over the undivided text as it stands.75
Elsewhere, Holzinger’s proposed divisions also fell under sharp criticism from Rofé.
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His proposed E source evinced frequent terminological inconsistency, not only in its
free interchange of the divine names  יְ הוָ הand ֹלהים
ִ א,
ֱ but also in other aspects: the use
of the infinitive construct with the preposition - ִמן, for instance, as in “ ֵמ ֲהֹלְךfrom
going” in Num 22:16, which Holzinger conceived specifically as a representative
characteristic of E, stands in contrast to its parallel locution “ ַל ֲהֹלְךto go” in Num
22:13, also attributed to E.76
Having thus demonstrated that the usual source-critical approaches are
unsatisfactory with respect to this section, Rofé moved on to an examination of the
traditional distinction drawn between Numbers 23, generally ascribed to E, and
Numbers 24, seen as belonging to J. Rofé framed his discussion as a response to
Sigmund Mowinckel’s elaboration of the source critical view, which itself is founded
primarily on two key observations.77 The first is that the two large oracles in Numbers
24 are distinct in their direct reference to the reigns of Saul and David, in the first case
by mentioning the Amaleqite king Agag, who was defeated by Saul, and in the second
by presenting material that comports with David’s military successes against Moab
and Edom.78 This establishes the United Monarchy as a terminus a quo for the
composition of the oracles. The second is that these two oracles, both of which are
identified internally by the term ( נְ ֻאםNum 24:3 [2x], 4, 15 [2x], 16), reflect a
significant qualitative shift in the nature of Balaam’s prophetic activity.79 Here, he
receives direct inspiration from God (ֹלהים
ִ רוּח ֱא
ַ “ וַ ְתּ ִהי ָע ָליוand the spirit of Elohim was
upon him,” Num 24:2), whereas previously he has relied on divination and theophany
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as the source of his prophetic insight (ל־בּ ְל ָעם
ִ ֹלהים\יְ הוָ ה ֶא
ִ “ וַ יִּ ָקּר ֱאand Elohim/Yahweh
appeared to Balaam,” Num 23:4, 16; and see Num 24:1).
In response, Rofé shifted the focus from the distinctions between chapters 23
and 24 to the similarity between them. He argued that the significance of sight as the
catalyst for prophecy persists unaltered across all four of Balaam’s major oracles,80
noting in particular the explicit references to the prophetic import of sight that occur
across these two chapters, both in prose (Num 23:13; 24:2) and in poetry (Num 23:9;
24:5, 6).81 The correct view, he concluded, was that we encounter here not two
chapters corresponding respectively to E and J, but rather a series of poetic sources
()מקורות שיריים82 around which the later narrative was constructed.83 He pointed out
that this situation is recognizable elsewhere in the biblical corpus, citing a handful of
examples.84
Thus, ultimately the only segment of Sefer Bilvam that Rofé perceived as
wholly distinct is the jenny episode, which he demarcated as Num 22:22–35.85
Because of its apparent incongruity with both the preceding and the subsequent
material,86 its proposed concern with the matter of true prophecy among the foreign
nations,87 and its accordance with the perceived development of a negative attitude
toward Balaam evident in other later biblical contexts,88 Rofé concluded that this
episode was inserted long after the composition of the rest of the pericope, and
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adduced supposedly late stylistic aspects of the episode in support of this
interpretation.89 For instance, he pointed out the “resumptive repetition” ()חזרה מקשרת
attested in the phrase ם־שׂ ֵרי ָב ָלק
ָ “ וַ יֵּ ֶלְך ִבּ ְל ָעם ִעand Balaam went with Balaq’s officers”
(Num 22:35), which reconnects with the narrative preceding the episode whose final
phrase reads מוֹאב
ָ ם־שׂ ֵרי
ָ “ וַ יֵּ ֶלְך ִעand he went with the officers of Moab” (Num 22:21).90
In many ways, although Rofé rejected the source-critical approach to this
pericope, even alleging at times that it has produced more problems than it has solved,
on the surface his own approach looks remarkably similar. To be sure, he dispensed
with the belaborment of discrete J and E documents; but his pervasive concern with
isolating the disparate pieces that were assembled into the extant version of Sefer
Bilvam reveals, perhaps, that the functional distinction between his own efforts and
those of his predecessors was somewhat less pronounced than his presentation might
suggest. On the other hand, however, the importance of Rofé’s study lies in its
employment of a wholly different range of criteria for evaluating the material: one that
approaches each individual challenge posed by the text with a fine-grained sensitivity
to both content and context, and that considers the possibility that at least some of
these challenges may be explained on the basis of evidence internal to the pericope
itself. In this way, Rofé’s study of Sefer Bilvam is noteworthy for its resonation with
the methodological shifts that were developing in the literary study of the Bible
generally, a topic to which we now turn.
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Literary Criticism as an Alternative (Not Necessarily a Counterpoint) to Source
Criticism
Lest one arrive at the wrong impression, it is crucial to realize that despite
serious misgivings in some circles, as detailed in the preceding section, source
criticism and related approaches continued—and still continue—to be of central
importance in scholarship on the Hebrew Bible. The traditio-historical efforts of Noth,
for example, have served as the underpinnings for innumerable subsequent studies.
Nor is my purpose in reviewing the pitfalls of such approaches to attack the sourcecritical method or the Documentary Hypothesis. Rather, I intend only to establish the
state of scholarly discourse during the period that saw the onset of far-reaching and
sustained interest in literary approaches to the challenges encountered in biblical
literature. In the 1970s, the climate in biblical studies was such that some scholars
actively sought alternative means of dealing with the challenges of the Torah. It is in
this fact that the most profound and forward-thinking—however unwitting—
implication of Auerbach’s study is to be found. His analysis demonstrated that many
of the same types of evidence traditionally explained by source critics as vestiges of
the editorial process—lacunae, doublets, varied repetitions, linguistic peculiarities,
apparent inconsistencies or contradictions, and so on—could be interpreted in an
entirely different light as characteristic features of the Bible’s literary style.
For this reason, the literary approaches of recent decades superficially appear,
at times, to stand in diametric opposition with source criticism. This perspective is not
entirely accurate, however, for the two methods actually are concerned with rather
different questions: source criticism is interested in the precanonical process that led
up to the production of the text in its final form, and literary criticism is interested in
the artistry evident in that final form, which presumably is to be attributed partly if not
mostly to the redactors who produced it. This clearly reflects another important
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distinction regarding the nature of the redactors’ acitivity, whereby the source-critical
view regards them only as compilers, contributing nothing of their own to the material
except for its arrangement, while the literary perspective attributes to their activity an
overarching point of view and a sense of artistry that must be treated in its own right
as creative, not merely editorial. But this distinction does not render the two
approaches mutually exclusive; for both acknowledge the composite character of the
extant text and the redactional process that produced it.
Meir Sternberg articulated the matter in a different way, distinguishing
between an empirical model of the text’s composition and an interpretive one
delineating the principles operative within the text:
…[T]o turn…a genetic argument into a condition and directive of
interpretation is to offend against history in the name of history. For
here genesis itself has a double face: as real-life origin and as culturebound fountainhead. The two faces can and must be differentiated, but
not along historical lines, because both live in history. The only
difference is that one relates to the text’s historical composition, where
all that matters is how it came into being, and the other relates to its
historical communication, where all that matters is how it works as a
system of rules.91

This represents one of the more finely nuanced articulations of the notion of a unified
poetics of biblical narrative, according to which such narrative generally operates
regardless of both the chronological point of origin and the historical identity of the
person(s) responsible for its composition. Indeed, in this regard Sternberg carefully
differentiated the traditional literary-critical figures of the “actual writer” and the
“implied author,” the latter of whom is identical to the “narrator” in biblical
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literature:92 “…[T]he more various the sources of a narrative book, the more tortuous
the genesis, and the more diverse the intentions attributed to the line of
contributors…the more striking the adherence to a single mode of narration.”93 That is
to say, though there may be many “actual writers” of a given biblical text, the “implied
author,” who is a construct embedded in the narrative itself, remains uniform. No
model of the historical process by which a biblical text was composed, whether simple
or complex, can account for the consistency of the poetics both within the text and
between this text and others in the biblical corpus. This is not a shortcoming of such
models, it simply is a different line of inquiry into the literature of the Bible.
To be sure, when it comes to source-critical and literary methods, in some
instances one approach can provide an answer to some problem or other in the text for
which the other has been unable to offer a good explanation. But on the other hand, as
we shall see, some recent literary approaches actually incorporate a given pericope’s
composite character into their analysis as an important element contributing to the
overall character of the text. Indeed, it is telling that both source-critical and literarycritical methods have continued to flourish since the time that the latter emerged in the
scholarly discourse. But more to the point, in the eyes of those who began applying
literary approaches to the Bible, their efforts were not defined by an opposition to
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source criticism or any other methodology. The validity and productivity of their work
stands on its own merits, and the relationship of their findings to those deriving from
established critical perspectives, though meaningful, ultimately is secondary.

Semeia and the 1970s
We may say, then, that literary criticism took hold in biblical studies not
specifically as a method opposed to source criticism, but as an alternative to it that has
enriched the analytical discussion of the various challenges encountered in the text of
the Torah by providing new angles from which to approach them. By the 1970s, the
climate in scholarship was ripe for this kind of development, and the establishment of
the journal Semeia in 1974 provided the scholarly community with an innovative
forum specifically designed to foster alternative and experimental approaches to the
Bible in areas including literary criticism, linguistics, folklore studies, structuralism,
anthropology, and so on. Robert Funk’s vision for the journal was that it would
operate as something like a workshop for the exchange of ideas, since the most current
methods “are often not yet sufficiently refined to encourage the kind of article
appropriate for example to the Journal of Biblical Literature.”94
In order to render the journal a useful space for cutting-edge discussion and
interchange, its format was arranged such that each successive volume would address
a particular topic or method, and would be released not on a regular schedule, but as
soon as a critical mass of submissions was assembled, complete with notes and
responses to these submissions from other contributors. In this way, within five years
of the journal’s inception it already had produced four volumes of collected literary
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studies of the Hebrew Bible: in 1975 the third volume appeared, with the heading
Classical Hebrew Narrative; 1977 saw the publication of volumes 7 and 8,
respectively titled Studies in the Book of Job and Literary Critical Studies of Biblical
Texts; and volume 15 was published in 1979 with the title Perspectives on Old
Testament Narrative. Among the list of early contributors to Semeia appear the names
of several of the now elder statesmen in the field of biblical literature, such as Robert
Polzin, David M. Gunn, and Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis.
Of particular note is the spirit of the journal, whereby the methods under
discussion therein, although they represented alternatives to established approaches,
were by no means presented in a confrontational fashion. As Amos Wilder put it in the
opening article of the first volume, “There is no reason to disparage older methods and
contributions of biblical study or to make undue claims for new strategies, least of all
to set up a controversial front between different schools at work in our field. It is
simply that philology and interpretation, including biblical, find themselves faced
today with new considerations and tasks.”95 With respect to literary approaches to the
Bible, in retrospect it seems certain that the insistence on this point of view was one
crucial step in their early development, since without it there would have been
considerable risk of their being characterized primarily by a detrimentally defensive
tenor that would have hindered subsequent progress greatly.

Biblical Literature in Operation
While the contributions of Semeia to biblical literary criticism were of
enormous significance, however, these and other literary endeavors during this time
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tended to focus on relatively small, self-contained issues, whether individual texts or
specific theoretical elements. A few important broader studies did appear, such as J. P.
Fokkelman’s 1975 volume Narrative Art in Genesis;96 but this work nevertheless
treated only those matters specific to the biblical book under examination. There
remained a vacuum in terms of sustained attempts to map out a poetics of biblical
narrative. This situation slowly began to change, however, as interest in exploring the
literary techniques at play in the Bible continued to grow. Many of the resulting
extended studies have come to serve as the underpinnings of biblical literary criticism,
and consequently it is valuable to examine them in some detail here.
Before proceeding with this review, however, we must contend with the
perceived bifurcation of this literature into two discursive modes, namely, prose and
poetry. Sefer Bilvam itself manifests material of both types, and certainly the broader
theoretical character of the question is at least as crucial as its application in a single
pericope. But the issue bears immediate practical relevance as well, since my own
understanding of it has had a significant effect on the organization of the present
study. James Kugel’s treatment97 approaches the matter from the vantage point of an
examination of parallelism, a characteristic quality generally considered to be the most
significant fundamental aspect of biblical poetry. Thus, in order to engage his
examination as fully as possible on its own terms, it behooves us to begin with a
careful overview of this important feature.

96
97

Fokkelman 1975.
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Poetry
Ever since Robert Lowth’s seminal 1753 work De sacra poesi Hebræorum,98
parallelism has occupied a central position in the study of biblical poetry. His tripartite
delineation of synonymous, antithetical, and synthetic categories of parallelism served
as the basis for innumerable subsequent analyses, including a full range of both
positive and negative responses. Indeed, so voluminous is the discourse on parallelism
since Lowth’s time that it is most profitable in this context to refrain from toiling
through a painstaking review of more than two centuries of scholarship, and instead to
approach the subject by way of three recent works of note, namely, Kugel’s The Idea
of Biblical Poetry (1981), Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical Poetry (1985), and Adele
Berlin’s The Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism (1985). Ultimately, these works are
rooted in the lengthy stream of prior scholarship, and thus provide a fitting context
within which to review perspectives such as Lowth’s; but at the same time, they
provide a range of updates and refinements that have rendered them core components
in the modern discussion of biblical poetry.
It is to Kugel’s volume that scholarship in recent decades owes the convenient
summary expression of parallelism as a “seconding”99 phenomenon: “A, and what’s
more, B.”100 The notion articulated in this expression is that the independent cola that
constitute a single line of biblical poetry are complementary, each independently
stating a single idea (or idea-fragment) but operating in conjunction to form a
statement greater than the sum of its parts. In formal terms, parallelism is most simply
presented in a sequence of two adjacent cola, and due to its simplicity this is the
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pattern generally abstracted for the purposes of theoretical analysis; but in fact the
Bible attests other parallelistic patterns as well, to which the same principles apply:
three-colon sequences, cola separated by some amount of intervening material, and so
on.101
Although Kugel was the first to express the basic principle of parallelism as
“A, and what’s more, B,” the idea that this expression encapsulates has undergirded
notions of parallelism since Lowth’s time. He proposed three distinct categories of
parallelism, the first of which, “synonymous” parallelism, is most clearly identifiable
with Kugel’s summary articulation since it encompasses those instances where the
relationship between A and B is most direct. Take, for example, Ps 135:13, in which
each term in the A colon is closely paralleled in the B colon:102
עוֹלם
֑ ָ ְ ֭יהוָ ה ִשׁ ְמָך֣ ְל
הוה זִ ְכ ְרָך֥ ְלד ֹר־וָ ֽד ֹר׃
֗ ָ ְ ֝י

Yahweh, your name is for eternity;
Yahweh, your remembrance is for generation
and generation.

Lowth’s second category, “antithetical” parallelism, includes those instances where A
and B exhibit some sort of opposition. Pr 27:6, for example, uses antonyms as parallel
terms (friend // enemy; bruises // kisses):103
אוֹהב
֑ ֵ ֶ֭נ ֱא ָמ ִנים ִפּ ְצ ֵ ֣עי
שׂוֹנֽא׃
ֵ וְ ֝ נַ ְע ָתּ ֗רוֹת ְנ ִשׁ ֥יקוֹת

Trustworthy are a friend’s bruises,
and deceitful are an enemy’s kisses.
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And Ps 34:23 (English: 34:22) presents an affirmative statement in A and a negative
clause in B:104
פּוֹדה ְ ֭יהוָ ה ֶ ֣נ ֶפשׁ ֲע ָב ָ ֑דיו
ֶ֣
ל־הח ִ ֹ֥סים ֽבּוֹ׃
ַ וְ ֥ל ֹא ֶ ֝י ְא ְשׁ ֗מוּ ָ ֽכּ

Yahweh ransoms the soul of his servants,
and all who seek refuge in him shall not be
condemned.

The third category, “synthetic” parallelism, incorporates those instances of parallelism
that do not fit comfortably into the two preceding groups either because it combines
them or because it exhibits an entirely different kind of relationship between A and B.
Lowth’s synonymous and antithetical categories remain operative in some
form in the modern study of biblical poetry, despite frequent and ample demonstration
of their shortcomings. Kugel, for example, pointed out that the notion of synonymous
A and B clauses leads to the oversimplified view that “B is essentially a restatement of
A,” and thus that parallelism in this sense is merely “saying the same thing twice.”105
In his view the synonymous reading was “a drastic sort of leveling,” and failed to
account for the significantly freighted “fact of B’s afterwardness.”106 The antithetical
category received similar criticism from Kugel: “Indeed, it was in order to preserve
the synonymity of ‘synonymous’ that antithetical was devised; it drained off a whole
class of parallelism in which B’s differentness from A was all too obvious.”107 He
highlighted the example of Pr 27:6, cited above, in which A and B may be conceived
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as “independent (opposite) versions of ‘the same idea,’” and which thus represents
simply “another way for B to pick up and complete A.”108
Indeed, the abandonment long ago of Lowth’s synthetic category speaks not
just to its ineffectuality as a diagnostic tool, but to the fundamental flaws in Lowth’s
entire approach. Over time, the diagnostic categories that he had delineated gradually
proved insufficient to capture the entire breadth of parallelistic possibility, and it
began to become clear that the very process of rote categorization was too rigid and
too narrow as an analytical mode. Kugel himself articulated this perspective by
cautioning against the reliance on the expression “A, and what’s more, B” as a
universal paradigm for parallelism. In addition to offering a number of explicit
alternatives—“not only A, but B; not A, not even B; not A, and certainly not B; just as
A, so B; and so forth”109—Kugel effectively captured the vast range of expressive
potential and versatility that parallelism possesses, by way of numerous examples: the
subordination of B to A;110 B parallels part of A;111 “A is statement, B is question;”112
and so on.113
What, then, does parallelism achieve from the standpoint of poetic expression?
On the one hand, it is propulsive, driving the poem ever forward from each successive
A to its complementary B; and on the other hand, it is completive, with each
successive B developing, specifying, qualifying, expanding on its complementary A.
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Kugel’s statement of the integration of A and B, as achieved through their
differentiation, effectively incorporates both of these qualities:
…[S]o long as some semantic parallelism is established between A and
B, there is no harm in variety, indeed, it apparently saves the verse
from the potential monotony of more obvious forms of restatement. Yet
such may not be the best understanding of this phenomenon,
differentiation, for it is important to view it from the standpoint of the
sentence as a whole. To the extent that B identifies itself as A’s “mere
parallel,” it asserts A = B; while to the extent that it diffrerentiates itself
from A in meaning and morphology, it asserts A + B to be a single
statement. B becomes A’s complement or completion. Differentiation,
in a word, integrates the sentence, asserts its unity. It may avoid
repetition or monotonous restatement, but to say only this is to miss
part of the point.114

In short, to view A and B as expressions of “the same thing” is to miss the
tremendously rich expressive potential embedded in the separateness and difference of
A and B.
Alter approached this issue by way of slightly different terminology, stating
that “[w]hat…all the conceptions of biblical parallelism as synonymity assume is a
considerable degree of stasis within the poetic line: an idea or image or action is
evoked in the first verset; then forward movement in the poetic discourse is virtually
suspended while the same idea, image, or action is rerun for the patient eye of the
beholder, only tricked out in somewhat different stylistic finery.”115 In the remainder
of his opening chapter,116 he focused instead on the parallelistic “impulse to
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intensification,”117 and proposed that Kugel’s “A, and what’s more, B” be replaced, in
effect, with his own version: “how much more so.”118 It is in its focus on the nonsynonymity of parallelism, its significance-in-difference, that Alter’s discussion
contributes most profitably to our conception of parallelism. Through numerous
carefully worked examples, he examined how it facilitates the expansion and
progression not only of content, but also of the richness of a text’s vocabulary and
imagery.
Berlin took a slightly different approach to biblical parallelism, viewing it
instead from a linguistic and phenomenological standpoint. Rooting her study
particularly in Roman Jakobson’s several works on parallelism in the poetic traditions
of many languages,119 Berlin provided a convenient yet thorough catalogue of the
mechanics of parallelism, that is, the specific means by which it is achieved in parallel
cola. She “isolated four aspects of language, the grammatical [morphology, gender,
number, verbal conjugation, etc.], the lexical [word pairings such as day // night, gold
// silver, etc.], the semantic [similarity in meaning], and the phonologic [alliteration,
assonance, rhyme, etc.],”120 devoting a chapter (or half-chapter) to each and presenting
countless examples detailing the extensive expressive range evident in the Bible across
all of these aspects. Indeed, the potency of parallelism as an expressive tool, as
attested by its nearly overwhelming frequency in biblical poetry, led Berlin, with
Jakobson, to view parallelism as the activation of poetic language in a fundamental
sense, a means of drawing attention to the message by “heightening” the language
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used to express it: “…I have accepted that parallelism is to be equated with the poetic
function, which ‘projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into
the axis of combination’ or, in other words, that ‘similarity is superimposed on
contiguity.’”121 In accord with the views of Kugel and Alter, moreover, she hastened
to add that “after all, equivalent elements are not identical, and their lack of identity—
i.e., their difference—shows up all the more clearly when they are placed in
contiguity.”122
The ubiquity and versatility of parallelism in biblical poetry render it more a
distinctive feature than a discrete literary device. In some basic sense, the “seconding”
impulse that it reflects can be interpreted as a hallmark of the oral background of this
poetry;123 but its tremendous flexibility invites the perception that it is not only
representative of the material’s development in spoken form, but also a key element in
considered compositional processes as well. Together with other general
characteristics—in particular, the organization of material into compact lines of
roughly similar length;124 the structural arrangement of these lines into verses,125
strophes, and stanzas;126 the gapping of key syntactic elements (for example, verb or
subject); the markedly decreased use of certain grammatical features such as the socalled “prose particles” ( ֵאתaccusative marker), -( ַהdefinite article), and ( ֲא ֵשׁרrelative
pronoun);127 and a concentration of specific devices such as imagery and metaphor,
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soundplay, keywords, and the like128—parallelism contributes to the cumulative sense
of certain biblical texts’ poetic quality as a verbal medium that is highly evocative and
direct. This density of “heightening” devices, to use Kugel’s term,129 “engages both
our cognitive and emotional natures,” and “both the imagination and the intellect.”130

Differentiating Poetry from Prose
Problems begin to arise, however, when one attempts to employ the presence
of parallelism and other elevating features as clear-cut binary indicators of the
boundaries according to which prose and poetry can be delineated as mutually
exclusive categories. Whatever characteristic the critic prefers to isolate as such an
indicator—of poetry, if it is present, or prose, if it is absent—invariably surfaces in
situations that complicate this kind of model, necessitating such extensive
qualification that the model’s practicality is profoundly undermined. In regard to
parallelism, for instance, Kugel offered numerous examples of undeniably parallelistic
expressions in texts traditionally considered to be prosaic in nature.131 Note the
following line from Genesis:
ת־שׂ ָ ֖רה
ָ יהוה ָפּ ַ ֥קד ֶא
֛ ָ ַ ֽו
שׁר ָא ָ ֑מר
֣ ֶ ַכּ ֲא
הוה ְל ָשׂ ָ ֖רה
֛ ָ ְוַ ַ ֧יּ ַעשׂ י
ַכּ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ִדּ ֵ ֽבּר׃

And Yahweh directed Sarah
as he had said;
and Yahweh did to Sarah
as he had spoken.
(Gen 21:1)132
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Nor is such “prosaic” parallelism limited to narrative. The following line is from the
legal material in Deuteronomy:
ל־א ָ֔שּׁה
ִ י־ג ֶב ֙ר ַע
ֶ ֨ לֹא־יִ ְהֶי֤ה ְכ ִל
וְ לֹא־יִ ְל ַ ֥בּשׁ ֶ ֖גּ ֶבר ִשׂ ְמ ַ ֣לת ִא ָ ֑שּׁה

The garment of a man shall not be on a woman,
and a man shall not put on a woman’s dress.
(Deut 22:5ab)133

And, in fact, we need not limit our view to the biblical corpus, as is demonstrated by
the fourth line of the Mesha Stele:
.  המלכן.  מכל.  השעני. כי
 שנאי.  בכל.  הראני. וכי

…because he delivered me from all the kings,
and because he saw me through against all
my haters.
(Mesha 4)134

Indeed, across the entire breadth of extrabiblical Canaanite textual materials, features
such as word pairs are amply attested in letters, administrative documents, and the
like, thus demonstrating that the issue cannot be confined merely to a discussion of
literary modes in the Bible.135
Likewise with respect to the terse compactness of poetry, for example, as
reflected in its ellipses and tight structural presentation, for in this regard we encounter
a similar overlap between the presupposed domains of prose and poetry.136 A
meticulous concern with structure, too, is to be found in both poetic and prosaic
passages: “Many have sensed in Hebrew ‘prose’ a structuring and organization which,
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if it falls short of the strictly parallelistic and binary lines…in [poems such as] Psalm
94, is nevertheless undeniably there.”137 Similarly, the various systems proposed for
the metrical scansion of biblical poetry have proven insufficient in their efforts to
demonstrate that meter is a distinctly poetic hallmark—a situation that is complicated
further, of course, by the persistent lack of a consistent and compelling demonstration
of the presence of meter in biblical poetry.138 Indeed, even the immediacy of the
sensory effect of poetry cannot be taken as exclusively representative of this kind of
literature. Meir Weiss defined poetry as follows: “The nature of poetry is that it does
not so much represent the real world as reflect it, in the mirror of the internal and
external senses; its language alone is what touches the mind and emotions.”139 This
definition, however, is strikingly reminiscent of Auerbach’s observation that terseness
is an important component of the mimetic quality of biblical narrative, a subject that
will occupy our attention below.
In short, Kugel explained, “there are not two modes of utterance [i.e., prose
and poetry], but many different elements which elevate style and provide for formality
and strictness of organization.”140 These elements, which include all of the features
identified above—parallelism, ellipsis, alliteration, keywords, structural features, and
so on—appear in a wide range of combinations and in varying degrees throughout
both prose and poetry in the Bible. The natural conclusion, therefore, is that the two
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terms stand not as diametric opposites defining two distinct corpora within the Bible,
but rather as the two ends of a spectrum:
The extremes of heightened and unheightened speech in the Bible are
visible enough. But the “middle ground” between these extremes is
important, and will forever elude a biblical critic equipped only to
recognize the maximum of heightening or its total absence. Moreover,
such an approach appears to be unfaithful to the Bible’s own rhetorical
scheme of things. Biblical authors were certainly aware of heightening
features, but (judging by the text [sic] themselves) they did not see
them as requirements to be applied in prescribed strengths for particular
genres and avoided for others. The rhetoric of the Bible is far simpler.
It consists of a few characteristic features that, singly or in
combination, mark a sentence as special, lofty, carefully made.141

The “poetic” end of the continuum of which Kugel spoke, then, is characterized by a
concentration or “density” of elevating features, to use Fokkelman’s term.142 To be
sure, the very existence of this wide-ranging “middle ground,” to use Kugel’s
expression, indicates that the presence of “poetic” elements in a text that otherwise is
manifestly “prose,” for example, need not unduly occupy our attention as a qualitative
indicator of some kind of “poeticized prose.” Any situation of this kind merely speaks
to the importance of fluidity in our understanding of the form and function of literary
devices in the Bible. Alliteration is alliteration, regardless of any preconceived ideas
we may have about the literary nature of its surrounding context. Consequently, the
next chapter catalogues and examines a wide range of literary devices applied across
both prose and poetry in Sefer Bilvam, thereby facilitating a holistic view of the
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pericope whose merit, one hopes, will be evident in the degree and character of its
illumination of the text.

Prose
On the other hand, however, as Kugel emphatically pointed out,143 his above
observations by no means indicate that prose and poetry are identical or
indistinguishable. Indeed, certain texts, among which I would include Balaam’s poetic
oracles in the pericope of interest here, are unmistakably identifiable as poetry; and
others surely must be perceived as prose. Indeed, the stand-alone character of certain
poetic works in the Bible, and their distillation of content with only minimal recourse
to narrative elements such as plot, scene, and so on, may be seen as secondary features
that tend to evince the distinction between the two ends of the poetry–prose spectrum.
This being the case, we turn now to a summary introduction of these fundamental
narrative aspects of biblical literature, which generally manifest in prose texts, as well
as certain other qualities, such as allusion, that are equally at home in prose and
poetry. In this way, we may establish a foundation upon which rest the heightening
elements that occupy our attention in the next chapter.

The Intersection of Biblical Literature and History
In Chapter 1,144 I addressed the issue of historicity in the biblical text and the
literary perspective to be applied in this dissertation. To reiterate briefly the central
point, we may say that the literature of the Bible exhibits a wide array of intersections
with the historical record, but that its concern with history does not preclude the
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incorporation of creative, artistic elements. Alter emphasized that, whether we are
concerned with the contact between specific points in the biblical text and what we
perceive to be the “facts” of history, or hope instead to take on the challenges of other
biblical material whose historical veracity is difficult or impossible to determine, there
can be no disputing the range and versatility of the literary tools at the disposal of the
text’s creators. In his employment of the story of the Garden of Eden as a
demonstrative example, he wrote as follows:
From this distance in time, it is impossible to determine how much of
this whole tale was sanctified, even verbally fixed, tradition; how much
was popular lore perhaps available in different versions; how much the
original invention of the writer. What a close reading of the text does
suggest, however, is that the writer could manipulate his inherited
materials with sufficient freedom and sufficient firmness of authorial
purpose, to define motives, relations, and unfolding themes, even in a
primeval history, with the kind of subtle cogency we associate with the
conscious artistry of the narrative mode designated prose fiction.145

The same applies to materials whose historicity, or at least whose historical
foundation, is more firmly established, such as the narratives in Kings, Isaiah, and
Chronicles relating to Hezekiah’s defense of Jerusalem against the Assyrians. Indeed,
Alter added to his above comments the following important point: “Let me hasten to
say that in giving such weight to fictionality, I do not mean to discount the historical
impulse that informs the Hebrew Bible. …[T]he working out of [God’s] purposes in
history is a process that compels the attention of the Hebrew imagination…. The point
is that fiction was the principal means which the biblical authors had at their disposal
for realizing history.”146 Thus, in an effort to capture this distinctive combination of
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historical drive and fictive artistry, Alter utilized the phrase “historicized prose
fiction” to refer to biblical narrative generally.147

Ideology of Biblical Narrative: The Omniscient (but Not Omnipotent) Narrator
There is, however, an ideological component underlying this interplay between
historiography and fiction. Alter conjectured that “[t]he biblical tale might usefully be
regarded as a narrative experiment in the possibilities of moral, spiritual, and historical
knowledge,”148 and specifically defined this knowledge along two parallel dialectical
tensions: “One is a tension between the divine plane and the disorderly character of
actual historical events, or, to translate this opposition into specifically biblical terms,
between the divine promise and its ostensible failure to be fulfilled; the other is a
tension between God’s will, His providential guidance, and human freedom, the
refractory nature of man.”149 I say “parallel” because the former is explained, often, in
terms of the latter: witness the travails of the people of Israel after the Exodus from
Egypt, and the repeated references to them as a “stiff-necked people” (ם־ק ֵשׁה־ע ֶֹרף
ְ ע,
ַ
first used in Exod 32:9), the agents of their own downfall time and time again, while
in each case God’s providence is the means by which the historical trajectory of the
divine promise is restored.
Consequently, a view of history in which God plays an active role manifestly
functions as the ideological underpinning of the Bible’s “narrative experiment.” From
the standpoint of the narrator, this history stands as an immutable given, and as
Sternberg observed, “[t]o deepen this sense of a given world, the Bible shows a
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supreme confidence in its facts.”150 In other words, the literary or “fictional” tools
employed in the biblical rendering of history, such as key words, repetition, structural
schemata, and so on—the very kinds of specific devices to be explored in the next
chapter—do not serve to manipulate that history, but only to enhance its telling: “Such
signals of artful and masterful patterning are indispensable to the control of the
reading process within a reserved and often opaque narrative. But their implications
never exceed the license legitimately taken by a recorder concerned to shape a given
world into meaningful discourse rather than to create a world in and through the
discourse.”151 To employ the tools of literary art in the creation rather than the
recreation of this world would be hubris in the biblical mindset, for power over history
rests only with the divine: “To flaunt omnipotence in the handling of plot…is to speak
not for God in history, but as God in fiction, as an analogue rather than voice of
divinity….”152 For this reason, the biblical narrator is at great pains to maintain “that
the control he wields is artistic (over his text and reader) but not existential (over the
represented world and characters).”153
This ideological distancing between God’s influence on history and the
narrator’s artistic rendering of it is a part of what Sternberg called a “rhetoric of
glorification”154 in which the very fabric of the text conveys the Bible’s perspective on
the divine. Interestingly, the other major component of this rhetoric stands not as a
gulf between God and narrator, but as a characteristic that links the two figures
inasmuch as they both possess it. Alter wrote that “[t]he narrators of the biblical
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stories are of course ‘omniscient,’ and that theological term transferred to narrative
technique has special justification in their case, for the biblical narrator is presumed to
know, quite literally, what God knows, as on occasion he may remind us by reporting
God’s assessments and intentions, or even what He says to Himself.”155 And if the
narrator knows the mind of God, it hardly is surprising that he also would have access
to conversations no one could have witnessed, as with Moses and the burning bush in
Exodus 3–4; private expressions of emotion, as with Joseph’s secret weeping upon
meetings his brothers in Genesis 42; and even David’s innermost conviction that Saul
eventually will kill him, as expressed in 1 Sam 27:1.
Indeed, it is in the sagas of everyday people, “groping, baffled, laboring under
illusions, misled by fear, desire, or plain ignorance,”156 that the narrator’s omniscience
is perhaps most visible. For as the audience proceeds with them through their
“multilevel dramas of error and discovery,”157 it is, inevitably, the narrator who has
patterned and directed his story such that his foreknowledge of both process and
endpoint is unmistakable; and the audience, moreover, is privy to this foreknowledge
only at the whim of the narrator, who is “omniscient but far from
omnicommunicative.”158 As I argue in Chapter 6, Sefer Bilvam presents a wonderful
example of this process, whereby the development of Balaam’s understanding of his
relationship to the divine and his function as a transmitter of divine will proceeds
along a slow and methodical path whose endpoint, unknown at the beginning of the
story, comes across as inescapable once reached.
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That God is omniscient, of course, is not for the narrator to explicate directly:
rather, the statements to this effect in biblical narrative (to say nothing of the amply
attested poetic articulations of this principle, as in Isaiah 40, Job 38–39, or Jeremiah
1:5, for example159) occur in the mouths of the characters themselves. Sternberg called
attention, for instance, to 1 Kgs 8:39, a line from Solomon’s prayer of dedication:
“…for you alone know the heart of all mortals” ( ל־בּ ֵני
ְ ת־ל ַבב ָכּ
ְ י־א ָתּה יָ ַד ְע ָתּ ְל ַב ְדָּך ֶא
ַ ִכּ
)ה ָא ָדם.
ָ 160 But the objective value of this kind of statement hinges on the authority of
the narrative that surrounds it:
By themselves…such utterances are as limited in their rhetorical as in
their personal weight. Set into equally limited narrative, they could
only express the speaker’s subjective belief, but not confer on it even a
show of objective truth. … The Bible therefore postulates a narrator
with such free movement through time and space, the public and the
private arena, that he invests his dramatizations with the authority of an
omniscience equivalent to God’s own. … And [interpreters]…cannot
make proper sense of the narrative unless they take the narrator’s
omniscience as an institutional fact and his demonstration of God’s
omniscience as an informing principle.161

The narrator’s “free movement” across all possible domains of knowledge is
demonstrated amply in the examples cited above, and indeed this is the linchpin of an
objective uptake of statements like Solomon’s. For what the biblical characters say
outright about God’s omniscience, the narrator reveals through demonstration, either
by giving unmediated access to God’s thoughts or, somewhat less directly but more
artfully, by providing clear evidence of the equivalence between God’s knowledge and
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his own. This latter method is exemplified beautifully in Gen 4:6, which reads as
follows:
ל־קיִ ן ָ ֚ל ָמּה ָ ֣ח ָרה ֔ ָלְך וְ ָ ֖ל ָמּה נָ ְפ ֥לוּ ָפ ֶנֽיָך׃
֑ ָ הוה ֶא
֖ ָ ְאמר י
ֶ ֹ וַ ֥יּ
And Yahweh said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why is your face
fallen?”

Sternberg observed the masterful use of repetition here as a means of equating divine
with narrative insight:
Thus, the first interpersonal crime in history is preceded by the notice,
“Cain was very angry and his countenance fell” (4:6). Since this inside
view conveys the truth on the highest authority, it is strange to find it
repeated in the next verse: “The Lord said to Cain, Why art thou angry
and why has thy countenance fallen?” For the repetition involves both
extreme redundancy in meaning and, despite the change of speaker,
parallelism in form. Yet the excesses combine to make rhetorical sense:
the twofold equivalence demonstrates God’s knowledge—of internals
(anger) as well as externals (fallen face)—by maximum reference to the
narrator’s authority.162

The omniscience of the narrator, as evinced by his intimate knowledge of every
internal or otherwise secret detail, is here equated with nothing less than that of God
himself, and vice versa. Indeed, to return to the matter of the biblical presentation of
history, discussed above, this absolute authority is what permits the audience to trust
not only that the narrator’s “supreme confidence”163 in the veracity of his history is
justified—that is, that he indeed has access to all the facts—but also that he has
presented this history with no alterations beyond those demanded by his art. Thus, the
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narrator’s omniscience also constitutes a significant part of the Bible’s “rhetoric of
glorification,” in that it provides the narrator, in turn, with the means to demonstrate
mimetically the omniscience of God.

Mimesis
In sum, then, an omniscient narrator also is to be seen as a fundamental aspect
of the poetics of the biblical writers’ literary endeavor. In addition, as we have
explored this matter, we have had occasion to refer obliquely to another principle of
biblical poetics, to which we now turn our attention. Jacob Licht opened his 1978
volume Storytelling in the Bible with a discussion of the Bible’s mimetic quality: that
is to say, it aims to recreate rather than to describe reality. The example he presented
to demonstrate this point, 1 Sam 9:11–13, tells the story of Saul and his servant
encountering some young women. Saul asks the women to direct him to the prophet of
whom he has heard. Licht’s translation of 1 Sam 9:11bb–13 is worth quoting in full:
יּוֹם ָ ֣בּא
֙ ֹאמ ְרנָ ה ֵיּ֖שׁ ִה ֵ ֣נּה ְל ָפ ֶ ֑ניָך ַמ ֵ ֣הר ׀ ַע ָ֗תּה ִ ֤כּי ַה
֥ ַ אוֹתם וַ תּ
֛ ָ ֲהיֵ שׁ ָבּזֶ ה ָהר ֶ ֹֽאה׃ וַ ַתּ ֲע ֶ ֧נינָ ה
ָל ֔ ִעיר ִ ֣כּי ֶ ֧ז ַבח ַהיּ֛ וֹם ָל ָ ֖עם ַבּ ָבּ ָ ֽמה׃ ְכּב ֲֹא ֶ ֣כם ָה ִ ֣עיר ֵ ֣כּן ִתּ ְמ ְצ ֣אוּן א ֹ֡תוֹ ְבּ ֶט ֶר ֩ם יַ ֲע ֨ ֶלה ַה ָבּ ָ֜מ ָתה
אכ ֣לוּ ַה ְקּ ֻר ִ ֑אים
ְ ֹ י־כן י
֖ ֵ י־הוּא יְ ָב ֵ ֣רְך ַה ֶ֔זּ ַבח ַא ֲח ֵר
֙
אכל ָה ָע ֙ם ַעד־בּ ֹ֔אוֹ ִ ֽכּ
֤ ַ ֹ ֶל ֱא ֗כֹל ֠ ִכּי ֽל ֹא־י
וְ ַע ָ ֣תּה ֲע ֔לוּ ִ ֽכּי־א ֹ֥תוֹ ְכ ַהיּ֖ וֹם ִתּ ְמ ְצ ֥אוּן א ֹֽתוֹ׃
Is the seer here? And they answered them and said: He is! There before
you! Quick now, because he has to come to town today, because the
people have a feast today at the high-place. As you come to town you
will find him straight away, before he goes up to the high-place to eat,
because the people won’t eat till he comes, because he will bless the
meal first, then will the guests eat. And now go up, because him, today
you shall find him!164
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This rendering wonderfully captures the verbose, rambling nature of the women’s
response. Herein lies the mimetic quality of the passage: “The girls are prattling—
eager, excited and probably talking all at once. We are not told that they prattled; their
prattling is there on the page, caught from life and reproduced for the sheer joy of
it.”165 This single brief example is representative of the kind of mimetic presentation
that occurs across the entire gamut of contextual circumstances in biblical literature, in
the narrative voice as well as in direct speech, inviting the audience’s participation in
the story by facilitating its imaginative experience of the events described.
Similarly, this mimetic quality is readily apparent in the various shifts in points
of view encountered in biblical narrative. In particular, Berlin called attention to the
use of the term “ ִהנֵּ הbehold” as a marker of shifting perspective,166 utilizing Gen
24:63 as a demonstrative example:
וַ יֵּ ֵ ֥צא יִ ְצ ָ ֛חק ָל ֥שׂ ַוּח ַבּ ָשּׂ ֶ ֖דה ִל ְפנ֣ וֹת ָ ֑ע ֶרב וַ יִּ ָ ֤שּׂא ֵע ָינ ֙יו וַ ַ֔יּ ְרא וְ ִה ֵ ֥נּה גְ ַמ ִ ֖לּים ָבּ ִ ֽאים׃
And Isaac went ouf to urinate in the field in the early evening, and he
lifted his eyes and saw, and behold, camels (were) coming.

Her explanation of this verse calls on a convenient analogy between cinematography
and the biblical use of  ִהנֵּ ה: “The narrator and the reader had been traveling along with
the camels bringing Eliezer and Rebecca, when suddenly the camera gives us a shot
from a different angle—that of Isaac viewing the caravan from afar. We are told Isaac
looked up, and then we see what he saw.”167 In other words, not only is the picture of
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events presented here specific to one specific participant; but in addition, the narrator
uses Isaac’s perspective to show the audience what is transpiring, rather than simply
telling it as narrative fact.168 Other narrative features, such as the presumed
relationships evident in the ways in which characters refer to one another,169 achieve a
similar effect, and demonstrate that point of view is one aspect of biblical literature in
which its mimetic quality is prominently displayed.
Broadly speaking, one particularly important aspect of the Bible’s mimetic
quality is that the relative suppression of descriptive in favor of representative
language yields a terse, often opaque narrative style. Auerbach was struck particularly
by this characteristic of biblical literature, as detailed at the beginning of this
chapter;170 and indeed this is an important observation in its own right, since the
Bible’s compact presentation amplifies the weight of each individual word. Indeed,
literary scholarship in biblical studies has continued to emphasize this laconic style as
a fundamental aesthetic trait of biblical narrative. Sternberg referred to this as an
occupation of the space “between the truth and the whole truth,”171 whereby the
narrative relies on the audience to complete mentally the minimal picture explicitly
articulated in the text. Building on the idea of the authority of biblical narrative, he
explained the situation as follows:
On the one hand, the Bible always tells the truth in that its narrator is
absolutely and straightforwardly reliable. … On the other hand, the
narrator does not tell the whole truth either. His statements about the
world—character, plot, the march of history—are rarely complete,
falling much short of what his elliptical text suggests between the lines.
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… The distance between the truth and the whole truth, then, correlates
with the distance between minimal and implied reading. …[W]hat
leads the implied reader…from the truth to the whole truth: from the
givens to the rounded understanding that will bring one as close to the
narrator’s as humanly possible? To bridge the distance, we must make
inferences throughout the reading…. Hence the necessity of
establishing the relevance of the absent material….172

This, indeed, is what Auerbach described when he identified the biblical text as one
“fraught with background.”173 The gaps in biblical narrative thus engage the active
participation of the audience in making cognitive sense of the story as it unfolds. Some
of these gaps are permanent elisions, at times highly significant, the audience’s mental
filling of which is required for the completion of the narrative world. Others are filled
explicitly in the narrative, but only belatedly, with this delayed explication serving as a
retrospective lens through which the earlier gaps it fills are to be interpreted.174 In both
cases, however, it is clear that the plain meaning of biblical literature, its overtly
expressed content, is characteristically opaque in a way that imparts profound
significance to what is not expressed.
Moreover, in good mimetic style, the laconic narrative voice tends to eschew
overt characterization of the figures presented in biblical literature. As Alter put it,
most of the time “[w]e are compelled to get at character and motive…through a
process of inference from fragmentary data, often with crucial pieces of narrative
exposition strategically withheld, and this leads to multiple or sometimes even
wavering perspectives on the characters. There is, in other words, an abiding mystery
in character as the biblical writers conceive it, which they embody in their typical
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methods of presentation.”175 To be sure, brief descriptive statements of the characters
occur from time to time; but these generally are limited to expressions of attributes
that bear some special import to the story at hand, such as Noah’s righteousness (Gen
6:9), or Jacob’s smoothness as against Esau’s hairiness (Gen 27:11).176 And, indeed,
the occurrence of these statements in the authoritative narrative voice renders them
indisputable facts in the narrative world. Nevertheless, “[w]hereas the importance of
the direct ways of shaping the characters lies in their quality (the fact that they are
clear and unequivocal), that of the indirect ways lies in their quantity. This means that
there is more indirect than direct shaping of characters in biblical narrative and
therefore the burden of characterization falls primarily on this method.”177
Specifically, both Shimon Bar-Efrat and Berlin focused on the speech and
actions of the characters as the primary means of indirect characterization:178
“Description and inner life…would be considered, in the English critical tradition, as
forms of ‘telling’. The way a character is ‘shown’ is through his own words—
speech—and his actions…. Biblical narrative makes extensive use of the speech and
actions of characters to further the plot and to create characterization.”179 The
“showing” of a character is of course a mimetic practice, and thus we encounter a
demonstrative example of biblical mimesis in Gen 25:29–34, when Esau sells Jacob
his birthright for a meal:
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יט ִני נָ ֙א
֤ ֵ אמר ֵע ָ֜שׂו ֶ ֽאל־יַ ֲע ֗קֹב ַה ְל ִע
ֶ ֹ ן־ה ָשּׂ ֶ ֖דה וְ ֥הוּא ָעֵ ֽי ף׃ וַ ֨יּ
ַ וַ ָ ֥יּ זֶ ד יַ ֲע ֖קֹב נָ ִ ֑זיד וַ יָּ ֥ב ֹא ֵע ָ ֛שׂו ִמ
אמר יַ ֲע ֑קֹב ִמ ְכ ָ ֥רה
ֶ ֹ א־שׁ ֖מוֹ ֱא ֽדוֹם׃ וַ ֖יּ
ְ ל־כּן ָק ָ ֽר
֥ ֵ ן־ה ָא ֤ד ֹם ָה ָאד ֹ֙ם ַה ֶ֔זּה ִ ֥כּי ָעֵ ֖י ף ָא ֹ֑נ ִכי ַע
ָ ִמ
אמר
ֶ ֹ ה־זּה ִ ֖לי ְבּכ ָ ֹֽרה׃ וַ ֣יּ
֥ ֶ הוֹלְך ָל ֑מוּת וְ ָל ָמּ
֖ ֵ אמר ֵע ָ֔שׂו ִה ֵ ֛נּה ָאנ ִ ֹ֥כי
ֶ ֹ ת־בּ ֽכֹ ָר ְתָך֖ ִ ֽלי׃ וַ ֣יּ
ְ ַכיּ֛ וֹם ֶא
ת־בּכ ָֹר ֖תוֹ ְליַ ֲע ֽקֹב׃ וְ יַ ֲע ֞קֹב נָ ַ ֣תן ְל ֵע ָ֗שׂו ֶ ֚ל ֶחם
ְ יַ ֲע ֗קֹב ִה ָ ֤שּׁ ְב ָעה ִ ֙לּי ַכּיּ֔ וֹם וַ יִּ ָשּׁ ַ ֖בע ֑לוֹ וַ יִּ ְמ ֥כֹּר ֶא
ת־ה ְבּכ ָ ֹֽרה׃
ַ אכל וַ ֵ֔יּ ְשׁ ְתּ וַ ָ ֖יּ ָקם וַ יֵּ ַ ֑לְך וַ ִ ֥יּ ֶבז ֵע ָ ֖שׂו ֶא
ַ ֹ וּנְ ִ ֣זיד ֲע ָד ִ֔שׁים וַ ֣יּ
And Jacob simmered stew; and Esau came from the field and was
famished. And Esau said to Jacob, “Please gorge me from the red-stuff,
this red-stuff, for famished am I!” (This is why his name is called
Edom.) And Jacob said, “Sell, this day, your birthright to me.” And
Esau said, “Behold, I am going to die! What is a birthright to me?” And
Jacob said, “Swear to me this day.” And he swore to him, and he sold
his birthright to Jacob. And Jacob had given Esau bread and lentil stew,
and he ate, was sated, arose, went, and Esau scorned his birthright.

Berlin presented the following assessment of the characters of Jacob and Esau on the
basis of the evidence in this passage:
Esau’s speech and action mark him as a primitive person. He is
concerned with immediate gratification of his physical needs and
cannot think about abstract things like a birthright. … Poor Esau is not
very bright, and this both repels the reader and makes him feel sorry for
Esau.
Jacob, on the other hand, is as shrewd as Esau is dull-witted. He
understands his brother and can easily manipulate him. … Esau was a
man of the present moment; at that moment Esau needed the stew more
than the birthright, so he sold it to Jacob.180

The two figures’ competing desires and motives are nowhere articulated explicitly in
the narrative; and yet it is virtually impossible to read a passage such as this without
the sense that one has obtained some special insight into the characters’ innermost
qualities.
We must recognize, moreover, that direct speech, which is mimetic by its very
nature, also is the most significant constituent of biblical narrative generally. Calling
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attention to “the highly subsidiary role of narration in comparison to direct speech by
the characters” in the Bible, Alter highlighted the role of narration as “frequently only
a bridge between much larger units of direct speech.”181 He presented the story of
David and Ahimelech at Nob (1 Sam 21:2–11) as an illustrative passage in which the
primacy of dialogue is plain to see.182 The narrative voice in this passage presents
significant information that sets the stage for the dialogue, in three sections, totaling
58 words, that describe David’s movement to and from Nob, as well as certain details
that impel and guide the scene’s forward momentum, such as the presence of Saul’s
man Do'eg. The first such section appears at the outset, consisting of eleven Hebrew
words; a longer section occurs in the middle, consisting of 37 words; and the third
closes the passage, and consists of ten words. The remaining 113 words in the
pericope, detailing the dialogue between David and Ahimelech, occur in two large
chunks, which are separated by the large section of narrative in the middle of the
passage. Only 17 of these 113 words are in the narrative voice, as against the
remaining 96 words, which are in direct discourse; and these 17 narrative words
themselves functionally are part of the dialogue, since they are concerned solely with
identifying speaker and addressee. Thus, the passage attests 58 words of straight
narration, versus 113 words presenting dialogue: roughly a two-to-one ratio.

The Scenic Quality of Biblical Narrative
While the statistical data may differ slightly elsewhere, this pericope’s use of
direct speech as the primary storytelling vehicle is representative of the general trend
across biblical literature: as Berlin put it, “it is in the nature of scenic representation
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which typifies biblical narrative to prefer direct discourse whenever possible.”183
Indeed, this emphasis on direct speech is more than just a highly mimetic feature, for it
calls attention to the scenic quality of biblical narrative. In this mode, according to
Licht, “the action is broken up into a sequence of scenes. Each scene presents the
happenings of a particular place and time, concentrating the attention of the audience
on the deeds and the words spoken. Conflicts, direct statements of single acts, and
direct speech are preeminent.”184 In order to demonstrate more clearly what is meant
by “scenic narrative,” Licht offered the following helpful, albeit nonbiblical, example
of a single narrative thread presented in a variety of modes:
Straight narrative: Richard rode through the woods for some hours
until he reached the town. He dismounted at an inn, left his horse in
charge of the ostler, and strode to the market place, where he found Sir
John. They quarreled, and after a while started fighting. Scenic
narrative: “Here you are, you dog,” cried Richard as he espied Sir John
in the market place; “it took me hours of hard riding to find you!” “The
honour is mine, I am sure,” replied Sir John. “How dare you mock me,
take that!” exclaimed Richard, striking Sir John in the breast.
Description: The tall houses of the old town looked down on the
market place, where a merry crowd milled among the stalls. In the
corner by the handsome fountain a spot had been cleared around two
men engaged in a fight. They were Richard and Sir John, who etc.
Comment: There is no greater hatred than that between those who have
been friends. Thus Richard, spurred on by bitter hate, thought nothing
of riding for some hours to take his revenge on Sir John, nor was he
ashamed to start a fight in public.185
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Although biblical literature is by no means limited exclusively to the second of these
four narrative types, it is dominated by this scenic mode. Direct speech clearly lies at
the center of scenic narrative, which usually limits its focus “to relatively
straightforward interaction between a very limited number of characters.”186 In the
vast majority of cases, this number is two, as is the case throughout Sefer Bilvam, for
example, wherein the interactions presented there shift between various pairs of
participants: Balaam and the messengers (who function collectively throughout);
Balaam and God; Balaam and his jenny; Balaam and Balaq; and so on.187
In this way, moreover, the scenic quality of biblical narrative operates on a
formal level, providing a structured sequence of jumps from one dialogue, conflict, or
confrontation to the next. Generally, the shifts from scene to scene are very brief, and
often consist of descriptions in straight narrative of physical movement: as Jerome T.
Walsh put it, “a change in…locale signals the end of one scene and the beginning of
another.”188 In this way, scenic narrative inherently lends increased significance to the
matters of place and time. With regard to the former, since movement tends to be
relegated to the transitions between scenes, each scene therefore is conceived as taking
place at a particular location. This location consequently can be invested with various
types of significance, to which Yairah Amit directed her attention:
…[P]lace serves the biblical author’s needs. When the author seeks to
illustrate the power of the deity who rules over the whole world, a
remote setting is chosen. When the author wishes to give the stories an
air of historical reality, familiar places are chosen as the setting. At
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times, the place-names hint at the ahistorical character of the story or
act as a direct reflection of a hero. The author may use this device to
create typological routes, or the derivation of place-names can heighten
the historical awareness.189

Evaluating the precise significance of a spatial referent in a given biblical passage can
be a complicated matter, since the issue often is clouded by our ignorance of the
potential traditional, historical, or narrative import of a particular toponym or setting.
However, Amit’s emphasis on the importance of place—“what [place] has been
mentioned, how it is mentioned, how many times, where, and to what purpose”190—
certainly is well founded.

Temporal Progression and (Dis-)Continuity
Time similarly attains heightened significance in biblical narrative as a result
of its scenic character. On the surface, we are faced with the distinction between the
passage of time being described in the world of the narrative, termed “action time”191
or “narrated time,”192 and the “real” time that elapses as the audience experiences the
narrative, called “telling time”193 or “narration time.”194 In scenic narrative, narration
time typically is accelerated between scenes and slowed within them, by means of
various devices catalogued by Licht and Amit.195 For example, the formulaic
expressions used to introduce direct speech, which constitute one such device, can be
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exceedingly brief, as in the compact uses of the single words אמר
ֶ ֹ “ וַ יּhe said” and
ֹאמר
ֶ “ וַ תּshe said” in Gen 38:16–18, or considerably more elaborate, as in the extended
phrases introducing the speech of Potiphar’s wife in the following chapter: וַ ִתּ ְק ָרא
ֹאמר ָל ֶהם ֵלאמֹר
ֶ יתהּ וַ תּ
ָ “ ְל ַא ְנ ֵשׁי ֵבand she called to the people of her house and said to
them, saying…” (Gen 39:14); “ וַ ְתּ ַד ֵבּר ֵא ָליו ַכּ ְדּ ָב ִרים ָה ֵא ֶלּה ֵלאמֹרand she spoke to him
such words as these, saying…” (Gen 39:17); ת־דּ ְב ֵרי ִא ְשׁתּוֹ ֲא ֶשׁר ִדּ ְבּ ָרה ֵא ָליו ֵלאמֹר
ִ ֶא
“…the words of his wife that she had spoken to him, saying…” (Gen 39:19).196
Another example is the employment of lists as a means of compressing the events of
the narrative, as for instance in the first nine chapters of Chronicles, in which “all
human history from Adam to the death of Saul” is presented in condensed form.197
Among the tools available for the slowing or acceleration of narration time, perhaps
the most salient for our interests here is the employment of direct speech, pervasive in
scenic narrative, which serves to match the passage of narration time precisely with
that of narrated time.198
More significant than either the pace of narration or its relationship to the pace
of the narrative world, however, is the deviation in the narrative from the sequence of
narrated time. Amit identified two broad categories of this kind of dischronology.199
The first is prolepsis, whereby an event is described before it actually is reached in the
narrative sequence. Licht described this device as a situation in which “the narrator
does not merely prolong his telling time, but also creates suspense by making the
reader first expect some development of the plot, and then telling him something else,
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before the expected event is actually reached in the story.”200 Thus, we know from the
outset where the story leads in the account of Elijah’s assumption to heaven in 2 Kings
2, which begins ת־א ִליָּ הוּ ַ ֽבּ ְס ָע ָרה ַה ָשּׁ ָמיִ ם
ֵ “ וַ יְ ִהי ְבּ ַה ֲעלוֹת יְ הוָ ה ֶאand it was, when Yahweh
brought up Elijah in the heavenly whirlwind” (2 Kgs 2:1a); but we must proceed first
through the rest the narrative, before we reach the point at which this event occurs.
According to Amit, prolepsis “supports an ideological principle: stating in advance
what is going to happen illustrates God’s control over history.”201 H. C. Brichto
expressed the relationship between this device and the audience’s interpretation of a
given scene in a somewhat more direct manner, identifying prolepsis as “the
synoptic/resumptive technique” whereby the theme of a given scene is provided in
advance in a concise form, and stands as an interpretive guide for the detailed account
offered in the scene itself.202 Accordingly, he glossed the above line from 2 Kings as
follows: “The circumstances of YHWH’s carrying off of Elijah, aloft in a whirlwind,
were [as follows]:….”203
The second type of dischronology is analepsis, which is one form of what
Sternberg termed “gapping,”204 whereby a specific detail is omitted from its proper
chronological place in the narrative, but provided at a later point. Amit observed that
analepsis “helps the author to stress a particular situation or idea,”205 especially in
cases where the cause of some particular event is to be traced back, literally or
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ideologically, to a prior situation. Solomon’s reign as presented in 1 Kgs 3–11
provides a good and fairly substantial demonstration of this point:
After describing Solomon’s wisdom and his many achievements, the
author passes to his later years and refers to his sins, including that he
worshiped alien gods under the influence of his many foreign wives (1
Kings 11:1–13). Then the author describes Solomon’s punishment and
how the Lord “raised up an adversary against Solomon, the Edomite
Hadad” (11:14–22), followed by Rezon son of Eliada (vv. 23–25), and
finally Jeroboam son of Nebat (vv. 26–40). A close reading reveals that
these punishments actually had threatened Solomon long before he was
old, but the author, wishing to illustrate the principle of retribution and
the connection between sin and punishment, mentions them only after
he has described Solomon’s sin.206

In this way, the author analeptically inverts the chronological sequence of events in
order to make a theological point about the consequences of Solomon’s actions. Thus,
due to their character as discrete points of momentary disruption in the flow of time
within or between scenes, both prolepsis and analepsis effectively provide
retrospective or prospective lenses that color the apparent significance of the
preceding or subsequent scenic material.
In addition to its heightening of the significance of both time and space, the
formal character of scenic narrative described above, whereby scenes alternate with
brief transitions as the narrative proceeds, has ramifications that extend well beyond
the level of the individual scenes themselves. In accordance with this formal pattern,
single scenes are strung together to form complexes of scenes, across which is
undertaken the construction of a given narrative’s plot. Fokkelman described plot as a
system of narrative organization along two axes: the horizontal, along which occur the
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words, clauses, scenes, and groups of scenes that constitute the narrative; and the
vertical, resulting “from the writer’s vision, who is on a plane above his subject matter
and only includes…what contributes to his thematics and to the ideological unity of
the story. The biblical narrator only uses details if they are functional to his plot.”207
This selectivity, which is a crucial element in any kind of storytelling, is an
especially prominent aspect of scenic narrative, in which events are boiled down to
relatively basic, often polarized encounters between two (or, occasionally, more)
individuals: “For each [event] that has found its way into the text ten or more have
been left out.”208 On the surface, this would appear to render the Bible’s scenic
narrative patently nonmimetic, since it goes without saying that reality and human
existence do not proceed in a neat sequence of one well-defined bipartisan interaction
after another. In practice, however, this mode actually facilitates a particularly
mimetic audience experience of biblical narrative: “…[T]he scenes do not give the
reader an outline of what has happened, but rather create the impression that the events
are taking place before the reader’s very eyes, as if he or she is seeing and hearing
what is happening at that precise instant and consequently becomes emotionally
involved.”209 Indeed, scenic narrative’s emphasis on direct speech, for example, amply
attests the mimetic versatility of this narrative mode. Herein lies the artistry of the
form: the biblical authors’ careful and selective tailoring of each scene, and each series
of scenes, results in the distillation of specific meanings (or ambiguities!) that are
transmitted not by explicit specification, but by providing the audience with a quasifirsthand means of experiencing the events described.
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Type-Scenes
Another particularly remarkable aspect of the scenic quality of biblical
literature generally is its encapsulation of narrative material in neatly packaged units,
which facilitates the writers’ employment of literary conventions with great versatility.
Alter’s study of the type-scene phenomenon in the Bible amply demonstrates this
point. His understanding of this phenomenon, which originally was conceived in
classical studies as a feature of the works of Homer,210 adapts the notion to biblical
literature specifically, and demonstrates the tremendous range of possible meanings
and implications achieved there by means of the skillful manipulation of conventional
forms and motifs. Briefly, a type-scene is a basic narrative framework, generally
conceived as originating in the oral–folkloric sphere, that consists of “a fixed
constellation of predetermined motifs.”211 In biblical narrative, the best-attested typescenes occur in several distinct permutations, within each of which these
predetermined motifs are manipulated in various ways, including amplification,
suppression, inversion, or even omission. By relying on the audience’s familiarity with
the traditional patterns constituting the underlying type-scene, the author is able to
play on the audience’s expectations and perceptions, by adjusting the various
components of the scene to achieve effects such as suspense or humor, and also to
convey the emphases and connotations peculiar to the context in which the episode
takes place.
To take a closer look at one example, Alter’s discussion focuses specifically on
a type-scene involving the betrothal of a major character, whose basic elements are as
follows:
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The betrothal type-scene, then, must take place with the future
bridegroom…having journeyed to a foreign land. There he encounters a
girl…or girls at a well. …[T]he man…then draws water from the well;
afterward, the girl or girls rush to bring home the news of the stranger’s
arrival…; finally, a betrothal is concluded between the stranger and the
girl, in the majority of instances, only after he has been invited to a
meal.212

Alter proceeded to identify a number of instances of this type-scene, discussing the
specific characteristics of each. In Genesis 24, for instance, the replacement of Isaac
with a surrogate in the encounter with Rebekah, combined with her drawing of water
for the visitor rather than the other way around, speak to the passivity of Isaac across
the breadth of his career as a patriarch, and to Rebekah’s proactive, energetic
personality—both of which will remain important aspects of these characters’
personalities, particularly in the story of Jacob’s deception of Isaac in Genesis 27.213
Moses’s meeting with Zipporah in Exodus 2 is as spare a permutation of the typescene as Genesis 24 is long, as will be typical of the impersonal narratives about
Moses as compared to those about the Patriarchs or David; and the incorportation of
his confrontation with the marauders is equally appropriate for the man who will
liberate his people and lead them in the military encounters of the Wandering.214 1
Samuel 9 presents an aborted version of the type-scene, in which Saul meets a group
of women at a well, but promptly proceeds on his way, withholding completion of the
trope in a way that effectively foreshadows his lifelong journey of misapprehension
and ultimate failure.215 Indeed, Alter observed that the total absence of the type-scene
may in some cases bear special significance, as in the story of Samson (Judges 14),
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whose brusque demand for the woman he desires and tacit expectation of his wish’s
fulfillment are all the more effective as demonstrations of his impetuosity and
impatience when contrasted with the pastoral hospitality of the well encounter, here
noticeably absent.216

The Use of Convention: Allusion in the Bible217
In addition to the betrothal example, several other type-scenes have been
identified in the Bible.218 The tremendously expressive versatility of this kind of
employment of traditional themes revolves around the scenic character of these
episodes, which lend themselves particularly well to a multiplicity of slightly (or
greatly) variant forms that are incorporated into a wide array of narrative contexts. The
biblical writers’ employment of convention, however, is by no means confined to the
strictures of scenic narrative. Indeed, although a reliance on convention is typical of all
literature to a significant degree,219 the Bible in particular stands out as a corpus whose
conventions are strikingly self-aware, in the sense that the vast majority of the
antecedents from which subsequent conventional presentations have drawn are located
within this corpus. Such allusion occurs on both large and small scales: a specific
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phraseology or an individual line of poetry might be used in one place as an evocation
of the context, and thus the weight of meaning, associated with the same expression
elsewhere; or an entire narrative cycle might resonate at numerous points with some
other extended sequence, as with Gideon in Judges 6–8 and Moses and Aaron in the
Torah.220 Having briefly discussed the type-scene phenomenon, I believe it is fruitful
here likewise to consider allusion on the level of the individual scene, as a distinct
manifestation of literary convention in the Bible. Alter offered a particularly
illustrative example in his presentation of allusive elements in the story of Amnon’s
rape of his sister Tamar (2 Samuel 13).221
First, Amnon’s order for everyone but Tamar to vacate the premises ( הוֹציאוּ
ִ
ל־אישׁ ֵמ ָע ַלי
ִ “ ָכTake everyone out from before me,” 2 Sam 13:9) is identical to that
issued by Joseph in Gen 45:3, just before he reveals his identity to his brothers. As
Alter put it, “the same words that were a preface to a great moment of fraternal
reconciliation are now a prologue to a sexual violation of the fraternal bond.”222 Later,
his terse command to Tamar (חוֹתי
ִ בּוֹאי ִשׁ ְכ ִבי ִע ִמּי ֲא
ִ “Come, lie with me, my sister,” 2
Sam 13:11) echoes that of Potiphar’s wife, whose two-word directive to Joseph ( ִשׁ ְכ ָבה
“ ִע ִמּיLie with me,” Gen 39:7) is similarly straightforward. Indeed, Joseph’s verbosity
in contrast to the laconic speech of his master’s wife is mirrored in the story from
Samuel, in which Amnon, “the assailant[,] is again laconic in lust…, while the assailed
one, Tamar, speaks eight words for every one of his….”223 Finally, at the end of the
episode, after Tamar has been cast out, she is described as wearing a ְכּתֹנֶ ת ַפּ ִסּים
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kət`ōnet` passîm (2 Sam 13:18), the special tunic famously associated elsewhere only
with Joseph. Alter interpreted these data as follows:
This confluence of allusions to the Joseph story gives thematic depth to
the tale of incestuous rape. The episode begins with an echo of Joseph’s
reconciliation scene and moves back in reverse narrative direction to
the ornamental tunic, which in the Joseph story marks the initial crime
of brothers against brother, when they attacked him and fabricated out
of the blood-soaked garment the evidence of his death.224

Thus, here we have a single scene that draws on the entire scope of a different
narrative cycle, in order “to underline a theme, define a motive or character, provide a
certain orientation toward an event.”225
This example is but one instance of allusion in the Bible, of which countless
other instances, of greater and lesser degree, could be provided. Moreover, as
demonstrated in works such as Rendsburg’s study of Davidic themes in the book of
Genesis, the allusive quality of biblical narrative has a bearing beyond the literary on
our understanding of the biblical corpus.226 Indeed, such “elaborating, transforming,
reversing, reinventing, or selectively remembering pieces of the past to fit into a new
textual pattern”227 stands as the pivotal aspect of the Bible’s use of convention. In
order for such conventions to function narratively, the audience must be familiar with
the precursors of any given allusive element, and so the self-referential character of
such conventions in the Bible requires that the entire collection of literature be
approached on some level as a continuous, organic whole.
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This unity-in-multiplicity was expressed elegantly by Edward L. Greenstein,
who remarked as follows in the course of his examination of the literary history of the
biblical corpus:
I incline toward the many critics who see the final formation of the
primary biblical narrative as a complicated process mixing diverse
genres, many sources, oral and written, long and short. Like Job, who
did not understand how Leviathan was made, I do not pretend that I can
unravel or reconstruct the creation of the remarkable history of Israel’s
covenant up to the Babylonian exile. … [But o]verall, I do see many
sinews—conceptual, thematic, and rhetorical—holding the elephant
together.228

Thus, convention in biblical literature may be conceived as the “sinews” of
Greenstein’s “elephant,” and serves to link together the entire range of disparate
materials in the Bible, standing as “an index of the degree to which ancient Hebrew
literature was on its way from corpus to canon….”229 Consequently, we must view
allusion as a means to an end, rather than an end in itself, as Alter indicated by the
following remark about Isaiah’s allusions to Genesis, applicable broadly to biblical
literature as a whole: “The essential point…is not the prophet’s clever use of allusion,
but the deep affinity of perception with his predecessors that his use of allusion
reflects.”230 In other words, the continuity evident in the Bible’s uses of convention is
not an illusory happenstance arising from superficial similarities, but a deep and
genuine reflection of a worldview in process, any given stage of which can renew its
engagement with prior established perceptions and expressions as it grapples with the
tensions and challenges of its subject matter.
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The Bible as Simultaneously Composite and Unified
To be sure, an examination of the conventions represented in biblical literature
sheds light only on those elements that we can perceive and interpret, and there
doubtless remain innumerable features of this kind that are, “after three millennia, no
longer recoverable.”231 And, indeed, Alter repeatedly emphasized the tremendous
value of the contributions made by source-critical and other historically-minded
methodologies, as, for instance, in the following statement presented at the outset of
one of his studies: “Let me hasten to say that if we murder to dissect, we also dissect
to understand, and nothing in what follows is meant to discount the impressive
advances in the understanding of the historical development of the Bible that have
been achieved through the analysis of its text, whatever the margin of conjecture, into
disparate components.”232 Literary approaches cannot and should not be credited with
explaining away all advances in source criticism and similar methods:
There are passages of biblical narrative that seem to resist any
harmonizing interpretation, leading one to conclude either that there
were certain circumstances in the transmission and editing of ancient
Hebrew texts which could on occasion lead to intrinsic incoherence, or
that the biblical notion of what constituted a meaningful and unified
narrative continuum might at times be unfathomable from the
enormous distance of intellectual and historical evolution that stands
between us and these creations of the early Iron Age.233

In other words, despite our best literary efforts, there remain a wealth of cruces that
literarily-oriented hypotheses have proved insufficient to disentangle. This is not to
say that any other method, no matter how entrenched in the traditional currents of
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biblical scholarship, should stand as the de facto approach of choice, either in specific
cases or generally; each should be evaluated continually on its own merits. But it is
important to avoid overstating the illuminatory capability of the literary viewpoint,
which, though long underestimated, is far from limitless.
That said, however, in the larger context of biblical scholarship, the point made
above about the continuity of the biblical literary tradition as reflected in its use of
convention is particularly noteworthy, since the interconnection across and interplay
between the sundry permutations of conventional forms or motifs are qualities that
“strictly historical hypotheses would fail even to touch upon.”234 In general terms,
such a unifying perspective is the very contribution that literary approaches can offer
over and above more atomistic methodologies, since, as Alter put it, it enables us to
examine in great detail “what the biblical authors and author-redactors surely aimed
for—a continuous reading of the texts instead of a nervous hovering over its various
small components.”235 He argued that in biblical studies, “the concentration on
dissected elements has led to a relative neglect of the complex means used by the
biblical writers to lock their texts together, to amplify their meanings by linking one
text with another…into intricate, integrated structures, which are, after all, what we
experience as readers and which abundantly deserve scholarly consideration.”236 To
put it another way, the aim of biblical literary criticism is not to dismiss the notion of
the Bible’s composite nature, which in general terms is indisputable on some level at
least, but rather to examine how its various pieces are joined together and operate in
concert.
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Herein lies the distinguishing characteristic that sets this method apart from
those concerned with the study of the individual pieces themselves. Moreover, the
ramifications of such a perspective are by no means limited to the mere amplification
of the aesthetic sensibilities of various biblical texts, but also can bear a deeper
significance, as Stanley Gevirtz observed: “To be indifferent toward their art is to risk
indifference for their meaning.”237 Far from mere ornamentation, the Bible’s literary
sophistication itself operates as a vehicle for the transmission of ideas, implicitly
supporting and enriching a given text’s explicit content.
Alter fruitfully explored this challenging idea of the Bible as a body of
literature that is both composite and unified, ultimately concluding that “the
characteristic biblical method for incorporating multiple perspectives appears to have
been not a fusion of views into a single utterance but a montage of viewpoints
arranged in sequence.”238 Generally speaking, this perspective sheds literary light on
aspects of the biblical material, such as reduplications and contradictions, that are
viewed traditionally as editorial vestiges demarcating distinct sources, with minimal
concern for the import of their having been allowed to persist in the final version of
the text. To clarify Alter’s point, it is worthwhile to revisit briefly one of the examples
he discussed, namely the end of Genesis 42, in which Joseph’s brothers, who have met
him in Egypt without recognizing him, have left Simeon with him and set off to return
to their father. In verse 25, we are informed that Joseph has ordered secretly that the
silver that the brothers used to buy grain be returned to their sacks. During the journey
home, in verse 27, one of the brothers discovers the silver, and upon his informing the
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others, they collectively remark, ֹלהים ָלנוּ
ִ “ ַמה־זֹּאת ָע ָשׂה ֱאWhat is this that Elohim has
done to us?” (Gen 42:28). Later, however, the discovery recurs in an entirely different
context, when in verse 35 the brothers and their father Jacob see the silver and are
afraid ()וַ יִּ ְראוּ. In this instance it is Jacob who responds in verse 36 with an apparent
non sequitur, expressing his agonized feeling of perpetual bereavement at having lost
first Joseph, then Simeon, and now Benjamin as well.
From a strictly logical–chronological standpoint, it hardly is conceivable that
the discovery of the silver could occur twice, and this has been interpreted in
traditional source criticism as an indication of two contradictory traditions: the first
discovery represents the version of the story attested in the J source, and the second
comes from E. Indeed, Alter himself in no way sought to discredit the existence of
these two sources, either generally or in this specific context. Rather, he aimed instead
to reframe our perception of this apparent disagreement between the two accounts, in a
way that strikingly resonates with the observations of Whybray presented above:
The contradiction between verses 27–28 and verse 35 is so evident that
it seems naïve on the part of any modern reader to conclude that the
ancient Hebrew writer was so inept or unperceptive that the conflict
between the two versions could have somehow escaped him. Let me
suggest that, quite to the contrary, the Hebrew writer was perfectly
aware of the contradiction but viewed it as a superficial one. In linear
logic, the same action could not have occurred twice in two different
ways; but in the narrative logic with which the writer worked, it made
sense to incorporate both versions available to him because together
they brought forth mutually complementary implications of the
narrated event, thus enabling him to give a complete imaginative
account of it.239
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The first version, he went on to explain, emphasizes the brothers’ wonder at what has
happened, at their strange encounter with their fate as decreed by God—an encounter
whose agent, unbeknownst to them, is Joseph, whom they have just unwittingly
encountered.240 This account, then, operates on a “theological–historical” axis, in
which “what is important is the mysterious workings of God, Joseph’s role as an agent
of divine destiny, and the paramount theme of knowledge versus ignorance.”241
In the second version, brothers and father initially react not with wonder but
with wordless fear, plainly stated by the single Hebrew word, punctuated only by
Jacob’s cryptic utterance. In Alter’s view, this fear is reflective of their feelings of
guilt regarding their earlier actions toward Joseph: “The brothers sold Joseph
southward into slavery for twenty pieces of silver (kesef); now they find at the end of
their own northward journey from the place to which they sent him that the silver
(kesef) they paid out has mysteriously reappeared in their saddle-packs, and this
touches a raw nerve of guilt in them that had been laid bare by Joseph’s imprisonment
of Simeon and his demand for Benjamin.”242 He went on to posit that Jacob must
perceive not only their fear, but this guilt as well; and so, explicitly connecting this
situation with the prior loss of Joseph and Simeon and the potential loss of Benjamin,
he levels an accusation against them: “ א ִֹתי ִשׁ ַכּ ְל ֶתּםMe you have bereaved!” (Gen
42:36). This version, then, operates on a “moral–psychological” axis, in which “what
is crucial is the painful process by which the brothers come to accept responsibility for
what they have done and are led to work out their guilt.”243
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In the mindset of the biblical writers, Alter proposed, these two wholly distinct
but equally important aspects of the story are best laid out side by side, rather than
forced into one monolithic, all-encompassing expression:
A writer in another tradition might have tried somehow to combine the
different aspects of the story in a single narrative event; the biblical
author, dealing as he often did in the editing and splicing and artful
montage of antecedent literary materials, would appear to have reached
for this effect of multifaceted truth by setting in sequence two different
versions that brought into focus two different dimensions of his
subject.244

Possibly, one might go one step further, and argue that this not a redactional feature
but a true compositional one—that is, that in the light of this approach there is no need
in this case to perceive disparate sources at all. But it is valuable to recognize that
Alter’s restraint in this regard serves to amplify the degree to which his view is not
only not necessarily opposed to, but in fact actually compatible at times with
traditional methods such as source criticism. His perspective simply posits that from
the standpoint of the ultimate literary creation, the redactor’s function can resemble
more closely that of a true author than that of an editor.245

Invitation to a Holistic Perspective on Sefer Bilvam
Needless to say, however, there remain countless places in biblical literature
where literary explanations stand at odds with those provided by other longstanding
critical methods. In some cases, such explanations can be evaluated only according to
personal preference; in others, they provide an important counterpoint to certain

244
245

Alter 1981: 140.
Cf. the remarks of Milgrom (1989: 468) regarding Sefer Bilvam specifically, cited in the next section.

269

problematic assumptions that persist in the non-literary sphere; and in still others, they
are unable, as yet, to provide the desired illuminating or corrective insight. But on a
broad scale, the considerable gains made by way of literary approaches to the Bible
require that we heed Polzin’s argument for “an operational priority to literary analysis
at the preliminary stages of research.”246 As Alter put it, “[B]efore you can decide
whether a text is defective, composite, or redundant, you have to determine to the best
of your ability the formal principles on which the text is organized.”247 To disparage
the expansive contributions of other methodologies to scholarly discourse on the Bible
and its development would be the height of folly; but in order to ensure that we are not
misreading the evidence, we must be willing first to entertain the possibility that its
peculiarities and challenges are not signs of imperfection, but rather integral
components of the distinctive character of biblical literature. Moreover, even if one
prefers to attribute such data to the composite nature of a given text, this should not
detract from one’s consideration of the final version’s literary character. Indeed, with
regard to Sefer Bilvam itself, Jacob Milgrom observed as follows:
Of course, the possibility must be considered that the poetic oracles and
the narrative were originally independent of each other, discrete epics
on the same theme, which were fused at a later date by a single editorial
hand. However, even if this were so, the fusion is so thoroughgoing and
skillful that the original seams are no longer visible: The redaction is a
new artistic creation.248
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With this in mind, I proceed in the next chapter to offer thorough analyses of
the mechanics and communicative import of a variety of specific literary devices in
Sefer Bilvam. Although the majority of the devices examined here are evident
primarily in the prose narrative of the pericope, several important elements arise in the
poetry as well, and receive attention at the appropriate junctures. Moreover, some
devices evidently are operative in both realms, and thus provide further justification
for perceiving the entire pericope as an integrated unit in which prose and poetry work
in tandem. In some cases, the results of this discussion permit a reevaluation of
traditional source-critical perspectives on the pericope; but the primary goal is to
understand the inner workings of these devices, with an eye toward their collective
contribution to the text’s transmission of meaning.
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CHAPTER 5
LITERARY DEVICES IN SEFER BILvAM:
THE FUNDAMENTAL COMPONENTS

Introductory Remarks
The majority of the literary devices that occupy our attention in this chapter
occur in the prose narrative of Sefer Bilvam, though instances arising in the poetry of
Balaam’s oracles receive ample attention as well. I have confined the list of devices
under scrutiny here to those that operate on a relatively fine scale, that is, on the level
of individual sounds, words, phrases, and concepts. At times, however, the
deployment of these devices across the pericope results in a cumulative picture that is
more extensive in scope, as is the case particularly with respect to repetition and
structure, the final two devices to be explored here. Indeed, in certain cases, the device
in question evinces tremendous range not only in terms of the breadth of textual
material that it encompasses, but also with regard to its free movement along the
prosaic–poetic spectrum. Regardless of the “tangible” size of such devices, however,
our concern here is not with broader themes and impressions, but with the minutiae of
the text, which are considered both individually and collectively. It may be helpful to
conceive of this body of literary devices as the toolbox of the text’s authors, who have
employed them in remarkably sophisticated ways as an aid both to the aesthetics of the
text and to its success in trasmitting the desired complex of meanings.
At this juncture, it is crucial to recognize that style-switching and settingswitching, whose operation in Sefer Bilvam was examined in Chapter 3, constitute
equal partners in the authors’ literary toolbox, on precisely the same level as the other
literary devices to be explored in this chapter. Although the relative unfamiliarity of
style- and setting-switching and the intensive linguistic scrutiny that they demand have
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warranted their treatment in a separate chapter, from a literary standpoint this should
not be interpreted as a qualitative differentiation between those devices and the one
explored below. Rather, all of these should be seen collectively as the fundamental
elements that constitute the literary character of the pericope.
We proceed now to an examination of the following literary devices across
both the prosaic and poetic portions of the pericope: sound echo, including alliteration
and assonance; keywords; naming and epithets; gapping and ambiguity; repetition and
variation; and structure. I begin each respective section with a brief review of the
relevant secondary literature, from which I draw the perspectives and methods applied
in the subsequent analysis.

“Sound Echo:” Alliteration, Assonance, and Related Phenomena
The term “sound echo” is borrowed from an article in The New Princeton
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, in which T. V. F. Brogan subsumed under this
designation three distinct types of phonetic patterning.1 Here I offer somewhat
simplified versions of Percy G. Adams’s definitions of these types:
Alliteration: Strategic repetition of the same initial consonant or
consonant cluster in multiple words and/or syllables2
Assonance: Strategic repetition of the same final or, somewhat less
frequently, medial vowel sound in multiple words and/or syllables3
Consonance: Strategic repetition of the same final consonant or
consonant cluster in multiple words and/or syllables; or more
specifically, in some contexts, “the repetition…of two or more
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consonant sounds without the intervening vowel echo, as liveleave”4

Of particular note here are the specific references to the location of the repeated
vocable, since in biblical literature this aspect of sound echo evidently is of less
importance. Thus, Wilfred G. E. Watson’s more general remark with regard to biblical
poetry may be applied likewise to prose: “Alliteration is the effect produced when the
same consonant recurs within a unit of verse.…Alliteration is here understood in its
wider sense of consonant repetition and is not confined to word-initial alliteration.”5
He proceeded to refer to “alliterative clusters”6 of consonants, which can recur in strict
or jumbled sequence, and also noted what he called “near-alliteration,”7 where similar
but not identical phonemes (e.g., dentals, sibilants, etc.) are utilized to produce an
effect analogous to that of true alliteration.
In sum, sound echo in biblical literature may be characterized concisely as the
strategic repetition in close proximity of a sound or cluster of sounds, with the terms
“alliteration” and “assonance” referring broadly to such repetition as it applies to
consonants and vowels respectively. The Bible also occasionally attests rhyme, which
amounts to the simultaneous use of alliteration and assonance. The significance of
rhyme, or more specifically end-rhyme, as an artistic phenomenon in the Semitic
languages is somewhat difficult to gauge, since the morphological constraints involved
in the use of philological components such as pronominal suffixes, feminine endings,
and so on frequently result in inescapable phonetic repetitions at the ends of words.
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Nevertheless, in certain instances it is readily apparent that such patterns occur
intentionally, not incidentally.
When considered as a form of repetition, therefore, sound echo stands as an
oral/auditory instance of what James Kugel termed the Bible’s “seconding” impulse,8
even operating at times as a kind of phonetic (as opposed to semantic) parallelism.
Adele Berlin, who preferred to focus solely on consonantal repetition because of the
relatively minor role of vowels in Hebrew wordplay and the lingering questions about
the pronunciation of the language,9 defined the notion of “sound pairs” as “the
repetition…of the same or similar consonants in any order within close proximity,”10
which overlaps precisely with the alliterative phenomena described by Watson.
Moreover, it is worthwhile to heed Berlin’s reservations about assonance, which
accord with the overwhelmingly consonantal focus generally attested in scholarship.
Thus, although with due caution we may observe the same essential principles at work
in some noteworthy cases of vowel repetition, the consonantal (hence alliterative)
varieties of sound echo predominates in the present study.
Notwithstanding the remarks of Berlin, Watson, and a few others, scholarship
has devoted comparatively little attention to sound echo as a prominent literary device
in the Bible. Alliteration has received the vast majority of scholarly attention, but
general theoretical explorations, while frequently offering important perspectives on
the matter, have been particularly sporadic. Two prominent early sources, by
Immanuel M. Casanowicz and Joseph Reider, confine their focus exclusively to
alliterative patterns exhibited in two or more immediately adjacent words—a
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phenomenon for which Reider imported the Arabic term ' اﺕعitbāv—but devote no
attention to more extended, less contiguous usages of the device.11
More recently, Baruch Margalit’s series of articles on alliteration in Ugaritic
poetry offers a sustained foray into the subject in Northwest Semitic generally.12 But
its limitations with regard to the light it sheds on biblical literature are manifold. First,
it focuses solely on poetry. Second, it invites a simple, unqualified transferrence of the
author’s findings from Ugaritic to Hebrew.13 Third, in a manner akin to the efforts of
Casanowicz and Reider, it treats “the verse…as the main alliterative framework,”14
thus confining its scope exclusively to alliteration occurring in close proximity. And
fourth, it is somewhat overbold, perhaps, in its assertion of the ubiquity of alliteration:
“A verse whose structure has been correctly established should show itself as an
alliterative unit as well.”15 At times, Margalit’s body of work evinces his attempts to
demonstrate this principle by emending heavy-handedly in the interest of
“discovering” the true alliterative nature of a particular text; and as a result his
conclusions must be treated with great caution. Nevertheless, his sustained
explorations of this topic are noteworthy, and in particular his observation that “an
understanding of certain grammatical forms or lexical terms in given contexts cannot
be complete without recognizing the factor of alliterative exigency”16 is of critical
value and resonates with those expressed subsequently by others.
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A few works address alliteration by way of a brief assessment in the context of
much broader subject matter. In addition to those cited above by Berlin and Watson,17
Luis Alonso Schökel’s volume on Hebrew poetics18 stands as another example.19
Elsewhere, general theoretical approaches to alliteration have tended to appear as
introductory remarks in smaller-scale studies concerned with specific biblical or
extrabiblical texts or, in some cases, with individual instances of the phenomenon in
these corpora. Of particular note in this regard are works by Lawrence Boadt and Gary
A. Rendsburg, who devote significant portions of their examinations to the task of
reviewing the preliminary theory.20 Most such studies, however, dispense with such
background in favor of a tighter focus on the text in question. This is the case, for
example, in Aloysius Fitzgerald’s exploration of Psalm 29,21 David Noel Freedman’s
analysis of the structure of Psalm 137,22 Rendsburg’s adducement of the alliterative
term  ַת ְל ִפּיּוֹתin Song 4:4,23 and so on.24
Lengthier works, such as Shalom M. Paul’s commentary on Amos25 or Charles
Conroy’s and J. P. Fokkelman’s extended studies of the books of Samuel,26 the latter
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of which presents numerous examples of alliteration across its four volumes, do not
devote significant attention to the broader theoretical questions about the role of
alliteration in biblical literature, instead simply describing the phenomenon and
pointing out its various attestations. The same is true of those studies focusing on
related bodies of literature, such as Rendsburg’s article on literary devices in the
Egyptian story of the Shipwrecked Sailor,27 Terence Collins’s poetic breakdown of the
Kilamuwa Inscription,28 and Dennis Pardee’s monograph on vAnat I and Proverbs 2.29
The result of such a sporadic and disparate array of secondary literature
concerned with alliteration is that there remains no clear consensus on the significance
of alliteration in biblical literature, and particularly in the prose material. As a result, at
times such efforts have come under attack, as is evident in Michael O’Connor’s 1977
response to earlier articles by Collins and Fitzgerald.30 Therein, the author specifically
addressed the matter of alliteration, as presented in Collins’s work on the Kilamuwa
inscription, as one of “several spurious and misleading phenomena which should be
removed from consideration….”31 He proceeded to argue that it is inappropriate to
make a case for alliteration in situations where the alliterating consonants are
extremely common, specifically citing Fitzgerald’s reading of Psalm 29 in which a
replacement of all occurrences of the name  יְ הוָ הwith  ַבּ ַעלproduces a series of
alliterative strands running throughout the poem on the consonants b, v, and l.32 The
upshot of O’Connor’s argument is that the remaining cases of alliteration in the
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biblical corpus, for instance, are infrequent enough that the significance of the
phenomenon as a literary device is significantly undermined.
To be sure, O’Connor’s criticism of Fitzgerald’s approach, extended also to the
perspective of Collins, is well worth careful consideration, not least because
Fitzgerald’s argument revolves around a version of the text that is not actually
attested. However, it is reasonable to see O’Connor’s viewpoint as representative of a
highly conservative approach that could easily result in the rejection of any number of
examples of alliteration purely on the basis of the consonant(s) in question, while the
evidence in such cases, when considered with all due caution, strongly speaks to
careful craft rather than the simple happenstance of the language. To this end, it is
important to consider Watson’s statement that “alliteration is only significant in terms
of its function….”33 In other words, any approach to alliteration in the Bible must
begin with a clear understanding of its behavior and function, aspects regarding which
some of the works identified above provide useful insights. Such background material
provides the necessary tools for identifying the presence and operating principles of
any alliterative sequences at work in a given text.
Secondary literature that takes up the matter of alliteration, and occasionally
other types of sound echo, is concerned most often with the operation of the device as
it occurs in poetry. It frequently is adduced as an element working in tandem with the
structural constitution of a particular poetic unit,34 or more broadly as an element
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related to poetic rhythm.35 To be sure, alliteration effectively lends itself to tandem
operation with structural features such as parallelism and repetition. In addition, as
Alonso Schökel and Watson have noted,36 it can help to emphasize certain sections,
phrases, or individual words in a given poem, highlighting them as particularly
significant.
Taking these in conjunction with a handful of other alliterative functions,
isolated by J. T. S. Wheelock37 and applied to biblical poetry by Watson, such as its
mnemonic, focusing, and intensifying aspects, one is reminded inescapably of the
orality of biblical literature. The potency of alliteration lies in its being spoken, and it
is to be understood in this sense as a particularly well-suited aid both to the speaker’s
recall and delivery and to the audience’s comprehension of meaning and significance
in what is spoken.
Alliteration in the Bible is by no means limited to poetry, however. For prose
the same rules apply, but at times one also encounters a substantially broader scale in
alliterative patterning.38 That is to say, in addition to such sequences in discrete
segments involving just a few words, the device can be deployed across lengthy
passages, or even entire pericopes.39 The result would appear to be a connective

of the three cola in question. His already questionable argument encounters additional difficulty due to
its omission of the two cola just a few lines prior that similarly end in  ֵ ֽתימוֹ- (2:3a, 3b), and the potential
bearing of this pattern on his proposed strophic breakdown of the poem.
35
Hauser 1980: 24.
36
Alonso Schökel 1963: 80–84; Watson 1984: 228.
37
Wheelock 1978: 379–396, wherein the terms used are mnemonic, energaeic, and vocative.
38
Rendsburg 2008, which examines alliterative phenomena across the entire Exodus narrative, is
noteworthy for its treatment of this topic in a prose context, especially one of such great length.
39
Note, e.g., Rendsburg’s discussion of the keyword  ַבּתin Exodus 1–2, which alliterates with various
terms throughout both chapters (Rendsburg 2008: 85–86). For an extrabiblical example, we may refer
to the story of the Shipwrecked Sailor, in which the keyword dpt “ship,” attested throughout the text,
finds alliterative partners at various points separated by dozens of lines (Rendsburg 2000a: 21).
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quality to such extended patterns of alliteration, drawing together the various segments
and ideas that arise across an extended body of text.
The presence of alliteration in prose as well as in poetry emphasizes the fact
that one must reckon additionally with the ornamental function of sound echo, which
overlaps to some extent with the functions already noted—highlighting important
points in the text, facilitation of recitation and comprehension, etc.—but extends also
to what Kugel termed the “heightening” of biblical language.40 Apparently overlooked
by Watson41 and others, this quality suggests that we see alliteration as an element that
formalizes and elevates the places in a text where it occurs, increasing the significance
and loftiness of the words and passages in question. Accordingly, as discussed in the
previous chapter,42 at times it can help to shift a prosaic passage slightly closer to the
poetic end of the Bible’s literary spectrum.
Finally,43 it is clear that in biblical literature, unusual word choices frequently
have been made for the purpose of producing alliteration or some other form of sound
echo.44 This provides a useful tool for the scholar, since even when a unusual word’s
precise meaning or sense is obscure, it may be verified as correct and even potentially
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Kugel 1981: passim, e.g. 85.
This aspect is not mentioned in Watson 1984: 225–229, his most thorough exploration of the matter.
42
See above, pp. 233–237.
43
In addressing the functions of sound echo, I stop short of including Freedman’s remarks regarding
Psalm 137 (Freedman 1971). He stated that the device was used “to produce a mournful tone,”
specifically pointing out such traits as a particular alliterative sequence that “simulates the sound of the
wind in the willows, resonating over the waters,” the repeated use of “the keening note of the
pronominal ending -nū,” etc. (Freedman 1971: 191). His attention to the relationship between the
poem’s sound and its content is to be commended, but his assertions are both highly subjective and
almost impossible to apply usefully to any other text.
44
See (with all due caution) Margalit 1975: 311, cited above, and also, e.g., Fokkelman–Rendsburg
2003; Margalit 1979: 538–551; Rendsburg 1994; Rendsburg 1999b; Rendsburg 2000a: 20; Rendsburg
2008: 84.
41
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interpreted with more accuracy if it can be associated with such a pattern in the
surrounding context.
Bearing these ideas in mind, we may adduce several alliterative schemata, as
well as certain other instances of sound echo, in Sefer Bilvam. To reiterate, however, it
is not enough simply to isolate sequences of repeated sounds in the text. I aim instead
to identify the contributions that such sequences make to the text as a literary work,
and for this reason I offer here a presentation of the data whose focus, where possible,
will lie in demonstrating such functions.
I begin by examining alliterative patterns that play on the names of the main
characters in the pericope. Although the matter of naming in Sefer Bilvam will concern
us in a subsequent section, it is appropriate here to direct attention briefly to the work
of Moshe Garsiel, which underlies many of the observations to follow. In his volume
Biblical Names: A Literary Study of Midrashic Derivations and Puns,45 originally
published in Hebrew in 1987, he explored a phenomenon in biblical literature that he
termed “midrashic name derivation” or MND,46 whereby the names of people and
places in the Bible are imbued with significance “on the basis of sound or semantic
potential.”47 He argued that MND is to be distinguished from overt aetiological
statements about characters’ names, since it is not concerned directly with the act of
naming or with providing a literarily motivated etymology for a given name, but
instead creates a remarkably flexible network of cognitive associations around the
name in question: “Here we are dealing with a wider scope of potential derivations:
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Garsiel 1991.
Garsiel 1991: 19.
47
Garsiel 1991: 19.
46
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sound effects (e.g., alliteration), word play, subtle riddles, concealed meanings, key
motifs, etc.—all are derived from names regardless of their reasonable etymology.”48
Jacob’s name stands as a particularly illustrative instance of this phenomenon.
Garsiel pointed out that “[e]tymologists regard this name (yvqb— )יעקבas a short
version of the common name yvqb'l ( )יעקבאלand its like.”49 Meanwhile, “[t]he
naming explanation in Gen 25:26…links the naming [of Jacob] with the special
occurrence of Jacob’s birth: he was born while his hand held Esau’s heel (vqb—
)עקב.”50 In addition to these two perspectives, however, Garsiel pointed out that “[t]he
MND of this name is expressed by Esau: ‘Is he not rightly named Jacob [yvqb—!]יעקב
For he has supplanted me [w-yvqbny— ]ויעקבניthese two times’ (Gen 27:36). In this
pun, Esau exploits Jacob’s name for his own purposes, and gives a derivation which
differs from both etymology and the Bible’s own name explanation.”51
This MND’s clear reliance on the similarity between the sounds uttered in the
name  יַ ֲעקֹבand those in the verb  וַ יַּ ְע ְק ֵב ִניserves as a felicitous indicator of how we shall
proceed in this discussion. As we shall see, many of the following observations
regarding alliteration on the names  ִבּ ְל ָעםand  ָבּ ָלקrely heavily on details adduced
already by Garsiel. For this reason, as we undertake a close examination of these
features, the patterns discussed here should be considered within the context of
Garsiel’s perspective on MNDs generally.
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Garsiel 1991: 20.
Garsiel 1991: 21.
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Garsiel 1991: 21.
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Garsiel 1991: 21 (bracketed sections in original).
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Balaam
Garsiel isolated alliterative patterns involving the names of both major
characters in Sefer Bilvam. With regard to the protagonist,52 the sounds of both the
given name and the patronymic in the phrase Bilvām ben-Bəvôr are echoed at various
points in the text, and the phrase serves in various ways to amplify the significance of
these points by way of this connection. The consonantal sounds in the name ִבּ ְל ָעם
resonate with the following points throughout the pericope:
ת־ה ָא ֖תוֹן
ָ ר־אף ִבּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ַ ֥יּ ְך ֶא
֣ ַ הוה וַ ִתּ ְר ַ ֖בּץ ַ ֣תּ ַחת ִבּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ִ ֽיּ ַח
֔ ָ ְת־מ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
ַ תוֹן ֶא
֙ וַ ֵ ֤תּ ֶרא ָ ֽה ָא
ַבּ ַמּ ֵ ֽקּל׃
And the jenny saw the messenger of Yahweh, and it lay down beneath
Balaam; and Balaam’s anger flared, and he beat the jenny with the
cane.
(Num 22:27)
ת־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ַ ֽו יַּ ֲע ֵ ֖להוּ ָבּ ֣מוֹת ָ ֑בּ ַעל וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ִמ ָ ֖שּׁם ְק ֵ ֥צה ָה ָ ֽעם׃
ִ וַ יְ ִ ֣הי ַב ֔בֹּ ֶקר וַ יִּ ַ ֤קּח ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
In the morning, Balaq took Balaam and led him up Bamot-Baval,
whence he saw the periphery of the people.
(Num 22:41)53
ֶהן־ ָע ֙ם ְל ָב ָ ֣דד יִ ְשׁ ֔כֹּן

Behold, a people who dwells alone…
(Num 23:9c)

ֶהן־ ָע ֙ם ְכּ ָל ִ ֣ביא יָ ֔קוּם

Behold, a people who like a lion rises…
(Num 23:24a)

The two instances of alliteration occurring in prose highlight important junctures in
the development of the story. The first involves a group of consonants that, although
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What follows is drawn from Garsiel 1991: 52–53.
This example was adduced by Garsiel (1991: 89).
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not identical to those in Balaam’s name, nevertheless parallel it closely, with the velar
 קsubstituted here for the pharyngeal  עin the personal name. The correspondence
between these two consonants lies in their similar origination deep in the throat. The
verse in which this alliteration appears is the last of the three occasions on which
Balaam beats his jenny, with this final iteration of the pattern leading to the donkey’s
speech to Balaam and, ultimately, Balaam’s own encounter with Yahweh’s messenger.
In the previous two references to Balaam’s assault on his donkey (Num 22:23, 25), the
object he uses to strike the animal is not specified, and so we encounter in this verse
the first explicit reference to the implement used. The inclusion here of the alliterative
term thus highlights not only that this instance marks the end of the repeated sequence
of beatings, but also that the climax of the entire episode with the jenny is about to
commence.54 In addition, it is noteworthy that all three consonants in the name  ָבּ ָלקare
present in the word  ַבּ ַמּ ֵקּל, here in an episode where Balaam occupies the role of one
blinded by his self-serving interests, the very role occupied by Balaq throughout the
rest of the story.55
In the second alliterative instance in prose, Balaam’s name is echoed in the
description of his first personal encounter with Israel. Keywords relating to the sense
of sight are sprinkled liberally throughout the pericope,56 and the connection between
Balaam’s literal sight and his prophetic activity—his figurative “sight”—is asserted on
numerous occasions. Balaq himself understands this connection, since his
dissatisfaction with Balaam’s utterances drives him to lead the prophet to alternative
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Indeed, the inclusion here of the word  ַבּ ַמּ ֵקּלfunctions as an indicator that the repeating pattern
evident in this episode is concluding. See below, p. 419. For a general examination of this phenomenon,
see Mirsky 1977.
55
The role-reversal that occurs in the episode with the jenny will be explored in detail in the next
chapter.
56
See below, in the section on keywords.
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locations from which Balaam can get a different view of Israel (Num 23:13–14a, 27–
28). Indeed, even Balaam’s brief oracles to other peoples that conclude the pericope
involve his physically witnessing the peoples about whom he speaks (Num 24:20, 21).
From this perspective, the potency of the alliteration on Balaam’s name in Num 22:41
becomes much clearer: this marks the initial contact between the prophet and Israel,
two forces pitted against each other by Balaq’s design but destined, as the process
initated here continues through the pericope, to come together in oracular alliance.
Nowhere, perhaps, is this alignment of prophet with people more evident than
in the two alliterative instances in Balaam’s poetic oracles. The evident relationship
between the two lines themselves, and indeed between the first and second oracles in
their entirety, is a matter of particular interest in itself;57 and indeed, the alliteration
identified here serves to strengthen that connection. But in addition, the implanting of
the sounds of Balaam’s name into these two expressions of the character of Israel
drives home the connection between the speaker and the people of whom he speaks.
We have had occasion previously to observe Balaam’s alignment with Israel in our
text, and we note again here the statement to this effect that occupies the concluding
strophe of the first oracle:
ִ ֤מי ָמנָ ֙ה ֲע ַ ֣פר יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
וּמ ְס ָ ֖פּר ֶאת־ ֣רֹ ַבע יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ִ
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר
ְ
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Who can count the dust of Jacob,
indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel?
May my soul die an upright death,
and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel).
(Num 23:10)

This will be discussed below, in the section on structure.
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In short, the alliteration in the two lines indicated above (Num 23:9c, 24a) expresses
phonetically a connection between Balaam and Israel that is stated explicitly in the
strophe just cited, and thus contributes to this relationship’s implicit permeation of the
pericope generally.
Moreover, the strophe concluding the first oracle attests alliteration on
Balaam’s patronymic, which occurs as ן־בּעוֹר
ְ  ֶבּin Num 22:5 and as  ְבּנוֹ ְבעֹרin Num
24:3 and 15. In Num 23:10, the words  ֲע ַפרand  ר ַֹבעplay on the name of Balaam’s
father, with the unvoiced bilabial  פreplacing  בin the first of these two words. This
name likewise alliterates with the keyword “ עברcross, oppose, transgress, trespass” in
the following two statements by Balaam that he cannot countermand the will of God:58
אוּכל
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָ ֑הב ֣ל ֹא
֖ ן־לי ָב ָ ֛לק ְמ ֥ל ֹא ֵב
֥ ִ ל־ע ְב ֵ ֣די ָב ֔ ָלק ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
ַ אמ ֙ר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ַיּ֣ ַען ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם וַ ֨יּ
דוֹלה׃
ֽ ָ ֹלהי ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת ְק ַט ָ ֖נּה ֥אוֹ ְג
ָ֔ הוה ֱא
֣ ָ ְת־פּי י
֙ ִ ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר ֶא
And Balaam answered, and he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq were
to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I would be unable
to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do (anything,) small or
great.”
(Num 22:18)
טוֹבה ֥אוֹ
֛ ָ הוה ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת
֔ ָ ְת־פּי י
֣ ִ אוּכל ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר ֶא
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָה ֒ב ֣ל ֹא
֮ ן־לי ָב ֜ ָלק ְמ ֣ל ֹא ֵב
ִ ֨ ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
הוה א ֹ֥תוֹ ֲא ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
֖ ָ ְָר ָ ֖עה ִמ ִלּ ִ ֑בּי ֲא ֶשׁר־יְ ַד ֵ ֥בּר י
“If Balaq were to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I
would be unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do
(anything,) good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh speaks—it shall I
speak.”
(Num 24:13)

Garsiel expressed the view that the alliteration in these two places “creates an equation
between the father’s name and the act of disobedience that Balaam eventually
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commits [namely, the Baval-Pevor incident in Numbers 25, for which Balaam is held
responsible in Num 31:16] despite his declaration of loyalty to the Lord.”59 Such a
view is undermined by its attribution to Sefer Bilvam of an antipathy toward Balaam
that is not evident in the pericope itself, although it does arise elsewhere in the Bible.60
On the other hand, however, the notion of subverting God’s will to one’s own
does occupy a significant role in this pericope, a role that Balaam himself only comes
to understand fully as the story progresses. This is a multilayered issue, but for the
moment we may summarize by noting that despite God’s express prohibition of
cursing Israel in Num 22:12, Balaam not only seeks shortly thereafter to determine
whether this instruction will change, but is content later in the story to proceed to
Moab and attempt the precise act that God has already forbidden. As it turns out, his
efforts are unsuccessful; but this is another matter.
The supporting alliterative play persists throughout Sefer Bilvam. First,
although the opening verse of Numbers 22 is outside the traditional boundaries of the
pericope, the consonants in the keyword עבר, which are shared precisely by Balaam’s
father’s name, are introduced there:
מוֹאב ֵמ ֵ ֖ע ֶבר ְליַ ְר ֵ ֥דּן יְ ֵר ֽחוֹ׃
ָ֔ וַ יִּ ְס ֖עוּ ְבּ ֵ ֣ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל ַ ֽו יַּ ֲח ֙נוּ ְבּ ַ ֽע ְר ֣בוֹת
And the children of Israel traveled on, and camped in the steppes of
Moab opposite the Jordan of Jericho.
(Num 22:1)

Soon thereafter, when Balaam begins his journey to Moab, we are provided with the
seemingly inconsequential detail that “ ְשׁ ֵני נְ ָע ָריו ִעמּוֹtwo of his lads (were) with him”
(Num 22:22). The word  נְ ָע ָריוincorporates two of the three consonants in question,
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thereby keeping the sounds fresh in the ear and priming the audience for further play
on this alliterative thread.61 Shortly thereafter, the description of the third and final
time Yahweh’s messenger blocks Balaam’s progress incorporates our keyword, as
follows:
וּשׂ ֽמ ֹאול׃
ְ ין־דּ ֶרְך ִלנְ ֖טוֹת יָ ִ ֥מין
֥ ֶ הוה ֲע ֑בוֹר ַ ֽו יַּ ֲעמ ֹ֙ד ְבּ ָמ ֣קוֹם ָ֔צר ֲא ֶ ֛שׁר ֵ ֽא
֖ ָ ְוֹסף ַמ ְל ַאְך־י
ֶ ֥וַ יּ
And Yahweh’s messenger persisted in opposing, and stood in a narrow
place where there was no way to turn aside to the right or left.
(Num 22:26)

We recall that this instance of the messenger’s obstruction ultimately results in
Balaam’s eyes being opened and his absorption of the lesson imparted by the
encounter.
Then later in the pericope, after attempting twice to curse Israel in accordance
with Balaq’s desire, Balaam recognizes that the impossibility of such action is tied
explicitly to the fact that it runs counter to the will of the divine:
ם־בּ ַ ֖פ ַעם ִל ְק ַ ֣ראת
ְ א־ה ַ ֥לְך ְכּ ַ ֽפ ַע
ָ ֹ יני יְ הוָ ֙ה ְל ָב ֵ ֣רְך ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל וְ ל
֤ ֵ וַ ַיּ֣ ְרא ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם ִ ֣כּי ֞טוֹב ְבּ ֵע
נְ ָח ִ ֑שׁים וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׁת ֶאל־ ַה ִמּ ְד ָ ֖בּר ָפּ ָנֽיו׃
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set
his face toward the wilderness.
(Num 24:1)

Thus, Balaam comes to understand that his previous attempts at cursing Israel were
futile specifically because God favors blessing the people instead. This connection is
strengthened further by the recurrence here of part of the alliterative connection to his
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father’s name, namely, the consonantal combination  ברarising in the words  ְל ָב ֵרְךand
ה ִמּ ְד ָבּר.
ַ Moreover, as Garsiel pointed out, “the sound br…in Aramaic and later biblical
Hebrew means ‘son’….”62 According to Garsiel, therefore, we have here an oblique
reference to the entire phrase ( * ִבּ ְל ָעם ַבּר ְבּעוֹרusing  ַבּרrather than  ֶבּןas in Sefer
Bilvam), which incidentally, he noted, is the precise formulation of Balaam’s name
plus patronymic in the Deir vAllā inscriptions.63 We may observe additionally that at
this critical point, where Balaam falls into line with God’s will for Israel, the concept
of opposition embodied in the keyword  עברis negated here in two words that include
the combination בר. Indeed, in the following two major oracles, the patterning on this
combination persists in the opening couplet of the series of Balaam’s self-applied
epithets, where the word “ גֶּ ֶברhero,” in which appear the same two consonants  בand
ר, occurs in close proximity to Balaam’s patronymic  ְבּעֹ)ו(ר. The couplet runs thus:
נְ ֻ ֤אם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ְבּנ֣ וֹ ְב ֔עֹר
וּנְ ֻ ֥אם ַה ֶ ֖גּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻ ֥תם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן׃

Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor,
and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye;
(Num 24:3bc = 24:15bc)

To go a step further, we note that one of these two words is “ ברךbless,” which
occurs throughout the pericope in both prose (Num 22:6, 11, 12; 23:11, 25; 24:1, 10)
and poetry (Num 23:10, 20; 24:9). With the exception of God’s statement in Num
22:12, in every case Balaam is either the subject of this verb or the speaker of the
word itself. Thus, the consonantal combination  ברis present throughout the pericope;
but it is Num 24:1 that operates as the pivotal moment for Balaam, where he finally
achieves full comprehension of God’s will. Indeed, moments later he expresses the
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true nature of Israel’s status as a blessed people, in accordance with God’s statement
to this effect in Num 22:12:
ְמ ָב ֲר ֶ ֣כיָך ָב ֔רוְּך
וְ א ְֹר ֶ ֖ריָך ָא ֽרוּר׃

Those who bless you are blessed,
and those who curse you are cursed.
(Num 24:9cd)

Having begun as one attempting, at Balaq’s request, to curse (ארר/ )קבבIsrael, here
Balaam expresses full comprehension of the futility, indeed the danger, of such an act.
Thus, returning to Num 24:1, we may perceive in the opening verse of the chapter a
subtle shift in the alliteration on his patronymic, which previously tied him with the
notion of opposition ()עבר, but which now, through the connective alliterating
combination  ברand his subsequent explicit statement in Num 24:9, bears at least the
suggestion that Balaam is to be associated instead with blessing ()ברך. The
relationship is indirect, to be sure, and is not presented forcefully; but the hint of it is
there, and it gains strength when juxtaposed with the alliteration between Balaq’s
name and the root “ קבבcurse,” which will occupy our attention below.
Finally, there exists an additional instance of alliteration on Balaam’s name
that is explicable on aesthetic grounds. First, we turn to the unusual phrase ם־בּ ַפ ַעם
ְ ְכּ ַפ ַע
in Num 24:1. Both words in the expression end, like the name בּ ְל ָעם,ִ with the
consonants עם-; and the preposition - ְבּattached to the second word further strengthens
the connection:
ם־בּ ַ ֖פ ַעם ִל ְק ַ ֣ראת
ְ א־ה ַ ֥לְך ְכּ ַ ֽפ ַע
ָ ֹ יני יְ הוָ ֙ה ְל ָב ֵ ֣רְך ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל וְ ל
֤ ֵ וַ ַיּ֣ ְרא ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם ִ ֣כּי ֞טוֹב ְבּ ֵע
נְ ָח ִ ֑שׁים וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׁת ֶאל־ ַה ִמּ ְד ָ ֖בּר ָפּ ָנֽיו׃
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set
his face toward the wilderness.
(Num 24:1)
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Based on the rarity of this expression, one may surmise that its selection here is
predicated on its alliteration with the name of the pericope’s main character. Although
I can identify no underlying literary motivation for this instance of sound echo, I stress
that it is important not to underestimate the aesthetic significance of such devices in
biblical literature.
Stepping for a moment outside the bounds of this pericope, it is fruitful to
mention here an instance of alliteration on Balaam’s name plus patronymic, this one
occurring in Num 31:16. Garsiel discussed the matter as follows:
The names of father and son, blvm bn bvwr [sic]…, are used for a play
on words with the place name bvl pvwr…, mentioned immediately after
the story of Balaam. This is not just an artificial link dependent on
similarity of sound but an essential connection, since according to Num
31:16 it was Balaam’s advice that brought about the adultery of the
Israelites with the Moabite daughters at Baal-peor….64

He proceeded to cite the latter verse, Num 31:16, occurring only a few lines after the
record of the killing of Balaam (Num 31:8), in which Moses chastises the Israelites for
sparing the Moabite women:
ר־פּ ֑עוֹר וַ ְתּ ִ ֥הי
ְ ל־דּ ַב
ְ יהוה ַע
֖ ָ ר־מ ַעל ַבּ
֥ ַ ֵ ֣הן ֵ֜הנָּ ה ָהי֨ וּ ִל ְב ֵ ֤ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל֙ ִבּ ְד ַ ֣בר ִבּ ְל ֔ ָעם ִל ְמ ָס
הוֽה׃
ָ ְַה ַמּגֵּ ָ ֖פה ַבּ ֲע ַ ֥דת י
Behold, they are the ones who, by the word of Balaam, were to the
children of Israel (in order) to commit trespass against Yahweh
regarding the matter of Peor; and (so) there was pestilence in the
congregation of Yahweh.

64

Garsiel 1991: 52 (emphasis in original).
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Here, Garsiel pointed out, in addition to the explicit mention of Balaam’s name we
find that it is linked directly with the phrase “trespass against” (-)מעל ְבּ, which is
simply Balaam’s name spelled backwards. Furthermore, the name of his father,  ְבּעֹ)ו(ר,
although not explicitly mentioned, is “latently present in the name of the place of the
transgression, Peor (pvwr – )פעור. The similarity in sound and the interchangeability
of the consonants b and p bring the names very close to each other.”65 By
“interchangeability,” Garsiel presumably referred to the use of b for p in certain
circumstances, as in the Arad Letters’ use of  נבשfor BH “ נֶ ֶפשׁsoul” (for example,
בנבשכם, Arad 24 rev. 7);66 but in any case his point is pertinent, since the similarity of
the two bilabials, one voiced and one unvoiced, enhances the alliteration here.
Finally, between these two links to the names  ִבּ ְל ָעםand  ְבּעֹ)ו(רrespectively,
there appears the word “ ְדּ ַברthe matter of,” which Garsiel also incorporated into his
discussion by calling attention, as noted above, to this word’s inclusion of the
combination בר, the well-known Northwest Semitic term for “son.”67 Thus, he
summarized his observations as follows: “The aim of the MNDs [midrashic name
derivations] in this text is to create a stronger linkage between the person and his
actions. His name of blvm is correlated with the act of mvl b- (to commit trespass), and
his father’s name, Beor, indicates his responsibility for what happens at Peor.”68 Here,
then, we encounter a clear instance of a biblical text outside of Sefer Bilvam in which
the animus toward Balaam is unmistakably evident in the deployment of a series of
alliterations on the phrase  ִבּ ְל ָעם ַבּן ְבּעוֹר.69

65

Garsiel 1991: 52 (emphasis in original).
Ah9ituv 2008: 127–128 (see also Ah9ituv 1992: 78, 80 = Ah9ituv 2005: 119–120).
67
Garsiel 1991: 52 (emphasis in original).
68
Garsiel 1991: 52–53 (emphasis in original).
69
The occurrence and import of biblical references to Balaam outside of Sefer Bilvam will occupy our
attention in the next chapter.
66
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Balaq
Our first encounter with alliteration on the name of the Moabite king occurs in
Num 22:40, where the emphasis on the consonant  בin the opening clause וַ יִּ זְ ַבּח ָבּ ָלק
 ָבּ ָקר וָ צֹאןis increased by means of its inversion of the usual word pair צ ֹאן וּ ָב ָקר, thereby
placing in immediate proximity three words exhibiting a hard  בּsound. One notes that
this precise inversion likewise appears to serve an alliterative purpose twice in
Deuteronomy, where the phrases וּבכֹר ֹת ְבּ ָק ְרָך וְ צֹאנֶ ָך
ְ (Deut 14:23) and ל־ה ְבּכוֹר ֲא ֶשׁר
ַ ָ ֽכּ
וּבצ ֹאנְ ָך
ְ ( יִ וָּ ֵלד ִבּ ְב ָק ְרָךDeut 15:19) evince sound echo between the words  ְבּכוֹרand בּ ָקר.ָ
This is not to say that the unusual order  ָבּ ָקר וָ צֹאןonly occurs in the Bible in the service
of alliteration; and in fact, it is this order that become standard in the later strata of
Biblical Hebrew, as in Qoh 2:7 and 1 Chr 12:40.70 Nevertheless, in Num 22:40 the
phonetic pattern is noteworthy, especially since it highlights Balaq’s engagement in
ritual activity that is criticized implicitly elsewhere in this pericope.71
Moreover, whereas the alliteration in Sefer Bilvam hints at a connection
between Balaam son of Bevor and the concept of blessing ()ברך, as discussed above,72
Garsiel called attention to the extensive alliteration on the name  ָבּ ָלקin the pericope,
by way of the verb “ קבבcurse.”73 The repeated selection of this particular verb for
cursing, over against more common roots such as ארר, which is used extremely
sparingly in this pericope, speaks to the intentionality of this ongoing play on Balaq’s
name. Moreover, its alliterative force is accentuated still further by the fact that in

70

See Muraoka 1992: 43–44. On the matter of word pairs appearing in reverse order in late biblical
texts, see Hurvitz 1972b.
71
This criticism will receive extensive attention in Chapter 6.
72
See above, pp. 290–291.
73
Garsiel 1991: 218.
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every attestation of the root  קבבin the pericope, it occurs in close combination with
the letter ל. This is visible in the table below, which details all occurrences of the root:
Table 4: Occurrences of the Root  קבבin Sefer Bilvam
ה־לּי
ִ ָק ָב
Num 22:11
ה־לּי
ִ ָק ָב
Num 22:17
ָמה ֶאקֹּב
Num 23:8
לֹא ַקבֹּה ֵאל
ָלקֹב
Num 23:11
נוֹ־לי
ִ וְ ָק ְב
Num 23:13
גַּ ם־קֹב
Num 23:25
לֹא ִת ֳקּ ֶבנּוּ
וְ ַקבֹּתוֹ ִלי
Num 23:27
ָלקֹב
Num 24:10

Moreover, according to Garsiel, the pattern does not stop here, for in the
chapter following Sefer Bilvam we find resonances of this same consonantal
combination in Phineas’s effort to stop the pestilence that has stricken the people of
Israel.74 After a man brings one of the Midianite women within sight of the Tent of
Meeting, where the people are weeping because of the pestilence, Phineas’s actions
are recorded in Num 25:7–8, as follows:

74

See Garsiel 1991: 217–219. Note that Parashat Balaq, of which Sefer Bilvam is a part, additionally
includes Num 25:1–9, in which this alliterating pattern persists.
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ן־א ֲה ֖ר ֹן ַהכּ ֵ ֹ֑הן וַ ָ֨יּ ָק ֙ם ִמ ֣תּוְֹך ָ ֽה ֵע ָ ֔דה וַ יִּ ַ ֥קּח ֖ר ֹ ַמח ְבּיָ ֽדוֹ׃ ַ ֠ויָּ בֹא
ַ ן־א ְל ָע ָ֔זר ֶ ֽבּ
ֶ וַ ַ֗יּ ְרא ִ ֽפּינְ ָח ֙ס ֶבּ
ת־ה ִא ָ ֖שּׁה
ָ יהם ֵ ֚את ִ ֣אישׁ ִי ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל וְ ֶא
ֶ֔ ת־שׁ ֵנ
ְ ־ה ֻקּ ָ֗בּה וַ יִּ ְדק ֹ֙ר ֶא
ַ ַא ַ֨חר ִ ֽאישׁ־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֜אל ֶאל
ֶאל־ ֳק ָב ָ ֑תהּ וַ ֵ ֽתּ ָע ַצ ֙ר ַה ַמּגֵּ ֔ ָפה ֵמ ַ ֖על ְבּ ֵ ֥ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
And Phineas son of Elvazar son of Aaron, the priest, saw, and rose from
the midst of the congregation, and took a spear in his hand. And he
followed the Israelite into the chamber, and stabbed both of them, the
Israelite and the woman in her stomach; and the pestilence ceased from
upon the children of Israel.

The words “ ַה ֻקּ ָבּהthe chamber” and “ ֳק ָב ָ ֑תהּher stomach” continue the pattern of
alliteration on Balaq’s name and the verb “ קבבcurse” that began in Sefer Bilvam, and
this pattern is strengthened further here by the profusion of the letter  קin these two
verses. Garsiel astutely recognized that immediately following Sefer Bilvam, which he
described as a “narrative of the transmutation of curses into blessings,”75 comes the
account of the incident at Baval-Pevor, the resulting pestilence, and Phineas’s response,
in which the alliterative significance connected with Balaq’s name is transformed from
an association with curses, in the former pericope, into “the idea of an acceptable
offering.”76 Thus, an important overarching characteristic of the narrative in which
Balaq is involved is mirrored in the alliterative schema with which his name is
associated. This mirrors, after a fashion, the transformation of the alliteration on
Balaam’s father’s name,  ְבּעוֹר, from one associating the name with “ עברoppose” to
one connecting it with “ ברךbless.”

Keywords
I will undertake a thorough investigation of keywords as a literary
phenomenon in the next section. Meanwhile, however, we may highlight a number of

75
76

Garsiel 1991: 218.
Garsiel 1991: 218.
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phonetic aspects that tie certain keywords in Sefer Bilvam more closely into the fabric
of the pericope. Already, I have had occasion to point out alliterative schemata
involving the keywords עבר, ברך, and קבב. The first two, we recall, bear auditory
associations with the phrase  ִבּ ְל ָעם ַבּן ְבּעוֹר, although the connection involving the
second word is considerably more indirect. The third of these words is linked tightly
with the name Balaq, particularly because of its invariable occurrence in close
conjunction with the consonant ל.
To these we may add the root קרא, which occurs in Sefer Bilvam with the
meaning “call, summon, consult,” and whose presence is amplified by occurrences in
the Niphval of the homophonous root קרה, with the sense “meet, encounter, appear.”
The term highlights the various steps in the process by which Balaam’s flawed
understanding of his own role as a transmitter of divine will, whether as seer or as
prophet, is developed and corrected over the course of the text. This matter will
occupy significant attention below, when we address the term in the context of our
examination of keywords in the pericope. For the present, I simply point out the
word’s alliterative significance in the context of the donkey episode, a vignette that
describes Balaam’s inability to perceive either the messenger or the import of his
donkey’s actions, and his resulting headstrong response by way of physical
punishment. The episode commences as a result of Balaam’s literal
(mis)understanding of God’s evidently rhetorical statement in Num 22:20: ם־ל ְקרֹא ְלָך
ִ ִא
“ ָבּאוּ ָה ֲא ָנ ִשׁים קוּם ֵלְך ִא ָתּםIf it is to summon you that the men have come, then rise, go
with them….” Balaam’s actions indicate his tacit affirmative response, as he proceeds
to leave for Moab with the emissaries. As the story progresses and we reach the
donkey’s second encounter with the messenger, the event is described thus:
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ל־ה ִ ֑קּיר
ַ ת־ר ֶגל ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם ֶא
֥ ֶ הוה וַ ִתּ ָלּ ֵח ֙ץ ֶאל־ ַה ִ֔קּיר וַ ִתּ ְל ַ ֛חץ ֶא
֗ ָ ְת־מ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
ַ וַ ֵ֨תּ ֶרא ָה ָא ֜תוֹן ֶא
וַ ֹ֖יּ ֶסף ְל ַהכּ ָ ֹֽתהּ׃
And the jenny saw Yahweh’s messenger and crushed against the wall,
and crushed Balaam’s foot against the wall; and he continued to beat
her.
(Num 22:25)

The word  ִקירechoes our keyword קרא, reminding us that Balaam’s misguided
motives for setting out on the journey have precipitated the repeated obstructions of
Yahweh’s messenger.
Balaam himself affirms this perspective at the climax of the episode, after the
messenger has spoken to him, by stating his recognition that he should have perceived
in his jenny’s actions a message directed not at the jenny, but at him. Note the
occurrence of our root קרא:
אתי ִ ֚כּי ֣ל ֹא יָ ַ ֔ד ְע ִתּי ִ ֥כּי ַא ָ ֛תּה נִ ָ ֥צּב ִל ְק ָרא ִ ֖תי ַבּ ָ ֑דּ ֶרְך
ִ ל־מ ְל ַ ֤אְך יְ הוָ ֙ה ָח ָ֔ט
ַ אמר ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
וּבה ִ ֽלּי׃
ָ ם־רע ְבּ ֵע ֶ ֖יניָך ָא ֥שׁ
֥ ַ וְ ַע ָ ֛תּה ִא
And Balaam said to Yahweh’s messenger, “I have sinned, for I did not
know that you were stationed to greet me on the road. And now, if (it
is) evil in your eyes, let me return.”
(Num 22:34)

Thus, the root  קראand its alliterative counterpart  ִקירare arranged across this episode
in the following pattern:
Num 22:18
Num 22:23
Num 22:25
Num 22:27
Num 22:34

Rhetorical impetus for jenny episode
Jenny’s first sighting of messenger
Jenny’s second sighting of messenger
Jenny’s third sighting of messenger
Balaam’s admission of shortsightedness

קרא
—
( ִקיר2x)
—
קרא

Finally, as a transition from this pattern into the usages of the keyword  קראthat occur
in the remainder of the pericope, Num 22:36 indicates that Balaq comes out to greet
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Balaam (;)ל ְק ָראתוֹ
ִ and Num 22:39 describes Balaam’s arrival, together with Balaq, at
 ִק ְריַ ת ֻחצוֹת.

The Refrain in the Second and Third Oracles
Balaam’s second and third oracles share a refrain, occurring midway through
each poem, that in both cases is integrated into the surrounding poetic material by
means of alliteration and assonance. In the second poem, the refrain occurs as the final
line of the strophe Num 23:21–22. The final phonetic component of the refrain, the
third-person masculine singular pronominal suffix וֹ-, links it to the preceding bicolon,
both of whose members end in the identical pronominal suffix. The creates a pattern of
assonance, all the stronger due to its appearance at the ends of the cola in question,
that ties the refrain into the strophe and unifies the entire four-colon sequence. This
connection is reinforced further by the initial words in the respective B-cola (Num
23:21d, 22b) of the strophe’s two couplets. Both of these words begin and end with ת,
and also contain the letter ע:
ֹלה ֙יו ִע ֔מּוֹ
ָ הוה ֱא
֤ ָ ְי
וּ ְתרוּ ַ ֥עת ֶ ֖מ ֶלְך ֽבּוֹ׃
יאם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִם
֣ ָ מוֹצ
ִ ֵ ֖אל
ְכּתוֹ ֲע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֽלוֹ׃

Yahweh his god is with him,
and a king’s acclaim is in him.
El, their liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.
(Num 23:21cd–22)

Additionally, in the refrain appearing in Num 23:22, we find an alliterative pattern on
the consonants  מand  צin the first colon:
יאם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִ ם
֣ ָ ֵ ֖אל מוֹ ִצ
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֽלוֹ׃
ֲ ְכּ

El, their liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.
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In the the third oracle, where a nearly identical version of this refrain appears (Num
24:8ab), two of these patterns are preserved. First, the unifying assonance produced by
the repeated occurrence of the pronominal suffix וֹ- is strengthened still further by the
shift in the third colon (Num 24:8a) from plural יאם
ָ מוֹצ
ִ to singular מוֹציאוֹ
ִ , which
introduces the same suffix וֹ- into the only line in which it was absent in the prior
oracle:
וְ יָ ֤ר ֹם ֵ ֽמ ֲאגַ ֙ג ַמ ְל ֔כּוֹ
וְ ִת ַנּ ֵ ֖שּׂא ַמ ְל ֻכ ֽתוֹ׃
יאוֹ ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם
֣ מוֹצ
ִ ֵ ֚אל
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֑לוֹ
ֲ ְכּ

And his king shall be exalted above Agag,
and his kingdom shall be lifted up.
El, his liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.
(Num 24:7cd–8ab)

This increased emphasis on the assonating suffix וֹ- compensates somewhat for the loss
here of the  תand  עconnections that were present in the earlier poem.
Second, this compensation is achieved still more forcefully by this oracle’s
expansion of the alliterative pattern involving  מand צ, which extends here into the
tricolon that follows the refrain, here also prominently featuring the letters  רand, in
the final colon of the sequence, ח. The result is a compact cluster of alliterating
sounds:
יאוֹ ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם
֣ ֵ ֚אל מוֹ ִצ
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְְרר ֵ ֖אם ֑לוֹ
ֲ ְכּ
גּוֹים ָצ ָ ֗ריו
֣ ִ אכל
ַ֞ ֹ י
יהם יְ גָ ֵ ֖רם
֛ ֶ מ ֵת
ֹ וְ ַע ְצ
וְ ִח ָ ֥צּיו יִ ְמ ָ ֽחץ׃

El, his liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.
He consumes nations, his oppressors,
and their bones he devours,
and (with) his arrows smites.
(Num 24:8)
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Other Instances of Sound Echo
In addition to these instances of alliteration, another crops up in Num 22:32
and the following verses. Particularly puzzling here is the use of the unusual word יָ ַרט,
apparently a masculine singular Qal verb in suffix conjugation, whose meaning has
never been determined satisfactorily.77 4QNumb replaces this word with “ רעהevil,”78
but it appears likely that this rendering, together with similar glosses in other ancient
versions, represents an attempt to grapple with this obscure lexeme by establishing its
meaning from context. Although this discussion offers no clarifying information with
regard to the specific sense of this unusual word, we at least can posit a reason for its
selection. As we have noted already,79 the authors of the biblical texts frequently
appear to have selected rare lexical items for the purpose of creating or enhancing
some kind of alliterative or other auditory schema. An examination of the surrounding
context of our word  יָ ַרטreveals such a pattern at work here. This cluster of verses runs
as follows:
אתי
ִ ֹכי יָ ָ ֣צ
֙ ִ תנְ ָ֔ך ֶ ֖זה ָשׁ ֣לוֹשׁ ְר ָג ִ ֑לים ִה ֵ ֤נּה ָאנ
ֹ ֣ ת־א
ֲ ית ֶא
ָ ֙ ל־מה ִה ִ֨כּ
ָ֗ הוה ַע
֔ ָ ְאמר ֵא ָל ֙יו ַמ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
אוּלי נָ ְט ָ ֣תה
֙ ַ י־יָרט ַה ֶ ֖דּ ֶרְך ְלנֶ ְג ִ ֽדּי׃ וַ ִתּ ְר ַ֨א ִ ֙ני ָ ֽה ָא ֔תוֹן וַ ֵ ֣תּט ְל ָפ ֔ ַני ֶ ֖זה ָשֹׁל֣ שׁ ְר ָג ִ ֑לים
֥ ַ ְל ָשׂ ָ֔טן ִ ֽכּ
ל־מ ְל ַ ֤אְך יְ הוָ ֙ה
ַ אמר ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ ֽיתי׃ וַ ֨יּ
ִ אוֹתהּ ֶה ֱח ֵי
֥ ָ ְִמ ָפּ ֔ ַני ִ ֥כּי ַע ָ ֛תּה גַּ ם־א ְֹת ָ ֥כה ָה ַ ֖רגְ ִתּי ו
וּבה ִ ֽלּי׃
ָ ם־רע ְבּ ֵע ֶ ֖יניָך ָא ֥שׁ
֥ ַ אתי ַבּ ָ ֑דּ ֶרְך וְ ַע ָ ֛תּה ִא
֖ ִ אתי ִ ֚כּי ֣ל ֹא יָ ַ ֔ד ְע ִתּי ִ ֥כּי ַא ָ ֛תּה נִ ָ ֥צּב ִל ְק ָר
ִ ָח ָ֔ט
And Yahweh’s messenger said to him, “Why did you beat your jenny
these three times? Behold, I set out as an obstacle, for the way is yārat[
in front of me. And your jenny saw me, and turned aside before me
these three times. Perhaps since she turned aside from before me, now I
should kill you and let her live.” And Balaam said to Yahweh’s
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One is tempted to surmise a dialectal justification for this word choice, but the utter lack of cognate
evidence renders the discussion moot. See above, p. 169.
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messenger, “I have sinned, for I did not know that you were stationed
to greet me on the road. And now, if (it is) evil in your eyes, let me
return.”
(Num 22:32–34)

A statistical analysis reveals that of the 304,848 letters in the Torah, the letter  טis the
least common, occurring only 1,805 times.80 This works out roughly to one  טevery
169 letters. Here, however, we encounter three verses containing 211 letters, in which
 טoccurs five times; and, in fact, the five instances of this consonant occur within a
span of only 104 letters—a ratio that is more than eight times the average for the
Torah as a whole. It is reasonable to conclude, therefore, that the word  יָ ַרטwas
selected at least in part for its contribution to this accumulation of the letter  טin this
group of verses. The effect is that the messenger’s chastisement of Balaam, which
stands at the climax of the episode, attains heightened significance, which is bolstered
further by the appearance of the same letter in the very first word of Balaam’s
response: אתי
ִ “ ָח ָטI have sinned” (Num 22:34).
Moreover, if we extend our perspective to the jenny episode as a whole, we
observe that the word “ ָשׂ ָטןobstacle” occurs not only in Num 22:32, just cited, but also
at the outset of the section, in Num 22:22. Also, the root “ נטהturn aside” plays a
significant role in the episode, being used to describe the jenny’s behavior three times,
in Num 22:23 (2x), 26. Interestingly, the same verb is used in association with Israel
in Balaam’s third oracle, where the following sequence of similes describes the “tents
of Jacob // dwellings of Israel” (Num 24:5):
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I draw these figures from Weil 1981: 687. Other sources have produced slightly different numbers, on
which see Anderson–Forbes 1992: 312. The discrepancies are minute, however, usually on the order of
just a few letters’ difference, and thus in no way affect the point made here.
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ִכּנְ ָח ִ ֣לים נִ ָ֔טּיוּ
ְכּגַ ֹ֖נּת ֲע ֵ ֣לי נָ ָ ֑הר
הוה
֔ ָ ְַכּ ֲא ָה ִל ֙ים נָ ַ ֣טע י
י־מיִ ם׃
ֽ ָ ַכּ ֲא ָר ִ ֖זים ֲע ֵל

Like palm trees they are stretched out,
like gardens along a river;
like aloes Yahweh has planted,
like cedars along water.

Not only does this create a positive link between Israel and the jenny, whose repeated
acts of “turning aside” ( )נטהare lauded explicitly by Yahweh’s messenger in Num
22:33 as the appropriate response under the circumstances; but here in the oracle as
well, the alliteration on the letter  טis extended, with reinforcement in the form of its
collocation with the letter נ, in the word “ נטעplanted” in the next bicolon.
There remains one more significant reverberation of this alliteration on the
letter  טin the pericope. It is evident in the relationship between the speech of
Yahweh’s messenger in Num 22:32–33 and the following two statements by Balaam
appearing elsewhere in the pericope, which were cited already above:
אוּכל
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָ ֑הב ֣ל ֹא
֖ ן־לי ָב ָ ֛לק ְמ ֥ל ֹא ֵב
֥ ִ ל־ע ְב ֵ ֣די ָב ֔ ָלק ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
ַ אמ ֙ר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ַיּ֣ ַען ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם וַ ֨יּ
דוֹלה׃
ֽ ָ ֹלהי ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת ְק ַט ָ ֖נּה ֥אוֹ ְג
ָ֔ הוה ֱא
֣ ָ ְת־פּי י
֙ ִ ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר ֶא
And Balaam answered, and he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq were
to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I would be unable
to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do (anything,) small or
great.”
(Num 22:18)
טוֹבה ֥אוֹ
֛ ָ הוה ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת
֔ ָ ְת־פּי י
֣ ִ אוּכל ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר ֶא
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָה ֒ב ֣ל ֹא
֮ ן־לי ָב ֜ ָלק ְמ ֣ל ֹא ֵב
ִ ֨ ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
הוה א ֹ֥תוֹ ֲא ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
֖ ָ ְָר ָ ֖עה ִמ ִלּ ִ ֑בּי ֲא ֶשׁר־יְ ַד ֵ ֥בּר י
“If Balaq were to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I
would be unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do
(anything,) good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh speaks—it shall I
speak.”
(Num 24:13)

All three statements, that of Yahweh’s messenger and these two by Balaam, constitute
those places in the pericope where we encounter explicitly articulated details about the
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relationship between divine will and earthly transmitter. Balaam’s two statements
articulate his inability to countermand God’s express instructions; and the messenger’s
speech explains that the jenny, in its encounter with an emissary of God, was similarly
unable to proceed when obstructed by this emissary. I already have presented at length
the recurrence of the letter  טin the latter statement, so I call attention here to the
additional attestations of this letter in Balaam’s statements: the words  ְק ַטנָּ הin Num
22:18 and  טוֹ ָבהin Num 24:13, ordinary though both terms are generally speaking,
serve here to link these two verses together with that of Yahweh’s messenger,
amplifying the force of all three expressions of the common idea identified here.
Sefer Bilvam manifests a few other clear instances of sound echo. For instance,
in the tightly structured introductory section that begins the pericope, the chiasm that
constitutes Num 22:3 is reinforced by the assonance of the hollow verbs wayyāg4or and
wayyāqos9:81
אד
ֹ ֖ מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֥ני ָה ָ ֛עם ְמ
ָ֜ וַ ָ֨יּגָ ר
ב־הוּא
֑ ִ ֣כּי ַר
מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֖ני ְבּ ֵ ֥ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
ָ֔ וַ ָיּ֣ ָקץ

And Moab feared the people much,
for it was great;
and Moab dreaded the children of Israel.

Likewise, a few instances of end-rhyme serve to contribute to the heightened poetic
effect of Balaams oracles. The first oracle attests the following couplet, in which the
final word of each colon ends in -ennû, and also prominently features the consonant ר:
י־מ ֤ר ֹאשׁ ֻצ ִר ֙ים ֶא ְר ֶ֔אנּוּ
ֵ ִ ֽכּ
שׁוּרנּוּ
֑ ֶ וּמגְּ ָב ֖עוֹת ֲא
ִ

81

For from the top of peaks I see him,
and from hills I apprehend him.
(Num 23:9ab)

The structure of this introductory material receives attention below, pp. 439–443.
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Precisely the same words are used in the fourth oracle as well, although here they
begin the two cola in question, rather than ending them:
ֶא ְר ֶ֨א ֙נּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ַע ָ֔תּה
שׁוּרנּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ָק ֑רוֹב
֖ ֶ ֲא

I see it, but not now;
I apprehend it, but not soon.
(Num 24:17ab)

Another instance of sound echo is evident in the second oracle, this time involving a
combination of assonance and end-rhyme in the words yəqîmennāh and 'ăšîb;ennāh:
ַה ֤הוּא ָא ַמ ֙ר וְ ֣ל ֹא יַ ֲע ֶ֔שׂה
ימנָּ ה׃
ֽ ֶ וְ ִד ֶ ֖בּר וְ ֥ל ֹא יְ ִק
ִה ֵ ֥נּה ָב ֵ ֖רְך ָל ָ ֑ק ְח ִתּי
יבנָּ ה׃
ֽ ֶ וּב ֵ ֖רְך וְ ֥ל ֹא ֲא ִשׁ
ֵ

Does he say but not do,
or speak but not establish it?
Behold, I have received (instruction to) bless;
and (when) he has blessed, I cannot revoke it.
(Num 23:19cd–20)

The correspondence between these two verbs is particularly close due to their identical
grammatical and morphological structure: both are II-weak Hiphvil prefix-conjugation
forms, with attached third-person feminine singular objective pronominal suffixes.
Finally, although punning is to be distinguished technically from sound echo,
the superficial similarity between the two phenomena renders it worthwhile here to
call attention to two instances of this phenomenon. The first is in the third oracle, in
Num 24:5–6, where “ ֲא ָה ִליםaloes” in the latter verse plays on “ א ָֹה ֶליָךyour tents” in the
former. The second is in one of the three short codas at the end of the pericope, in
which the word “ ִקנֶּ ָךyour nests” (Num 24:21) plays on ( ָקיִ ןNum 24:22), the name of
the people with whom this oracular coda’s content is concerned.82
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Jacob Milgrom (1990: 209) made the same observation.
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Keywords
The presence and operation of keywords or Leitwörter in the Bible is a topic
that scarcely needs introduction, having been well established as a fundamental
component of biblical literature. Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig are credited
with the first explicit, sustained articulations of this device.83 Buber offered a
description of the keyword phenomenon that effectively captures its potential for
creating nexuses of meaning above and beyond the surface level of the text’s content:
A Leitwort is a word or a word-root that recurs significantly in a text, in
a continuum of texts, or in a configuration of texts: by following these
repetitions, one is able to decipher or grasp a meaning of the text, or at
any rate, the meaning will be revealed more strikingly. The repetition,
as we have said, need not be merely of the word itself but also of the
word-root…. The measured repetition that matches the inner rhythm of
the text, or rather, that wells up from it, is one of the most powerful
means for conveying meaning without expressing it.84

Shimon Bar-Efrat explained the point further, stating that the threads of relationship
drawn between the various repetitions of a given keyword provide a means of
“conveying the essential point directly,” and that such a keyword “reveals the meaning
and the implicit message of the narrative, without adversely affecting its pure artistic
form in any way. In other words, the meaning is not expressed by any supplement to
the actual story, through exposition of the ideas of views, but becomes apparent from
the story itself….”85 Thus, although not to be viewed precisely as a mimetic trait, the
operative principle underlying this device is similar, in that it conveys meaning
without recourse to direct declaration of that meaning in the surface content of a text.
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See, e.g., Buber–Rosenzweig 1936: 211; and the remarks of Alter 1981: 92.
I cite here from the translation of Buber 1964: 1131 provided in Alter 1981: 93.
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Keywords can be employed to great effect in both prose and poetry. Watson’s
review of the phenomenon focused on two primary ways in which it manifests: the
simple repetition of an individual word or root, and the incorporation of a range of
synonyms describing the same concept.86 In addition, although the device need not
always operate as a structural marker, Watson pointed out that in poetic contexts—
and, we might add, in prose as well—it frequently does serve such a function.87
It is striking, however, that despite widespread recognition of keywords as an
important tool in the repertoire of the biblical authors, it frequently garners only
minimal attention in scholarly and interpretive contexts. The reasons for this may
relate to the conceptual simplicity of the device’s mechanics, which can render the
significance of a given text’s keywords more or less transparent. But the depth of this
significance often warrants a more focused analysis, as is evident particularly in Sefer
Bilvam, a pericope whose keywords have gone largely unmentioned in prior
scholarship.

Verbs and Other Expressions Involving Sight: ראה, שׁור, הביט, and Related Phrases
Only one complex of synonyms in this text has been identified consistently in
scholarship as an instance of the keyword phenomenon, namely, verbs relating to the
sense of sight. To be more specific, Robert Alter referred to the verb  ראהas “[t]he
thematic keyword of this entire episode…(and in the poems to follow, its poetic
synonym…shur).”88 In addition, we must include in this group the verb הביט,
notwithstanding the fact that its occurrence in Num 23:21 is its lone attestation in the
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pericope. Also, although not all of them constitute “keywords” in the strictest sense,
we must reckon here with various expressions from the titulary sequence opening the
third and fourth oracles, namely, “ ) ֲא ֶשׁר( ַמ ֲחזֵ ה ַשׁ ַדּי יֶ ֱחזֶ הhe (who) sees the vision of
Shadday,” “ ְגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ םuncovered of eyes,” and even “ ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ןpierced-open of eye,”
the translation of which occupied our attention in Chapter 3.89 Similarly, another more
extensive expression that likewise factors into this discussion is that occurring in Num
22:31, ת־ע ֵיני ִב ְל ָעם
ֵ “ וַ יְ ַגל יְ הוָ ה ֶאAnd Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes,” which, one
notes, is followed immediately by the root ראה.
The concept of sight is particularly versatile in Sefer Bilvam, because it can be
presented with equal efficacy either in a literal, mundane sense or in a figurative,
prophetic one. Already at the outset of the pericope, sight is raised as an important
element:
ר־ע ָ ֥שׂה יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ָ ֽל ֱאמ ִ ֹֽרי׃
ָ ל־א ֶשׁ
ֲ ן־צ ֑פּוֹר ֵ ֛את ָכּ
ִ וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ָבּ ָ ֖לק ֶבּ
And Balaq son of S9ippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorite(s).
(Num 22:2)

Elsewhere in the pericope, it is clear that Balaq recognizes the importance of sight for
what he is trying to achieve: on three separate occasions, he leads Balaam to a vantage
point whence the prophet has direct visual access to the people of Israel. That this is a
conscious move on the part of the king is stated explicitly in the following verse:
שׁר ִתּ ְר ֶ ֣אנּוּ ִמ ָ֔שּׁם ֶ ֚א ֶפס ָק ֵ ֣צהוּ ִת ְר ֶ֔אה
֣ ֶ ל־מ ֤קוֹם ַא ֵח ֙ר ֲא
ָ אמר ֵא ֜ ָליו ָבּ ֗ ָלק לך* ֨ ָ־נא ִא ִ֜תּי ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
נוֹ־לי ִמ ָ ֽשּׁם׃
֖ ִ וְ ֻכ ֖לּוֹ ֣ל ֹא ִת ְר ֶ ֑אה וְ ָק ְב
And Balaq said to him, “Please come with me to another place from
which you can see it—only the periphery of the people will you see,

89

See above, pp. 147–151.

308

and the whole of it you will not see—and curse it for me from there.”
(Num 23:13)

Yet, as far as Balaq himself is concerned, outside of the aforementioned verse at the
opening of the story, this character’s peception is limited to a single verb that
describes not sight, but hearing:
מוֹאב ֲא ֶשׁ ֙ר ַעל־גְּ ֣בוּל ַא ְר ֔נ ֹן ֲא ֶ ֖שׁר
ָ֗ ל־עיר
֣ ִ אתוֹ ֶא
֜ וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַ ֥מע ָבּ ָ ֖לק ִ ֣כּי ָ ֣בא ִב ְל ָ ֑עם וַ יֵּ ֵ֨צא ִל ְק ָר
ִבּ ְק ֵ ֥צה ַהגְּ ֽבוּל׃
And Balaq heard that Balaam had come, and he went out to greet him
at Ir-Moab, which is in the region of Arnon, which is at the edge of the
region.
(Num 22:36)

Indeed, Balaam’s own words pointedly emphasize the connection between Balaq and
the sense of hearing in particular, as he opens his second oracle with the following
bicolon:
֤קוּם ָבּ ָל ֙ק וּֽ ֲשׁ ָ֔מע
ַה ֲא ִ ֥זינָ ה ָע ַ ֖די ְבּנ֥ וֹ ִצ ֽ ֹפּר׃

Rise, Balaq, and hear;
attend my testimony, son of S9ippor.
(Num 23:18bc)

Verbs of sight also play a prominent role in the episode with the jenny, who is
able to see ( )ראהYahweh’s messenger standing in the way when Balaam cannot. The
potency of this episode’s emphasis on the concept of sight can be grasped only in the
recognition that it plays on the matter of Balaam’s sight, both literal and prophetic,
elsewhere in the pericope. Indeed, in this episode, Balaam is placed in the role held
elsewhere by Balaq: “Just as the she-ass three times sees what the ‘seer’
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cannot…Balaam will three times be given a divine oracle that Balak will not
accept.”90 One observes, moreover, that the jenny’s sense of sight drives its actions in
each instance, a fact for which the animal is commended by the messenger (Num
22:33). Similarly with regard to Balaam, his ultimate recognition of the import of what
he sees (in the ordinary sense), as expressed in Num 24:1, enables him to harness his
full range of vision (in the prophetic sense), uttering oracular poetry without the need
for divination.
Also significant are the more elaborate expressions Balaam uses to describe
himself in the opening strophe of the third and fourth oracles. This sequence includes
three phrases that make direct reference to sight:
ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן
ַמ ֲחזֵ ה ַשׁ ַדּי יֶ ֱחזֶ ה
ְגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ ם

“pierced-open of eye” (Num 24:3, 15)91
“seer of the vision of Shadday” (Num 24:4, 16)
“uncovered of eyes” (Num 24:4, 16)

Although the terminology Balaam uses to refer to himself in this strophe is not limited
to verbs of sight (see, for instance, the verbs “ שׁמעhear” in Num 24:4, 16, and ידע
“know” also in Num 24:16), the fact remains that fully half of this strophe, in both of
its attestations, is concerned with sight. As such, these expressions further emphasize
the link between Balaam and the visual mode of perception, a connection borne out in
the full range of synonymous vocabulary that occurs across the pericope as a whole.
As noted above, the pericope details three separate instances (Num 22:41;
23:13–14; 23:28–24:2) in which Balaq leads him to a new location whence he can
obtain a new view of the people, in the hope of causing his prophetic activity to
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Ackerman 1990: 86.
On this translation of the phrase, and specifically of the word שׁ ֻתם,
ְ see above, pp. 147–151.
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produce the desired negative result. Baruch A. Levine noted that this indicates the
centrality of sight in the magical practice of cursing: “It is implicit that having the
target of the curse in sight is requisite to the efficacy of the pronouncement.”92 But
Balaam himself goes further, and incorporates sight-related vocabulary into his poetic
utterances. The first and fourth oracles both exhibit the word pair  ראה// שׁור:
י־מ ֤ר ֹאשׁ ֻצ ִר ֙ים ֶא ְר ֶ֔אנּוּ
ֵ ִ ֽכּ
שׁוּרנּוּ
֑ ֶ וּמגְּ ָב ֖עוֹת ֲא
ִ

ֶא ְר ֶ֨א ֙נּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ַע ָ֔תּה
שׁוּרנּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ָק ֑רוֹב
֖ ֶ ֲא

For from the top of peaks I see him,
and from hills I apprehend him.
(Num 23:9ab)
I see it, but not now,
I apprehend it, but not soon.
(Num 24:17ab)

As Levine observed, the couplet in the first oracle describe Balaam’s literal, physical
sighting of the people of Israel, while that in the fourth oracle uses the same terms to
indicate prophetic sight about Israel’s future successes: “The result is an inclusio,
progressing from the present to the future, from space to time.”93 In addition, if we
take a moment to look ahead to a subject that will occupy our attenion in the following
chapter, we see that this adjustment of the word pair’s significance from the first
oracle to the fourth also neatly encapsulates Balaam’s transformation from diviner to
prophet, as his sight transforms from mere human vision, the stuff of impotent curses,
into a direct and specific link with the divinely ordained destiny of his subject.
Between the two poles of the inclusio, Balaam’s second oracle presents
another pair of verbs relating to sight:
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ֽל ֹא־ ִה ִ ֥בּיט ָ֨אוֶ ֙ן ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
וְ לֹא־ ָר ָ ֥אה ָע ָ ֖מל ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל

One perceives no misfortune in Jacob,
and sees no distress in Israel.
(Num 23:21ab)

The subject of the verbs in this bicolon is unclear. It may be that they should be
understood in a general sense: “One does not see…,” etc. Taken this way, the
implication is twofold: not only is it impossible to witness hardship of any kind being
visited upon Israel; but in addition, in the magical sense, no one can “see,” that is,
invoke or bring down such hardship on Israel. On the other hand, if one prefers to
carry the subject of the previous lines—that is, God—through to this couplet, one
encounters here a duplicity of meanings, depending on how one treats the preposition
- ְבּin each colon.94 If this particle is understood as “in,” then the bicolon’s statement
that God sees no iniquity in Israel stands as the explanation for the people’s direct
connection to the divine without recourse for magical or divinatory practices, as
expressed in the subsequent lines. On the other hand, if the preposition is read as
“against,” then this couplet indicates that God will not “see,” that is, “countenance,”95
any wrongdoing committed against Israel by others. This accords beautifully with the
following two statements from Habakkuk, whose employment of precisely the same
assortment of verbs and nouns is striking:
ָ ֣ל ָמּה ַת ְר ֵ ֤א ִני ָ֨אוֶ ֙ן
וְ ָע ָ ֣מל ַתּ ִ֔בּיט
וְ ֥שׁ ֹד וְ ָח ָ ֖מס ְלנֶ ְג ִ ֑דּי
וּמ ֖דוֹן יִ ָ ֽשּׂא׃
ָ וַ יְ ִ ֧הי ִ ֦ריב
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Why do you show me misfortune,
and countenance distress,
and robbery and violence are before me,
and there is dispute, and strife is raised?
(Hab 1:3)

These remarks incorporate the observations and examples of Levine 2000: 183–184.
As per Levine 2000: 165, 183, 210–211.
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ְט ֤הוֹר ֵע ֨ ַיניִ ֙ם ֵמ ְר ֣אוֹת ָ ֔רע
תוּכל
֑ ָ ל־ע ָ ֖מל ֣ל ֹא
ָ וְ ַה ִ ֥בּיט ֶא
יט ֽבּ ְוֹג ִ ֔דים
֙ ָ ֤ל ָמּה ַת ִבּ
ַתּ ֲח ִ ֕רישׁ ְבּ ַב ַ ֥לּע ָר ָ ֖שׁע
ַצ ִ ֥דּיק ִמ ֶ ֽמּנּוּ׃

(You are) too pure of eyes to see evil,
and (to) countenance distress you are unable.
Why (do you) countenance traitors,
(and) remain silent as (the) wicked
devours (the) more righteous than he?
(Hab 1:13)

These biblical parallels lend considerable credibility to such an interpretation in
Balaam’s poem; but it is worthwhile to note that one reading here need not supersede
the other, and that the double-meaning is an intentional literary flourish.

 קבבand ברך
Already we have had occasion to discuss these two words, whose juxtaposed
meanings occupy a key role in the story. On the one hand, Balaq is connected by
alliteration with the word “ קבבcurse,” indeed all the more so since the latter
invariably occurs in close conjunction with the letter ל. On the other hand, Balaam’s
indirect alliterative link to the word “ ברךbless” by way of his patronymic, ן־בּעוֹר
ְ בּ,
ֶ
enables the author to employ the contrast between the two words as a means of
drawing a similar contrast between the two characters. This is all the more true in view
of the narrative itself, which describes Balaam’s utterance of blessings in response to
Balaq’s request for curses.

עבר
This word, too, has occupied our attention above, in our examination of its
alliterative relationship with בּעוֹר,ְ the name of Balaam’s father. I already have
observed that this word, which means “cross, oppose, trespass, transgress,” calls
attention to the notion of “opposing” God’s will by subverting it to one’s own ends, as
evident, ultimately, in Balaam’s journey to Moab to fulfill Balaq’s request for a curse
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despite God’s explicit prohibition of this act in Num 22:12. As it turns out, however,
this is only a part of the larger theme expressed in the pericope; for as the human
actors in the story attempt to transgress ( )עברGod’s command not to curse Israel, in
the end it is God who subverts ( )עברthe actions of these very humans, by producing
from their efforts not curses, but blessings. This keyword, then, forcefully draws
attention to the idea of divinity and humanity at cross purposes, with divinity
achieving total and decisive victory in this battle of wills.
Indeed, in addition to the manifestations of this general theme that I have
raised previously, the contest between human and divine is presented in concrete form
in the jenny episode. Num 22:26 reads as follows:
וּשׂ ֽמ ֹאול׃
ְ ין־דּ ֶרְך ִלנְ ֖טוֹת יָ ִ ֥מין
֥ ֶ הוה ֲע ֑בוֹר ַ ֽו יַּ ֲעמ ֹ֙ד ְבּ ָמ ֣קוֹם ָ֔צר ֲא ֶ ֛שׁר ֵ ֽא
֖ ָ ְוֹסף ַמ ְל ַאְך־י
ֶ ֥וַ יּ
And Yahweh’s messenger persisted in opposing, and stood in a narrow
place, where there was no way to veer right or left.

A few verses before (Num 22:18), Balaam has made reference to the notion of human
opposition ( )עברto the wishes of the divine. Here, the description of the divine
messenger’s third appearance describes this figure as opposing ( )עברBalaam’s
progress on the road to Moab. The connection between these two usages serves
effectively to highlight further the human–divine contest as an important theme in the
pericope.

קרא
To the above keywords we may add the root קרא, which appears in the
pericope (mostly in Numbers 22) in the Qal stem, with the meaning “call, summon,
consult, greet.” The word occupies a central position in the presentation of Balaam’s
understanding of his role as a transmitter of divine will. This understanding is flawed
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at first, and betrays certain misconceptions about this role, whether regarding his
status as either a diviner or a prophet. In Num 22:5, Balaq sends messengers to
summon him ()ל ְקרֹא־לוֹ
ִ to curse Israel, a task he is perfectly content to undertake
provided that he receives permission from God. Yet Balaq’s request comes as a result
of the Moabite king’s belief that Balaam himself possesses the power to curse, as he
expresses in Num 22:6: יוּאר
ָ ר־תּ ָב ֵרְך ְמב ָֹרְך וַ ֲא ֶשׁר ָתּאֹר
ְ “ ִכּי יָ ַד ְע ִתּי ֵאת ֲא ֶשׁfor I know that
whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.” Balaam, for his part,
at first does not contradict Balaq’s notion that the actual potency of the curse derives
from his own power, either in his response to the envoys’ initial message (Num 22:8)
or in his recounting of Balaq’s message to God in his dream (Num 22:11), where he
completely omits Balaq’s statement to this effect.
It is only later, after Balaq sends his second envoy to fetch him (Num 22:18),
that Balaam states to the king his inability to act in any way other than as God orders
him. But it quickly becomes clear that this statement also is not to be taken as an
indicator of Balaam’s total grasp of the situation. Specifically, the true intent of God’s
instruction to Balaam in Num 22:20 hinges on the significance of the root קרא:
ם־ל ְק ֤ר ֹא ְל ָ֙ך ָ ֣בּאוּ ָה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים ֖קוּם ֵ ֣לְך ִא ָ ֑תּם
ִ אמר ֗לוֹ ִא
ֶ ֹ ה וַ ֣יּ
֒ ל־בּ ְל ָע ֮ם ַליְ ָל
ִ ֹלהים ׀ ֶא
֥ ִ וַ יָּ ֨ב ֹא ֱא
ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֥תוֹ ַת ֲע ֶ ֽשׂה׃
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ וְ ַ֗אְך ֶא
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.”

Here we may assume that God knows perfectly well that the men indeed have come to
summon Balaam, given the omniscient narrator’s use of this precise phraseology
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(ל ְקרֹא־לוֹ,ִ Num 22:5).96 Yet the point seems to involve something more than the simple
fact of the matter, as R. W. L. Moberly observed: “…God’s words [in Num 22:20] are
not just to be taken at face value as straightforward permission to go….”97 According
to Num 22:6, Balaq’s summons as delivered by his messengers rests on the
assumption that the power to bless and curse rests with Balaam himself, not with the
divine forces with whom he communes. In direct opposition to this perception, God’s
words in Num 22:20 conclude with the statement ר־א ַד ֵבּר ֵא ֶליָך אֹתוֹ
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָבר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ ַאְך ֶא
“ ַת ֲע ֶשׂהjust the word that I speak to you—it shall you do,” which occurs in slightly
altered form elsewhere in the pericope (Num 22:35, 38; 23:12, 26; 24:13).
Thus, since God’s response begins with the conditional “ ִאם־if,” it falls to
Balaam to decide which of the two contradictory perspectives upon which to act,
whether it be the one that attributes the power of blessing and cursing to Balaam, or
the one that expresses Balaam’s powerlessness to achieve such effects outside of
God’s direct instruction. The rhetorical thrust of God’s statement firmly emphasizes
that the correct course is to abide by the very directive that God already has issued to
Balaam in Num 22:12: ת־ה ָעם ִכּי ָברוְּך הוּא
ָ “ לֹא ֵת ֵלְך ִע ָמּ ֶהם לֹא ָתאֹר ֶאYou shall not go
with them, and you shall not curse the people, for it is blessed.” True, the men have
summoned ( )קראBalaam; but in fact what they seek is more than his mere presence—
their summons prevails upon his perceived ability to produce concrete magical effects
in the natural world. on one side rests the purely literal sense, while on the other, the
subtler rhetorical undertone of the word קרא. Failing to perceive this complexity,
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On the relationship between the omniscience of the narrator and that of God, see above, pp. 239–244.
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Balaam’s desire to go as indicative of his motivation by greed. Accordingly, God’s words are not
rhetorical, but rather stand as an invitation for Balaam to act on his greed and reap his just rewards, i.e.,
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however, Balaam misses the rhetorical point and proceeds on the basis of a
simplistically literal understanding: Since the men indeed came to summon him
(ל ְקרֹא־לוֹ,ִ Num 22:5), then by God’s logic it appears that he ought to go along with
them; and so he proceeds, completing in the next verse the precise verbs (“ קוםrise”
and “ הלךgo”) employed by God for this circumstance. Lael Caesar’s similar
assessment that it is “Balaam’s interpretation of God’s response [in Num 22:20 that]
grants him permission to go”98 affirms this observation.
When one approaches the passage in this light, it becomes clear that the
traditional modern interpretation of God’s angry reaction in Num 22:22, ֹלהים
ִ ר־אף ֱא
ַ וַ יִּ ַח
י־הוֹלְך הוּא
ֵ
“ ִכּAnd Elohim’s anger flared because he was going,” is to be understood as
a failure, much like Balaam’s own, to recognize the rhetorical thrust of God’s words in
Num 22:20. God’s anger here does not constitute a self-contradictory caprice
indicating an editorial seam, but rather represents a reaction to Balaam’s inability to
grasp the deeper intent of God’s statement to him two verses earlier.
Balaam’s statement at the end of the jenny episode indicates his recognition of
the point under discussion:
אתי ִ ֚כּי ֣ל ֹא יָ ַ ֔ד ְע ִתּי ִ ֥כּי ַא ָ ֛תּה נִ ָ ֥צּב ִל ְק ָרא ִ ֖תי ַבּ ָ ֑דּ ֶרְך
ִ ל־מ ְל ַ ֤אְך יְ הוָ ֙ה ָח ָ֔ט
ַ אמר ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
וּבה ִ ֽלּי׃
ָ ם־רע ְבּ ֵע ֶ ֖יניָך ָא ֥שׁ
֥ ַ וְ ַע ָ ֛תּה ִא
And Balaam said to Yahweh’s messenger, “I have sinned, for I did not
know that you were stationed to greet me on the road. And now, if (it
is) evil in your eyes, let me return.”
(Num 22:34)

The use here of the same keyword employed at the beginning of the pericope in
reference to the summons of the human agents suggests that Balaam perceives the
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connection between their message and that of Yahweh’s messenger. The difference,
however, lies in the fact that he now recognizes that the latter message, coming as it
does from God, should, indeed must, be heeded. Thus it appears that Balaam has
developed an appreciation for the subtlety of the term, and understands it to involve
not only a literal summons but also something deeper about the implied relationship
between the summoner and the summoned. The point is driven home in Num 22:36,
when Balaq comes out to greet Balaam ()ל ְק ָראתוֹ,
ִ thereby emphasizing that Balaam
must choose whether to answer the divine call or the human one.
In the subsequent material, the root קרה, which occurs in the Niphval form with
the meaning “appear,” plays on the continuing emphasis of the root קרא. This new
root is used consistently with a clear theophanic sense, to refer to God’s appearing to
Balaam (Num 23:3, 4, 16). Num 23:3 is particularly noteworthy, since here we
encounter this use of  ִנ ְק ָרהin close proximity to a usage of the same root in the Qal:
אוּלי ָיִקּ ֵ ֤רה יְהוָ ֙ה ִל ְק ָרא ִ֔תי ְוּד ַ ֥בר
ַ ֞ אמר ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם ְל ָב ֗ ָלק ִה ְתיַ ֵצּ ֮ב ַעל־ע ָֹל ֶתָך֒ וְ ֵ ֽא ְל ָ֗כה
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
ַמה־יַּ ְר ֵ ֖א ִני וְ ִה ַ ֣גּ ְד ִתּי ָ ֑לְך וַ ֵ ֖יּ ֶלְך ֶ ֽשׁ ִפי׃
And Balaam said to Balaq, “Station yourself near your sacrifice, that I
may go (aside). Perhaps Yahweh will appear to greet me, and word of
what he shows me, I will tell to you.” And he went to a bare height.

Here Balaam uses the two roots side by side, employing the Niphval form of  קרהjust
before another occurrence of קרא, in the Qal as usual. Here the latter verb bears a
deeper connotation similar to that evident in the preceding narrative, since he uses it to
refer not just to a simple summons or call, but to direct divine contact, a point
strengthened here by the theophanic orientation of the nearby word יִ ָקּ ֵרה. Indeed, prior
to the second oracle, his words suggest his increasing success as a conduit for divine
communication:
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ל־בּ ֔ ָלק ִה ְתיַ ֵ ֥צּב ֖כֹּה ַעל־ע ָֹל ֶ ֑תָך וְ ָאנ ִ ֹ֖כי ִא ָ ֥קּ ֶרה ֽכֹּה׃
ָ אמ ֙ר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
And he said to Balaq, “Station yourself by your sacrifice as before, and
I will appear as before.”
(Num 23:15)

Here we see Balaam using the Niphval form  ִנ ְק ָרהto describe his own appearance to
Balaq that he applied to God just a few verses before. The implication is that just as
Yahweh’s messenger appeared on the road “to greet [him]” (אתי
ִ ל ְק ָר,ִ Num 22:34) as a
proxy for God, with whom the greeting originates as indicated in Num 22:20, here
Balaam indicates that he will appear ()א ָקּ ֶרה
ִ to greet Balaq, also as a proxy for God.
Thus, the collocation of the roots “ קראcall, greet” and “ קרהappear” in Num 23:3
links the messenger’s intermediary function in Num 22:34 with Balaam’s similar
function in Num 23:15.

יצב
It is worthwhile briefly to note that this verb, whether in the Niphval or the
Hitpavel, is used both for Yahweh’s messenger and for Balaq. In his initial occurrence
in the story, the messenger appears as the subject of the verb ( וַ יִּ ְתיַ ֵצּבNum 22:22), and
subsequently three times as the subject of ( נִ ָצּבNum 22:23, 31, 34), the last of which is
in the mouth of Balaam. As for Balaq, before each of the first two oracles, Balaam
instructs him to “station himself” ()ה ְתיַ ֵצּב
ִ while he consults with God (Num 23:3, 15);
and each time, Balaam returns to find Balaq “stationed” ( )נִ ָצּבjust as he had instructed
(Num 23:6, 17). The drawing together of the Moabite king and the messenger of God
is striking, and suggests that both figures represent obstacles that Balaam must
overcome. Yahweh’s messenger impedes his physical journey, while Balaq disrupts
his progress toward the realization of his full prophetic potential by urging him
repeatedly to act counter to God’s will for Israel.
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Naming, Epithets, and Descriptive Phrases
In Chapter 4, I raised the point that the terseness of biblical literature demands
that each word be seen as carefully chosen and worthy of specific, focused
examination.99 Here, I build on this perspective by examining the terms used to
designate the characters involved in Sefer Bilvam. Both personal names and
descriptive expressions, whether formulaic or otherwise, occupy our attention here,
since both means of designation can offer valuable literary insights.
According to Meir Sternberg, to have a name in the Bible is to be elevated
from anonymity to singularity.100 He noted that unnamed characters typically are flat
and stand as archetypal figures, concretized plot devices, and so on. In this category
are both unnamed individuals such as messengers, wise women, single-action prophets
and the like, and collective groups such as “the men,” “the courtiers,” and so on. This
stands in sharp contrast to explicitly named figures, whose specific identification
launches them into the narrative foreground and intimates an ongoing, rather than a
momentary, presence in the subsequent material: “If for a biblical agent to come on
stage nameless is to be declared faceless, then to bear a name is to assume an identity:
to become a singular existent, with an assured place in history and a future in the
story.”101 In Garsiel’s thorough study of derivations and puns stemming from proper
names in the Bible, he articulately encapsulated this principal as follows:
In the literary world names are even more important than they are in
ordinary life—the concrete world in which people stand before us in all
their solidity and can be perceived by our senses. In literature, by
contrast, identifying labels—names—must serve us in place of a
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person’s visible and tangible presence, and this leads to an extreme
emphasis upon names as expressive substitutes for actual people.102

Certainly, this is all the more true in a literary corpus as laconic as the Bible, in which
explicitly stated realistic or illustrative details are few and far between.
More than a simple binary indicator of primary as opposed to secondary actors,
however, biblical naming often exhibits a deep significance above and beyond the
mere identification of the character. On the one hand, for example, a name that bears a
specific weight within its narrative context can itself condemn the its referee to the
role of archetype, by subsuming all other aspects of the character into the narrow
demands of its loaded intent. One need only think of Nabal, the consummate boor of 1
Samuel 25, to see how a name meaning “boor” condemns this figure to an archetypal
role, rendering him at once both flat and highly memorable as the antagonist of the
story. On the other hand, as Garsiel’s research indicates, there frequently occur aural,
punning, and content-related relationships between names and the narratives in which
they appear.103 Thus, a name can convey not only identifying information about the
character to whom it refers, but also can provide important points of contact between
name and narrative, thereby amplifying the subtlety and significance of the character’s
place in that narrative. Sefer Bilvam itself yields examples of this phenomenon, which
will occupy our attention shortly.
In this way, biblical names approach something akin to the other manner in
which the Bible identifies its characters, a phenomenon that Sternberg termed the
“proleptic portrait.”104 He concerned himself primarily with descriptive expressions,

102

Garsiel 1991: 212.
Garsiel 1991, passim, in particular Chapter 2, entitled “Sound Effects, Puns, and Aural
Connections,” and chapter 6, entitled “Appropriateness of Names to Literary Units.”
104
Sternberg 1985: 321–341.
103

321

whether individual adjectives, short phrases like “man of war,” or full clauses like
“Yahweh is with him;” but as we shall see below, in certain situations we also may
include items like patronymics and other more formulaic epithets. According to
Sternberg, proleptic portraits are formed by means of such weighted phrases, which
not only provide significant details about the characters to whom they refer, but also
connect these figures to critical aspects or moments of the plots in which they
participate. He described the situation as follows: “A biblical epithet serves at least
two functions, one bearing directly on the character it qualifies and the other bearing
indirectly on the plot where he figures as agent or patient.”105 As we shall see, Sefer
Bilvam presents a certain degree of nuanced deviation from the standard realization of
this phenomenon as articulated by Sternberg. However, in principle the use of epithets
in our pericope accords precisely with Sternberg’s point, and for this reason warrants
detailed examination.
Moreover, Berlin called attention to the ways in which epithets and descriptive
phrases are used in biblical narrative to express the points of view of the characters
themselves.106 Drawing special attention to situations in which a single character is
indicated by a number of distinct epithets, she first drew on the work of Boris
Uspensky, who addressed this kind of situation in literature generally as follows:
It seems clear that several points of view are used…—that is,
the author designates the same character from several different
positions. Specifically, he may be using the points of view of various
characters in the work, each of whom stands in a different relationship
to the character who is named.
…[I]f we know how different people habitually refer to one
particular character…, then it may be possible formally to define whose
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viewpoint the author has assumed at any one moment in the
narrative.107

Berlin proceeded to demonstrate that this perspective may be applied fruitfully to
biblical literature specifically, citing examples such as the uses of the terms “brother”
and “sister” in the direct speech of the Amnon and Tamar episode (2 Sam 13).108 In
fact, this entire notion, that direct speech in the Bible reflects terminologies, locutions,
and viewpoints unique to the speaker, resonates with an important quality of biblical
narrative generally, namely the intensive use of direct discourse as a means of
advancing the narrative.109 Alter highlighted the “highly subsidiary role of narration in
comparison to direct speech by the characters,”110 even going as far as to make the
following general observation about biblical prose: “[T]he primacy of dialogue is so
pronounced that many pieces of third-person narration prove on inspection to be
dialogue-bound, verbally mirroring elements of dialogue which precede them or which
they introduce. Narration is thus often relegated to the role of confirming assertions
made in dialogue….”111 As we shall see, direct discourse in Sefer Bilvam, and in
particular the ways that the characters refer to one another, indeed evinces important
perspectives for understanding the text.
In sum, the names and epithets used in this pericope to refer to the various
characters, both in the narrative voice and in those of the characters themselves,
provide important clues for the understanding of the text. In addition to offering
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valuable perspectives on the characters whom they identify, they also reveal glimpses
of these characters’ viewpoints and personalities, as well as their roles within and
relationships to the overarching thematic landscape of the pericope as a whole. The
text exhibits seven primary figures, the references to each of which occupy our
attention here: Balaam, Balaq, God (and/or gods), the people of Israel, Balaq’s
messengers, Yahweh’s messenger, and Balaam’s jenny. Needless to say, pronominal
references to these characters are not included in the following examination, as they
do not distinguish between referents—indeed, at times this results in important
ambiguities in the narrative, which are examined in the next section of this chapter.
Likewise, the extended descriptions in the poetic oracles that are applied to Israel and
God occupy our attention when we turn to the content of the oracles, and do not
appear in this section.

Balaam
Because Balaam arguably is the protagonist of the pericope, one is hardly
surprised at the uniformity exhibited across the many references to him in the text.
After a single introductory designation in the narrative voice as ן־בּעוֹר
ְ ( ִבּ ְל ָעם ֶבּNum
22:5), the remaining 47 references to this character in Sefer Bilvam, outside of his own
oracular utterances, read simply בּ ְל ָעם.ִ 112 In just one of these instances (Num 22:14),
his name is mentioned in direct speech, as opposed to the voice of the narrator; but
here as well, the śārê Mô'āb; use his name alone, with no patronymic or other
identifier.
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To begin, in the present context it is worthwhile briefly to reiterate the
alliterative echoes of Balaam’s name and/or patronymic that occur throughout the
pericope and beyond, presented in detail above.113 Specifically, we recall that Num
22:27, 41; 23:9c, 24a all present consonantal patterns that invoke the sounds in the
name בּ ְל ָעם.ִ Also, the name of Balaam’s father,  ְבּעֹ)ו(ר, alliterates with the keyword
 עברin Num 22:18, 26; 24:13, and also bears less forceful alliterative connections with
words occurring in Num 22:1, 22; 24:1. Finally, the entire phrase ן־בּעוֹר
ְ  ִבּ ְל ָעם ֶבּis
echoed not only in the concentration of the letter  עin the epithetical sequences of Num
24:3–4, 15–16, but also in the more elaborate alliterative schema connecting Balaam
with the transgression ( )עברof Baval-Pevor, as well as with the toponym itself, in Num
31:16.
Moving on to the issue of epithets, it is only in the introductory strophe to his
third oracle, which also opens the fourth oracle in slightly expanded form, that Balaam
himself provides a flurry of self-referential expressions that move well beyond mere
identification by personal name. In a series of closely knit cola, he begins by revisiting
the patronymic introduced near the outset of the pericope: ( ִבּ ְל ָעם ְבּנוֹ ְבעֹרNum 24:3,
15). Here, the only slight variation from the earlier phrase is the use of an anticipatory
possessive suffix.114 There follows a series of apposed epithets by which Balaam
identifies himself. After this, the first epithet, ( ַהגֶּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ןNum 24:3, 15), can be
taken as a single phrase, with the nominal head  ַהגֶּ ֶברmodified by the adjectival phrase
שׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן:
ְ “the man pierced-open of eye.”115 Alternatively, it can be interpreted as a
pair of appositional expressions: “the man, (the one) pierced-open of eye.” The next
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epithet, י־אל
ֵ “ שׁ ֵֹמ ַע ִא ְמ ֵרhearer of the sayings of El” (Num 24:4, 16), is closely
paralleled only in its second occurrence by the similar expression “ וְ י ֵֹד ַע ַדּ ַעת ֶע ְליוֹןand
knower of the knowledge of Elyon” (Num 24:16). Meanwhile, the subsequent relative
clause “ ֲא ֶשׁר ַמ ֲחזֵ ה ַשׁ ַדּי יֶ ֱחזֶ הwho sees the vision of Shadday” in Num 24:4, which itself
may be read appositively as “(he) who sees the vision of Shadday,” is elevated to full
independent status in its later occurrence in 24:16: “ ַמ ֲחזֵ ה ַשׁ ַדּי יֶ ֱחזֶ הhe sees the vision
of Shadday.” Finally, the sequence concludes with ( נ ֵֹפל ְוּגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ םNum 24:4, 16),
which, like the phrase  ַהגֶּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ןabove, may be taken in two ways: either as two
distinct appositions, “(the) prostrate, and (the one) uncovered of eyes;” or as a unified
expression, as in “(the) prostrate and uncovered of eyes.”
Thus, the series of expressions that Balaam uses to refer to himself consists of
the following:
ִבּ ְל ָעם ְבּנוֹ ְבעֹר
ַהגֶּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻתם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן
י־אל
ֵ שׁ ֵֹמ ַע ִא ְמ ֵר
י ֵֹד ַע ַדּ ַעת ֶע ְליוֹן
) ֲא ֶשׁר( ַמ ֲחזֵ ה ַשׁ ַדּי יֶ ֱחזֶ ה
נ ֵֹפל ְוּגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ ם

“Balaam son of Bevor”
“The man(, the one) pierced-open of eye”
“Hearer of the sayings of El”
“Knower of the knowledge of Elyon”
“He (who) sees the vision of Shadday”
“The prostrate(,) and (the one) uncovered of eyes”

The structure of the introductory strophe in which these phrases occur occupies our
attention elsewhere in this study.116 Meanwhile, It is crucial to take note of how the
self-referential epithets used here by Balaam contrast with the normative pattern by
which such features occur in the Bible. As noted above,117 in his discussion of
“proleptic portraits” Sternberg made the general observation that such epithets connect
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both to the character they identify and to the plot in which this character participates,
and thus represent a kind of verbal link between the two. But more specifically, in
linking character to narrative action, as a rule these expressions are forward-looking
(hence “proleptic”): “…[T]he biblical epithet is normally preliminary: it precedes
rather than follows the action it doubly governs….”118
His point is well taken, but in our present case the situation is reversed. The
key to this reversal lies in Sternberg’s astute apprehension of the significance of both
aspects of a given epithet. In its capacity as a designator of the character, he noted, the
epithet is essentially static, “[having] its face to a state of affairs that endures or recurs
till the expositional past gives way to the narrative present;” while the narrative aspect
with which the epithet is concerned is dynamic, involving “a unique process to be
launched in the future.”119 In this text, it is significant that these epithets are expressed
near the end of the narrative action in the pericope. To all appearances, they indeed are
static in their reference to Balaam; but rather than reflecting a set of preexisting
qualities attributed to the prophet, they indicate the endpoint of a process of change
and development that Balaam has undergone over the course of the pericope.
Several moments in the narrative contribute to this perspective, and I will
discuss these at greater length in the following chapter; but it is worthwhile here
briefly to call attention to the most significant points. In particular, God’s enabling the
prophet to see the messenger in Num 22:31 (ת־מ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ ה
ַ ת־ע ֵיני ִב ְל ָעם וַ יַּ ְרא ֶא
ֵ וַ יְ ַגל יְ הוָ ה ֶא
“And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the messenger of Yahweh”),
which results in Balaam’s contrite response to the messenger in Num 22:34, may be
seen as a literal foreshadowing of Balaam’s becoming figuratively “pierced-open of
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eye” and “uncovered of eyes” as he comes to understand God’s intention toward Israel
(Num 24:1) and conforms his prophetic activity to it. Similarly, his abandonment in
this latter verse of the practice of augury follows closely on his poetic expression of
Israel’s direct link with the voice and will of God (Num 23:23), in which he states that
Israel eschews the very practice that he had undertaken up to this point, (נחשׁ)ים, in
favor of simple and direct communications from—and instigated by—the divine.
Hence, just as Israel relies on prophetic perception rather than prophetic–magical
action, so Balaam, having set aside divinatory practices, now may identify himself as
“hearer of the sayings of El” and “he (who) sees the vision of Shadday.”
From this perspective, it becomes apparent that the situation articulated by
Sternberg is reversed here, with the “unique process” to which he referred in this case
having taken place prior to the epithets linking this process with the character upon
whom it has acted. The occurrence of the epithets in the mouth of Balaam himself,
moreover, indicates his consciousness of this process, and of its reaching the point of
completion. The reversal of the usual epithetical routine, then, serves in combination
with other features to emphasize Balaam’s development as a character across the
entire text, and to highlight especially the state in which he finds himself at the end of
the narrative.
Finally, we turn briefly to Levine’s suggestion that the use of the name Bilvām
ben-Bəvôr itself is predicated on literary motives. Elsewhere, I argue that a retrojection
of later monarchic concerns onto the Wandering-period setting of Sefer Bilvam is
evident across the pericope as a whole.120 Indeed, Levine posited that the very name of
the protagonist in our text may reflect this practice, calling upon the long-recognized
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parallel between this name and that of Bela son of Bevor, identified as the king of
Edom in Gen 36:31–32:121
…[S]ince the literary mise en scène of the Balaam Pericope is the
preconquest period, it is not inconceivable that the author of the
narrative sections of Numbers 22–24 was actually identifying Balaam,
in his literary retrojection, as [Belav ben-Bəvôr,] the first Edomite king
who ruled before there was a monarchy in Israel, as reported in Genesis
36:31 [the king’s name is specified in Gen 36:32].122

Many scholars have commented on this connection, as exemplified by Levine.
However, although the similarity between the names of the two figures is remarkable,
it is somewhat difficult to perceive any literary motivation, let alone one that accords
with the driving themes of the pericope, for constructing the protagonist’s name
specifically for the sake of this apparently obscure allusion. Moreover, one
additionally must reckon with the marked increase in the plausibility of Balaam as a
real historical figure that the existence of the Deir vAllā materials provides, which
lends support to the veracity of the name as genuine rather than invented.123 In the end,
I must concede that although I can perceive no clear literary explanation for the
similarity between these two names, this does not necessarily mean that no such
explanation exists. Nevertheless, Levine himself expressed a clear awareness of the
tenuousness of his suggestion,124 so for the moment I simply follow in his footsteps by
recalling it here with all due caution.

121

Levine 2000: 146–147.
Levine 2000: 147.
123
It is important to note that Levine (2000: 232) expressed the view that the Deir vAllā inscriptions
postdate the biblical Balaam material. This is convenient for his suggestion, since a name invented for
the biblical text presumably could then be employed in any extrabiblical extensions of the tradition.
However, although his dating schema is carefully reasoned, it is by no means firmly established.
124
Levine 2000: 147.
122

329

Balaq
References to Balaq, Balaam’s counterpart and the antagonist in the pericope,
exhibit even less variation. As noted above,125 the name  ָבּ ָלקbears an alliterative
relationship with expressions throughout the pericope involving the root “ קבבcurse,”
to which, as Garsiel indicated, is added universally in some fashion the letter ל, as in
ה־לּי
ִ “ ָק ָבcurse for me” (Num 22:11) or “ ָלקֹבto curse” (Num 23:11).126 Additionally,
we have recalled Garsiel’s observation of the persistence of this alliterative pattern
into the next chapter, with the account of Phineas’s actions making use of the words
“ ַה ֻקּ ָבּהthe chamber” and “ ֳק ָב ָתהּher stomach” as a means of tying off this schematic
thread.127 We may turn, therefore, to other matters concerning Balaq’s name in the
pericope.
For Balaq there occurs no cluster of epithetic flourishes comparable to that
attested for Balaam in the prophet’s third and fourth oracles. Only two fairly standard
expressions are applied to him in the pericope: the patronymic ן־צפּוֹר
ִ “ ֶבּson of S9ippor,”
and a phrase designating him מוֹאב
ָ “ ֶמ ֶלְךking of Moab.” The first phrase usually
occurs in conjunction with his given name, thus ן־צפּוֹר
ִ בּ ָלק ֶבּ,ָ and is attested twice in
the narrative voice (Num 22:2, 4), once in the voice of his servants (Num 22:16), and
twice in the voice of Balaam (Num 22:10; 23:18). Of these, it is the latter two that
warrant the most interest. The first time Balaam uses the expression, it is as a part of
the longest identifying phrase used for Balaq in the pericope: מוֹאב
ָ ן־צפֹּר ֶמ ֶלְך
ִ ָבּ ָלק ֶבּ
“Balaq son of S9ippor, king of Moab.” The implication appears to be that Balaam is
unfamiliar with this figure outside of the message he has received from him, and thus
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identifies him by means of all of the information at his disposal. In effect, this renders
the relationship, from Balaam’s standpoint, as one in which Balaq’s role is neither
more nor less than that of a ruler seeking his services in a political matter. The second
usage of Balaq’s patronymic occurs in Balaam’s second oracle, and rather than
occurring in conjunction with Balaq’s personal name, it stands in parallel to it: בּנוֹ ִצ ֽ ֹפּר.
ְ
We may comfortably attribute this locution to the aesthetic sensibility evident in the
tight synonymous parallelism it generates with the A word  ָבּ ָלקin the previous colon,
thereby following a reasonably well-attested poetic pattern (A-colon: name // B-colon:
title or patronymic), as in Judg 5:12cd, in which “ ָבּ ָרקBaraq” in the A line is
paralleled by ן־א ִבי ֹֽנ ַעם
ֲ “ ֶבּson of Abinoam” in the B-line.
Somewhat more peculiar is the incorporation of the preposition - ְלinto an
epithet for Balaq, which occurs in the latter portion of Num 22:4:
מוֹאב ָבּ ֵ ֥עת ַה ִ ֽהוא׃
֖ ָ ן־צ ֛פּוֹר ֶ ֥מ ֶלְך ְל
ִ … ָוּב ָ ֧לק ֶבּ
…and Balaq son of S9ippor was king to Moab at that time.

The expected construct phrase מוֹאב
ָ “ ֶמ ֶלְךking of Moab” is modified here to read ֶמ ֶלְך
מוֹאב
ָ “ ְלking to (or for) Moab.” This construction is the usual way of presenting an
indefinite nomen regens in conjunction with a definite nomen rectum; but the gloss “a
king of Moab” is rendered inappropriate by the following phrase  ָבּ ֵעת ַה ִהוא: one hardly
can suggest that Balaq was simply one of several kings of Moab “at that time.” Thus,
to understand the intent of this modification, we must pay close attention to what
precedes this clause. In Num 22:3, Moab is the subject of both clauses bracketing the
chiastic verse structure, each of which indicates a reaction of fear or dread toward the
people of Israel; and the first clause of Num 22:4 presents a statement in direct speech
expressing the same information, albeit in somewhat more poetic fashion, with Moab
as the speaker. These are the only places in the entire pericope where Moab itself

331

appears as the subject. Given the context, it is reasonable to suppose that these
statements of concern regarding the people of Israel are to be taken as representative
of the sentiments of the Moabites, that is, the people of Moab. From this perspective, it
becomes apparent that the adapted form of Balaq’s epithet, מוֹאב
ָ “ ֶמ ֶלְך ְלking to Moab,”
indicates that he ostensibly takes up the cause of his people in dispatching an embassy
to request Balaam’s help, which is reported in the very next verse. In this way, a
matter of popular concern—the encroachment of the people of Israel on Moabite
territory—is transformed into the political and/or personal cause of Balaq.
Additionally, the absorption of Moab’s active role in the narrative into Balaq’s
individual activity serves after a fashion to synonymize the two: Balaq now speaks
with a singular voice for all of Moab; and simultaneously, the general Moabite point
of view is literarily typified or standardized in Balaq’s personal perspective.
Finally, in the interest of examining certain characters’ perspectives on certain
others, it is particularly worthwhile also to note the remarks of Jacob Milgrom
indicating that Balaq is successively “downgraded” across the poetic oracles spoken
by Balaam.128 He is referenced in parallel cola in the first oracle as  ָבּ ָלקand מוֹאב
ָ ֶמ ֶלְך
“king of Moab;” in the second, again in parallel, as  ָבּ ָלקand “ ְבּנוֹ ִצ ֽ ֹפּרson of S9ippor;”
and not at all in the third and fourth oracles. Milgrom explained this progression as
follows: “…[I]n the first oracle Balaam is the passive instrument of Balak…; in the
second, he gives orders to Balak…; and in the third and fourth, having [abandoned
divinatory practices and] become the [direct] confidant of the Lord, he can ignor Balak
altogether….”129 This pattern reveals the developing attitude of Balaam toward his
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counterpart, an attitude that changes in parallel with his personal development as a
character in the narrative, which I explore in the following chapter.

God
Moving on, an examination of the names used for God in Sefer Bilvam is of
particular interest due to its import for the traditional source-critical view. It is well
recognized that perhaps the best-known primary criterion for the source-critical
approach, namely the uses of the divine referents  יְ הוָ הand  ֱאֹל ִהיםin J and E
respectively, is particularly problematic in this text: “…[I]t has been duly noted that
the overall distribution [in Sefer Bilvam] of the divine names, YHWH and 'Ĕlōhîm, is
blatantly inconsistent with the usual source-critical assignments. These divine names
often alternate with each other in the ongoing narrative, making it virtually impossible
to identify discrete sources on the basis of such usage.”130 This being the case, there
remains the question of how one explains this variation in the appellatives used for
God (and/or gods; see below). Hence, it is worthwhile to examine closely the range of
variation extant in the text, and to consider whether there may be some other kind of
logic motivating it. Broadly speaking, we may isolate two “domains” of terminology
for God, with one family of terms occurring across the prose narrative and the other
existing only in the poetic diction of Balaam’s oracles. For the present it is convenient
to examine these two groups separately, beginning with the prose material.
First, there are two situations in which the divine name  יְ הוָ הoccurs as the
nomen rectum in a construct chain. The first such phrase, מ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ ה,
ַ which occurs
eleven times between Num 22:21 and Num 22:35, must be set aside as a formulaic
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expression that should be associated with identifying the messenger specifically, rather
than with the matter that concerns us at present. The biblical corpus attests 71
instances of construct phrases consisting of  ַמ ְל ַאְךplus a term for the divine, of which
only twelve read מלאכ)י( ) ָה( ֱאֹל ִהים, while 59 read  ַמ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ ה.131 Thus, this phrase
clearly is a standard locution that does not speak to the issue of preference for one
divine name over against another, but rather stands as part of the unwaveringly
consistent pattern according to which the messenger is identified throughout the
portion of the pericope in which he appears. This point will resurface below.
Similarly, although the phrase  ֵע ֵיני יְ הוָ הoccurs only once in this pericope (Num
24:1), it likewise manifests telling statistical data across the biblical corpus: of the 105
attestations of  ֵע ֵיניplus divine name, only three read  ֵע ֵיני ) ָה( ֱאֹל ִהים, while 102 read ֵע ֵיני
יְ הוָ ה.132 Hence, this too may be seen as a standard expression, whose presence in this
text need not stand as an additional complication to the question of the usage of divine
names. We may focus our attention, therefore, on those references to God in the
narrative voice that are independent of these two stock phrases.
An examination of these remaining references yields a striking pattern. For
 ֱאֹל ִהים, the data stand as follows:
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Table 5: Uses of ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאin the Narrative Voice in Sefer Bilvam
as explicit subject as implicit as nomen rectum
as indirect object
subject
Num 22:9

ל־בּ ְל ָעם
ִ ֹלהים ֶא
ִ וַ יָּ בֹא ֱא
אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
“And Elohim came to “and he said”
Balaam”

Num 22:10

ֹלהים
ִ ל־ה ֱא
ָ אמר ִבּ ְל ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
“And Balaam said to
hā-'Ĕlōhîm”133

ִ ֹלהים ֶא
ִ אמר ֱא
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
Num 22:12 ל־בּ ְל ָעם

Num 22:20

“And Elohim said to
Balaam”
ל־בּ ְל ָעם
ִ ֹלהים ֶא
ִ וַ יָּ בֹא ֱא
אמר לוֹ
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
ַליְ ָלה
“and he said
“And Elohim came to to him”
Balaam at night”

Num 22:22

Num 23:4
Num 24:2

י־הוֹלְך הוּא
ֵ
ֹלהים ִ ֽכּ
ִ ר־אף ֱא
ַ וַ ִיּ ַֽח
“And Elohim’s anger
flared because he was
going”
ל־בּ ְל ָעם
ִ ֹלהים ֶא
ִ וַ יִּ ָקּר ֱא
“And Elohim
appeared to Balaam”
ֹלהים
ִ רוּח ֱא
ַ וַ ְתּ ִהי ָע ָליו
“And upon him was the
spirit of Elohim”

Note that in all of these contexts the term  ֱאֹל ִהיםexhibits a presence that, while not
wholly (nor indeed grammatically) passive per se, nevertheless involves no direct
action on the persons or events in the narrative. Even the active verbs  בואand נקרה
refer only to God’s manifestations to Balaam, either in the night visions of the early
part of the pericope or in response to his sacrificial rituals later on; and the verb היה, of
which the construct phrase ֹלהים
ִ רוּח ֱא
ַ “the spirit of Elohim” is the subject, scarcely
connotes truly active involvement in the events described. Thus, the verbs connected
with this designation for God are limited to the realms of speech, emotion, and
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manifestation, a point most clearly evident in the fact that all verbs associated with
 ֱאֹל ִהיםare intransitive.
On the other hand, aside from the stock phrases  ַמ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ הand ע ֵיני יְ הוָ ה,
ֵ
discussed above,  יְ הוָ הalways stands as the grammatical subject of a clause in the
narrative voice. This stands in sharp contrast to the range of grammatical roles
occupied by  ֱאֹל ִהים. The data are as follows:
Table 6: Uses of  יְ הוָ הin the Narrative Voice in Sefer Bilvam
as explicit subject
as implicit subject
ִ וַ יִּ ְפ ַתּח יְ הוָ ה ֶא
Num 22:28 ת־פּי ָה ָאתוֹן

Num 22:31
Num 23:5
Num 23:16

“And Yahweh opened the jenny’s mouth”
ת־ע ֵיני ִב ְל ָעם
ֵ וַ יְ ַגל יְ הוָ ה ֶא
“And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes”
וַ יָּ ֶשׂם יְ הוָ ה ָדּ ָבר ְבּ ִפי ִב ְל ָעם
“And Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s mouth”
ל־בּ ְל ָעם
ִ וַ יִּ ָקּר יְ הוָ ה ֶא
“And Yahweh appeared to Balaam”

אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
“and he said”
וַ יָּ ֶשׂם ָדּ ָבר ְבּ ִפיו
“and he put a word in his mouth”
אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
“and he said”

Not only is  יְ הוָ הthe subject in every case, but it is immediately apparent that it
predominantly occurs as the subject of transitive verbs—in other words, this term for
God has clear associations of direct contact and interaction with the players and events
in the narrative. Moreover, the only intransitive verbs of which this name is the subject
may be set aside on the following grounds. The clauses in which occur the two
instances of the verb אמר
ֶ ֹ ( וַ יּNum 23:5, 16) clearly are subsidiary to the preceding
clauses, serving largely to mark the conclusion of the word (—)דּ ָברin
ָ
both cases
unspecified—that Yahweh plants in Balaam’s mouth, and also to signal a return from
private interaction between God and Balaam to the public encounter between Balaam
and Balaq. This helps to preserve the forward motion of the narrative, but contributes
only minimal significant content to it. Indeed, one notes that regardless of which
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divine appellative is used, in all but one instance (Num 22:12)134 the verb  אמרoccurs
with God as its subject only as a secondary addendum to the preceding clause, rather
than as a stand-alone point of narrative action. This being the case, one may prefer
additionally to set aside those instances of this verb with which the word  ֱאֹל ִהיםis
associated; but doing so does nothing to change the larger picture presented by the
data under examination here.
The one remaining occurrence of the name  יְ הוָ הin association with an
intransitive verb (Num 23:16) evidently is the exception that proves the rule. To
demonstrate this, we must review in detail both the context of this instance and the
material from earlier in the chapter that it parallels.
ת־שׁ ְב ַ ֤עת ַ ֽה ִמּזְ ְבּח ֹ֙ת ָע ַ ֔ר ְכ ִתּי וָ ַ ֛א ַעל ָ ֥פּר וָ ַ ֖איִ ל
ִ אמר ֵא ֗ ָליו ֶא
ֶ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֣יּ
ִ ֹלהים ֶא
֖ ִ וַ יִּ ָ ֥קּר ֱא
ל־בּ ָ ֖לק וְ ֥כֹה ְת ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
ָ אמר ֥שׁוּב ֶא
ֶ ֹ הוה ָדּ ָ ֖בר ְבּ ִ ֣פי ִב ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֛יּ
֛ ָ ְַבּ ִמּזְ ֵ ֽבּ ַח׃ וַ ָ ֧יּ ֶשׂם י
And Elohim appeared to Balaam, and he said to him, “The(se) seven
sacrifices I have arranged; and I sent up bull and ram on the altar.” And
Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s mouth, and he said, “Return to Balaq,
and thus shall you speak.”
(Num 23:4–5)
ל־בּ ָ ֖לק וְ ֥כֹה ְת ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
ָ אמר ֥שׁוּב ֶא
ֶ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׂם ָדּ ָ ֖בר ְבּ ִ ֑פיו וַ ֛יּ
ִ וַ יִּ ָ ֤קּר יְ הוָ ֙ה ֶא
And Yahweh appeared to Balaam, and he put a word in his mouth, and
he said, “Return to Balaq, and thus shall you speak.”
(Num 23:16)

In the first iteration of this pattern,  ֱאֹל ִהיםis the subject of the first verb, וַ יִּ ָקּר, which is
intransitive; but after this comes Balaam’s interposed direct speech, which separates
this initial clause from the later ones in which  יְ הוָ הis the subject of the transitive verb
 וַ יָּ ֶשׂםand its subsidiary ֹאמר
ֶ וַ יּ.
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The second iteration, however, which lacks any such intrusion by Balaam,
simply collapses the three clauses of which God is the subject into a single expressive
unit. Naturally, the subject is made explicit in the first clause, and left unspecified in
the latter two. But more importantly, this divergence from the wording of the former
occurrence of this sequence suggests that the choice of  יְ הוָ הas the subject of the entire
unit, rather than  ֱאֹל ִהים, serves specifically to foreground the transitive verb וַ יָּ ֶשׂם, with
which  יְ הוָ הis associated explicitly in the prior case, and to amplify it as the most
salient action in the sequence. If  ֱאֹל ִהיםhad been used as the subject in the first clause,
as in the earlier verse, and remained the implied subject in the subsequent clauses, it
would defy the transitive–intransitive pattern evident in the rest of the data presented
here. Moreover, it is highly unusual anywhere in the biblical corpus, outside of
synonymous parallelism in poetic cola, to encounter back-to-back clauses in which
 ֱאֹל ִהיםis expressed as the subject of one and  יְ הוָ הof the other.135 Consequently, the text
of Num 24:16 as it stands offers the only conceivable way that the pattern to which I
have drawn attention could be deployed here.
Thus, to reiterate, we see a clear pattern in Sefer Bilvam according to which the
divine name  יְ הוָ הis associated specifically with transitive, participatory verbs, while
 ֱאֹל ִהיםis associated with intransitive verbs involving emotion, speech, and
manifestation. Doubtless some would take this as a demonstration of the supposed
transcendent character of the Elohist’s God, as against the more imminent deity of the
Yahwist.136 However, there persists beneath this source-critical solution an unfortunate
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emphasises the remoteness of God from the world and from man more strongly than does the Yahweh
stratum” (emphasis in original).
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circularity that all too frequently underlies such approaches generally, a problem
concisely described by R. N. Whybray as “beginning with presuppositions about the
Pentateuch as a whole and then seeking to find confirmation of what has been
assumed from the start….”137 The sources of the Documentary Hypothesis themselves,
one recalls, have been assembled secondarily by modern scholars, ostensibly on the
basis of the evidence in the biblical text; and the sweeping attribution of various
theological traits to the E and J sources respectively in fact represents a tertiary
development. Whatever general perspective may result from this sequence of
constructs-built-on-constructs, it cannot stand as the impetus for a particular reading of
the evidence in this specific case. Rather, it is the evidence, such as it is, that must
serve as the building blocks for an understanding of the constructs, for to invert this
relationship would amount to employing the working model of the sources as a selfaffirming justification of the very criteria on which the model has been built. The
proposed overarching characteristics of E and J, which purportedly are “revealed” by
textual evidence, cannot later be used to legitimize the same interpretive approach to
the evidence that itself has yielded these characteristics.
Even more to the point, I call attention again to the widespread observation,
articulated by Levine as cited above,138 that the use of divine names in this pericope
does not correspond neatly with the source divisions proposed for it. If this is true,
then it hardly is feasible to argue that the divine names reflect certain inherent
perspectives of the very sources to which they do not correspond. As a result, any
proposed relationship between the data I have adduced here and the sources E and J
can and should be laid to rest once and for all. We have no alternative but to seek
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See above, p. 333, where I quote from Levine 2000: 137–138.
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some other explanation for such a systematic and sharply defined pattern of usage with
respect to these names. Thus, it is appropriate to consider the pattern from a literary
standpoint, whereby we observe that it dovetails to a certain extent with an important
theme in the pericope, namely, the interplay and juxtaposition of speech, action, and
perception. This theme, and the larger statements it makes, is explored more fully in
the next chapter; but for now it suffices to note that the usage of the divine names יְ הוָ ה
and  ֱאֹל ִהיםin Sefer Bilvam, when examined collectively, is a specific aspect of the text
that provides particular emphasis on this matter. Hence, taken as a literary device
within this thematic context, it stands as a unifying principle, evident across the entire
pericope, that manifests in the very type of data traditionally used by source critics to
pull it apart.
References to the divine in the mouth of Balaam present a complex picture
necessitating careful consideration. Outside of the poetic oracles, Balaam refers to
God almost exclusively as יְ הוָ ה, with a single instance of this being expanded to the
phrase ֹלהי
ָ “ יְ הוָ ה ֱאYahweh my God,” in his statement to Balaq’s servants in the
following verse:
אוּכל
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָ ֑הב ֣ל ֹא
֖ ן־לי ָב ָ ֛לק ְמ ֥ל ֹא ֵב
֥ ִ ל־ע ְב ֵ ֣די ָב ֔ ָלק ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
ַ אמ ֙ר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ַיּ֣ ַען ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם וַ ֨יּ
דוֹלה׃
ֽ ָ ֹלהי ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת ְק ַט ָ ֖נּה ֥אוֹ ְג
ָ֔ הוה ֱא
֣ ָ ְת־פּי י
֙ ִ ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר ֶא
And Balaam answered, and he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq were
to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I would be unable
to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do (anything,) small or
great.”
(Num 22:18)

Setting aside for the moment the complex matter of Balaam’s association with
Yahweh, and in particular his assertion here that Yahweh is “his God,” which I will
address momentarily, I tentatively suggest that the use of this phrase may perhaps
serve as a kind of verbal link between Balaam and Israel, by foreshadowing the similar

340

phrase ֹלהיו
ָ “ יְ הוָ ה ֱאYahweh his [i.e., Jacob // Israel’s] God” in the second oracle (Num
23:21). These are the only two instances of this expression in the pericope, and
Balaam repeatedly aligns himself with Israel elsewhere. A direct statement to this
effect concludes the first oracle (Num 23:10):
ִ ֤מי ָמנָ ֙ה ֲע ַ ֣פר יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
וּמ ְס ָ ֖פּר ֶאת־ ֣רֹ ַבע יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ִ
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר
ְ

Who can count the dust of Jacob,
indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel?
May my soul die an upright death,
and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel).

Note also, for example, that Balaam dispenses with divinatory practices (Num 24:1)
just after observing that Israel does not need them (Num 23:23), and the possible
oblique reference to himself as one who blesses Israel in Num 24:9, as suggested by
Milgrom.139 Thus, although our present verse (Num 22:18) precedes these later
statements and contexts by a considerable amount, it is plausible that a hint of their
import might appear ahead of time, especially since the full forward-looking weight of
such a glimpse would only come into focus as the later realizations are encountered.
The only true exception to Balaam’s exclusive use in prose of the name יְ הוָ ה
occurs in a statement by Balaam similar to that just cited, but this time delivered to
Balaq himself:
וּמה ַה ָדּ ָ֗בר ֲא ֶ֨שׁר
ָ אוּכל ַדּ ֵ ֣בּר ְמ ֑א
֖ ַ אתי ֵא ֔ ֶליָך ַע ָ֕תּה ֲהיָ ֥כוֹל
֙ ִ ה־ב
ָ֨ ֵל־בּ ֗ ָלק ִ ֽהנּ
ָ אמר ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
ֹלהים ְבּ ִ ֖פי א ֹ֥תוֹ ֲא ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
֛ ִ יָ ִ ֧שׂים ֱא
And Balaam said to Balaq, “Behold, I have come to you. Now, am I
truly able to speak anything? The word that Elohim puts in my
mouth—it shall I speak.”
(Num 22:38)
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In fact, the two statements just cited (Num 22:18, 38) actually are the third and fourth
instances of a series of seven such remarks made by Balaam in the prose narrative, all
of which build on Balaam’s initial responses to Balaq’s overtures (Num 22:8, 13), that
serve to punctuate the pericope at certain junctures.140 These related statements, and
the impact of their recurrence across the pericope, is discussed below, in the context of
my examination of repetition in the text. However, it is instructive here to touch on
certain aspects of my analysis in those places, so I offer the following brief summary
of the relevant points.
To begin, it appears that Balaam’s remarks and the changes they undergo with
each iteration reveal the learning process he experiences over the course of the
narrative. This instance is no exception: coming as it does directly on the heels of the
incident with the jenny (Num 22:21–35), Balaam’s statement here reiterates what he
had previously said, but additionally demonstrates a change in the speaker’s
consciousness with regard to the content of the statement itself. Balaam begins the
story with a rote awareness of the cardinal divinatory rule, as articulated in his
statement in Num 22:18: the diviner himself is only the transmitter of the divine
message, and is not responsible for its content. A few lines later comes the first
positive directive from Elohim, which drives home the same notion from God’s
standpoint:
ם־ל ְק ֤ר ֹא ְל ָ֙ך ָ ֣בּאוּ ָה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים ֖קוּם ֵ ֣לְך ִא ָ ֑תּם
ִ אמר ֗לוֹ ִא
ֶ ֹ ה וַ ֣יּ
֒ ל־בּ ְל ָע ֮ם ַליְ ָל
ִ ֹלהים ׀ ֶא
֥ ִ וַ יָּ ֨ב ֹא ֱא
ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֥תוֹ ַת ֲע ֶ ֽשׂה׃
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ וְ ַ֗אְך ֶא
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.”
(Num 22:20)
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In the ensuing episode, the jenny explains its actions in accordance with this very
principle—it has not acted of its own volition, but as the result of an incontrovertible
divine imperative:
ד־היּ֣ וֹם ַה ֶ֔זּה
ַ ר־ר ַ ֣כ ְב ָתּ ָע ֗ ַלי ֵמ ֽע ְוֹד ָ֙ך ַע
ָ תנְ ָ֜ך ֲא ֶשׁ
ֹ ֽ לוֹא ָאנ ִֹ֨כי ֲא
֩ ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ֲה
ִ אמר ָה ָא ֜תוֹן ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨תּ
אמר ֽל ֹא׃
ֶ ֹ ַ ֽה ַה ְס ֵ ֣כּן ִה ְס ַ֔כּנְ ִתּי ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת ְלָך֖ ֑כֹּה וַ ֖יּ
And the jenny said to Balaam, “Am I not your jenny, upon whom you
have ridden from your past141 until this day? Have I ever made a habit
of doing this to you?” And he said, “No.”
(Num 22:30)

The episode concludes with Balaam’s indication that he has learned from the
experience (Num 22:34), to which Yahweh’s messenger repeats the earlier directive in
nearly identical form:
ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ ם־ה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים וְ ֶ֗א ֶפס ֶא
֣ ָ ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ֵ ֚לְך ִע
ִ הוה ֶא
֜ ָ ְאמר֩ ַמ ְל ַ֨אְך י
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
ם־שׂ ֵ ֥רי ָב ָ ֽלק׃
ָ א ֹ֣תוֹ ְת ַד ֵ ֑בּר וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם ִע
And Yahweh’s messenger said to Balaam, “Go with the men; but only
the word that I say to you—it shall you speak.” And Balaam went with
the officers of Balaq.
(Num 22:35)

It is soon after this that we encounter Balaam’s reiteration of his earlier
statement of this principle, this time directly to Balaq (Num 22:38). Although I have
already cited this verse in full, here I highlight especially Balaam’s final few words to
Balaq in this chapter, which clearly echo both of the divine directives that have
preceded it:
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ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֥תוֹ ַת ֲע ֶ ֽשׂה׃
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ …וְ ַ֗אְך ֶא
“…but just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.”
(from Num 22:20; Elohim is speaking to Balaam)
…ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֣תוֹ ְת ַד ֵ ֑בּר
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ …וְ ֶ֗א ֶפס ֶא
“…but only the word that I say to you—it shall you speak.” …
(from Num 22:35; Yahweh’s messenger is speaking to Balaam)
ֹלהים ְבּ ִ ֖פי א ֹ֥תוֹ ֲא ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
֛ ִ … ַה ָדּ ָ֗בר ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יָ ִ ֧שׂים ֱא
“… The word that Elohim puts in my mouth—it shall I speak.”
(from Num 22:38; Balaam is speaking to Balaq)

By using such similar wording to that of the directive just given by Yahweh’s
messenger three verses before, Balaam indicates, in this rearticulation of the same
principle that he stated earlier (Num 22:18), that his conception of that principle has
grown as a result of his experience with his jenny and the divine messenger. He has
moved beyond rote awareness, and internalized the lesson of the encounter to such a
degree that his own understanding of his role as a transmitter of divine intent has come
more closely into line with the divine expression of it.
In fact, the messenger’s reiteration of the directive spoken previously by
Elohim invites Balaam to revisit it in the light of the new perspective he has gained.
And it is in Balaam’s response to Balaq, a few verses later, that we find the most
salient point for our present topic. By putting  ֱאֹל ִהיםin the mouth of Balaam here, the
author intimates that Balaam is conscious of the link between the directive he has just
received, which was spoken by Yahweh’s messenger, and the similarly worded one
spoken previously by the figure identified in the narrative voice as none other than
 ֱאֹל ִהים. Thus, the use of this term for God in Balaam’s direct speech in Num 22:38
further amplifies the sense that he now sees his relationship to the divine with
improved clarity, as described above, by revealing his recognition that both divine
directives, while ostensibly spoken by different characters, in fact are one and the
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same. This deviation from the character’s usual employment of the name  יְ הוָ הis to be
interpreted, therefore, as literarily motivated and wholly in accord with the
overarching themes of the pericope. This point finds further emphasis in Balaam’s
return to the use of  יְ הוָ הin the subsequent versions of the same statement that occur
later in the pericope (Num 23:12, 26; 24:13).
The family of terms for the divine occurring in Balaam’s poetic oracles
provides an exceptionally tantalizing glimpse of the connections between this biblical
material and its ancient Near Eastern context. Whereas the name  יְ הוָ הis attested only
three times in all of the oracles combined (Num 23:8, 21; 24:6), the vast majority of
references to the divine are represented by ( ֵאלNum 23:8, 19, 22, 23; 24:4, 8, 16, 23).
In addition, the third and fourth oracles introduce two additional terms, ( ַשׁ ַדּיNum
24:4, 16) and ( ֶע ְליוֹןNum 24:16). This paints an intriguing picture, since El, Shadday,
and Elyon all are common referents for the divine in extrabiblical Canaanite literature,
with the latter two occurring at times as epithets of El. Indeed, the primary god in the
Deir vAllā inscriptions is El, with a group of deities called the šaddayīn also playing a
significant role.142 This is particularly noteworthy, of course, because Balaam is the
central character in these inscriptions as well; thus, just as in the biblical text, here too
this figure is linked directly with the two specific divine designations El and Shadday.
Here it is worthwhile briefly to note the position of Harriet Lutzky, who
proposed that Shadday originally was an epithet for Ashera, which meant “the one of
the breast,” etymologically deriving from the word *šad- “breast.”143 Her argument is
noteworthy since it bears a special relevance with regard to Balaam. She suggested
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that the goddess Š[xx] in DAPT I:15 is none other than Shadday, basing this
conclusion in part on the fact that if the 'ĕlāhīn in that material correspond to El, who
also is attested therein, then the šaddāyîn of the inscriptions likewise should
correspond to Sh[adday].144
It is difficult, however, to accept her suggestion that that the appearance of the
epithet Shadday in Num 24:4, 16 should be seen as an indication that Balaam bears a
special connection to Ashera.145 Indeed, she herself acknowledged that “in the Hebrew
Bible parallel divine names are understood as referring to the same god,” and thus “El
and Shadday in parallel in the biblical Balaam texts suggests they are the same
deity.”146 Moreover, her hypothesis involves the claim, nowhere explicitly stated or
defended, that the other biblical attributions of the epithet Shadday to El (as in Exod
3:6 and elsewhere), which she associated largely with P, are somewhow qualitatively
distinct from the same attribution in Balaam’s titulary. It is on the basis of this claim
that she was able to construct her argument regarding the Bible’s conflicting views on
Balaam, according to which Sefer Bilvam reflects an acceptance of his connection to
Ashera, seen popularly at times as a consort to Yahweh, and the other biblical
references to Balaam treat him negatively as a result of this same connection.147 I
address her argument and its challenges in the next chapter. Meanwhile, although I
duly acknowledge Lutzky’s suggestion that Shadday originally may have referred to a
goddess, the parallelism of this epithet with El and Elyon in Balaam’s oracles justifies
constraining the present discussion to the treatment of this term as synonymous with
those it parallels.
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In any event, one must consider whether the occurrence of these three
Canaanite designations for deities in the biblical Balaam poems may in fact represent a
rare sequence of references to gods other than the god of Israel. On the other hand, ֵאל
and its epithetical synonyms  ַשׁ ַדּיand ע ְליוֹן,
ֶ with which  ֵאלsometimes is combined, are
associated with the biblical patriarchs, and were termed by Freedman “basic
designation[s] of the God of the fathers.”148 In this pericope, then, there appear to be
two possible explanations for the situation arising in Balaam’s poetic oracles. The first
option is that we are to see this material as a context in which Balaam invokes one or
more members of the Canaanite pantheon by means of the terms El, Shadday, and
Elyon, and onto this Grundtext has been overlain a Yahwistic cast that includes, but is
not limited to, the incorporation of the name  יְ הוָ הitself. The second is that these poems
stand as evidence of the true syncretism of Yahweh with other deities of the Canaanite
sphere, and the variety of divine terminology employed by Balaam is to be taken as a
series of epithets for Yahweh, used as a poetic flourish. In other words, does Balaam
invoke several deities, or one deity by several names?
Though Levine is not the only scholar to have devoted attention to this
complex issue, his exploration of the matter effectively sets forth and evaluates the
range of possibilities. His primary method of investigation was to adduce examples
from elsewhere in the biblical corpus in which we see the name  יְ הוָ הappearing in
conjunction with the names of other Canaanite deities, and to compare the situations
encountered there with what we find in Sefer Bilvam. His first example was Deut
33:26–29,149 which he perceived as comprised of two parts: a poem lauding El’s
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support in Israel’s conquest of Canaan (vv. 26–28); and a brief coda revisiting some of
the themes and expressions of the El poem, but with Yahweh here occupying the role
held by El in the previous section.150 I cite here the Hebrew text, along with the
translation of Levine, who took certain liberties in his rendering that affect (and/or
reflect) his interpretation:
ֵ ֥אין * ְכּ ֵ ֖אל יְ ֻשׁ ֑רוּן
ר ֵ ֹ֤כב ָשׁ ַ֨מיִ ֙ם ְב ֶעזְ ֶ ֔רָך
וּבגַ ֲאוָ ֖תוֹ ְשׁ ָח ִ ֽקים׃
ְ
ְמעֹנָ ֙ה ֱא ֹ֣ל ֵהי ֶ ֔ק ֶדם
עוֹלם
֑ ָ וּמ ַ ֖תּ ַחת זְ ר ֹ ֣עֹת
ִ
אוֹיב
֖ ֵ וַ יְ ָ ֧ג ֶרשׁ ִמ ָפּ ֶ ֛ניָך
אמר ַה ְשׁ ֵ ֽמד׃
ֶ ֹ וַ ֥יּ
וַ יִּ ְשׁכֹּן֩ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֨אל ֶ ֤בּ ַטח
<ָבּ ָד ֙ד ֵ ֣עין]־[יַ ֲע ֔קֹב ֶאל>־
ֶ ֖א ֶרץ ָדּ ָ ֣ג ן וְ ִת ֑ירוֹשׁ
ף־שׁ ָ ֖מיו ַ ֥י ַע ְרפוּ ָ ֽטל׃
ָ ַא
<ַא ְשׁ ֶ ֨ריָך יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֜אל > ִ ֣מי ָכ ֗מוָֹך
יהוה
֔ ָ נוֹשׁע ַ ֽבּ
֣ ַ ַ ֚עם
ָמ ֵ ֣ג ן ֶעזְ ֶ ֔רָך
ר־ח ֶרב גַּ ֲאוָ ֶ ֑תָך
֖ ֶ וַ ֲא ֶשׁ
וְ יִ ָ ֽכּ ֲח ֤שׁוּ אֹיְ ֶ֨ב ֙יָך ֔ ָלְך
מוֹתימוֹ ִת ְד ֽר ְֹך׃
֥ ֵ ל־בּ
ָ וְ ַא ָ ֖תּה ַע

There is none like El, oh Jeshurun!
Riding through the heavens to fight for you,
and in his majesty the highest heavens.
Who makes into dwellings the tents of old,
and stretches the tent flaps of time immemorial.
He drove out the enemy before you,
and commanded: “Destroy!”
So that Israel is encamped securely;
on his own, Jacob-El inhabits
A land of grain and wine,
whose heavens drip with dew.
You are privileged Israel,
a people granted victory by YHWH;
A shield fighting for you
and who is your majestic sword.
Your enemies surrender to you,
and you trod upon their backs!151

Levine identified several points of overlap between the “El” portion and the
“Yahweh” portion of this text, noting specifically the presentation of the deity as ֶעזְ ֶרָך
“your help,” who possesses “ גַ ֲאוָ הglory;” and also the reference to the defeat of
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(“ א)ו(יב)יךthe enemy/your enemies.”152 In view of this evidence, his explanation of
the text runs as follows: “In effect, Deuteronomy 33:29 serves as a commentary on
Deuteronomy 33:25–28 [sic], and identifies YHWH as the redeemer of Israel in place
of El.”153 According to Levine, then, Deut 33:26–29 yields evidence of two distinct
deities, El and Yahweh, in the text. From this standpoint the “Yahweh”-oriented
conclusion would have been appended to the preexisting poem about El.
On the other hand, Levine presented a different biblical example evincing the
synthesis of Yahweh with El, namely, God’s statement to Moses in Exod 6:2–3:
וּשׁ ִ ֣מי
ְ ל־א ְב ָר ָ ֛הם ֶאל־יִ ְצ ָ ֥חק וְ ֶ ֽאל־יַ ֲע ֖קֹב ְבּ ֵ ֣אל ַשׁ ָ ֑דּי
ַ הוֽה׃ וָ ֵא ָ ֗רא ֶא
ָ ְאמר ֵא ָ ֖ליו ֲא ִ ֥ני י
ֶ ֹ …וַ ֥יּ
נוֹד ְע ִתּי ָל ֶ ֽהם׃
֖ ַ הוה ֥ל ֹא
֔ ָ ְי
…And he said to him, “I am Yahweh. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac,
and to Jacob as El-Shadday, and my name, Yahweh, I did not make
known to them.”

As Levine pointed out, the subsequent verses detail a series of prior events in Israel’s
historical memory in which Yahweh, it is now specified, was actively involved. The
upshot, as Levine put it, is that according to this statement, “El and YHWH are not
two different deities, but merely different manifestations of the same divine force,
YHWH.”154 He provided the following elaboration of what, specifically, this message
would have entailed:
The patriarchs had actually worshiped the deity, El, variously known as
El-Shadday and (El)-Elyon (cf. Deut 32:7–8). What their descendants
were being told is that YHWH was taking over from El, and was
henceforth to be worshiped as if he had always been their god. They
should no longer turn to El for help, but to YHWH; and further, they
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should now believe that all that they had attributed to El in the past was
really the work of YHWH.155

This, indeed, is true syncretism; and invites us to ask whether Balaam’s oracles reflect
the same phenomenon. Are the references to El, Shadday, and Elyon in Numbers 23–
24 simply epithets or archaizing poetic terms for Yahweh?
For his part, Levine concluded that neither Exod 6:2–3 nor Deut 33:29 is
comparable to what we encounter in Sefer Bilvam. He preferred instead to see the El
poem of Deut 33:26–28 as the most instructive parallel to the oracles presented here,
calling attention to specific resonances between the two texts. In particular, he
mentioned the reference to tents in Deut 33:27, if one accepts his emendations, which
corresponds to the colon “ ַמה־טֹּבוּ א ָֹה ֶליָך יַ ֲעקֹבHow good are your tents, O Jacob” in
Num 24:5; and also the combination in Deut 33:28 of the verb “ שׁכןdwell, reside”
with the adverb “ ָבּ ָדדalone,” as in Num 23:9, where we find ן־עם ְל ָב ָדד יִ ְשׁכֹּן
ָ “ ֶהBehold,
a people that dwells alone.”156 In his view, therefore, Balaam’s poetry stands as
“original El literature that has been adapted to include YHWH, the god of Israel, but
not to reduce El, or Elyon and Shadday for that matter.”157 That is to say, according to
Levine, in the poetry of our pericope we find neither a syncretized portrayal of
Yahweh/El nor a body of El traditions that have been subsumed under the name of
Yahweh. Rather, here we have a sequence attesting true, unqualified references to a
multiplicity of deities, of which Yahweh, whose incorporation was secondary to the
original composition of the material, is only a fairly minor constituent.
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The fallacy in this view, it seems, resides in two somewhat problematic
statements on which much of Levine’s argument is predicated. The first asserts that
Balaam’s oracles cannot represent the same type of syncretism described in Exodus
6:2–3, since “Exodus 6 is overt and explicit about changes and developments that have
occurred, whereas the Balaam poems are esoteric.”158 However, it is risky to assume
that two texts, one overt and the other esoteric, cannot exhibit the same perspective on
a matter such as this. The explicitness of Exodus 6 may well stem directly from the
fact that the syncretism in question in fact represents the very matter with which the
passage itself is concerned, while the opacity of Balaam’s oracles similarly might be
attributed to the fact that this issue, though present in the poems, is not a central
concern that demands clear expression. Then too, one recalls the perspective of
Auerbach, articulated in the previous chapter, according to which the laconic character
of biblical literature generally makes a strong argument in support of seeking meaning
in what is not said, as well as what is explicitly articulated. Sternberg argued that such
a process is vital to a complete understanding of the material, for without coming to
terms with what lies behind the text, we cannot arrive at a clear contextual picture of
its surface meaning; “Hence the necessity of establishing the relevance of the absent
material—from abstract rule through plot-stuff to judgment….”159 Thus, one should
not assume that the absence of an overt statement of synthesis in Sefer Bilvam implies
that no such synthesis is to be found there. Finally, one also might suppose that within
the context—whether temporal or otherwise—that saw Balaam’s oracles reach their
present form, the syncretism in question was “automatic” enough that a direct
statement of it, such as that found in Exodus 6, was unnecessary. Whatever the case, in
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regard to a logical leap such as that evident in Levine’s reasoning, the burden of proof
lies squarely with those who insist that the qualitative difference between Balaam’s
oracles and Exodus 6 implies a similar distinction in content and underlying attitudes.
Levine’s second problematic claim is that the poems cannot exhibit synthesis
between Yahweh and El, because the uses therein of the name El do not comport with
what one normally would expect of an epithet. He wrote, “If the authors of the poems
held that YHWH had taken over from El, then the proper noun, 'Ēl, since it now
referred to the God of Israel, would have lost its discreteness, and would have been
reduced to a common noun, meaning ‘deity, god.’”160 Indeed, taking this point still
further, he pointed out the rarety of direct poetic parallelism between  יְ הוָ הand  ֵאלin
the Bible, and the problematic nature of such parallelism when it does occur. On the
basis of this situation, he posited that such parallelism between Yahweh and an
ostensibly common noun would not be appropriate under normal circumstances, and
in fact that the instance in Balaam’s first oracle (Num 23:8) is to be explained
precisely on the grounds that in this case the term  ֵאלhas not experienced such
reduction: “It is only the unsynthesized 'Ēl, when 'Ēl is a proper noun in the absolute
state, that has the valence to serve as a synonymous parallel to YHWH, and this is
what we find uniquely in the first Balaam poem.”161 To demonstrate his assertion that
 ֵאלretains its force as a proper noun in Sefer Bilvam, he expressed the sense that a
common noun would lack the necessary force in this context: “It would sound rather
weak to begin a dramatic poem by saying: ‘The deity is no mortal that he would

160
161

Levine 2000: 221.
Levine 2000: 222.

352

renege’ [Num 23:19]…. Nor would we be inclined to render mah pāval 'ēl ‘What the
deity intends to do’ in Numbers 23:23, but rather ‘What El intends to do.’”162
The source of Levine’s conviction that God cannot have two proper names is
unclear. Human characters with two names certainly are attested in the Bible: in
addition to the patriarchs Abram/Abraham and Jacob/Israel, for example, Solomon
also receives the second name Jedidiah (2 Sam 12:24–25). To be sure, these dual
namings frequently are explained by way of an etiological narrative or vignette in
which one designation is changed to the other. But at the same time, we may call on
Jacob/Israel as a demonstrative case, in which both identifications retain currency—
particularly in poetry!—even long after the name change has occurred. Insofar as God
is a character in the Bible, we may view the situation in Balaam’s oracles from the
same standpoint: here we have a body of poetic material in which multiple proper
names and epithets for God are attested.
Even if one prefers to draw a distinction in this matter between the mortal and
divine realms, however, the existence of multiple names for God nevertheless accords
with other literatures of the biblical world, as noted by Whybray: “…[I]t is well
known that in the religious literature of the ancient Near East a god or goddess might
be called by many names….”163 He drew specific attention to a demonstrative
example from Ugarit, namely, the alternation of the names Bavl and Hadad in the Bavl
Cycle:
ı'b . bvl . tı'h}d / yvrm .
šnu' . hd . gpt / g>r
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The enemies of Bavl take to the forests,
the haters of Hadd (to) the mountain slopes.
(CAT 1.4:VII:35–37)

Levine 2000: 221.
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It is unclear why such a phenomenon should be seen as anathema in the Bible,
especially in the face of evidence such as that provided by Sefer Bilvam.164
Moreover, Levine’s insistence on separating the various compositional layers
of these poems on the basis of the names used for God comes close to the very type of
inconsistency that plagues the source-critical approach generally, as discussed above
in Chapter 4. If a late Yahwistic cast resulted in the insertion of the name  יְ הוָ הin three
places in the oracles, why was it not simply dropped in as a replacement for the name
 ֵאלacross the board? And if this latter name is to be taken as part of some sort of
inviolable core of material that could not be altered at will, then how does one explain
the intrusions of the name  יְ הוָ הthat do occur in the poems?
Moreover, the evidence in the prose clearly indicates the interchangeability of
the terms  יְ הוָ הand  ֱאֹל ִהיםas distinct referents pointing to the same figure.165 In fact, the
latter of these two terms surely is to be taken as an abstract noun meaning “God,” used
appellatively here and elsewhere to be sure, but not quite a true proper name: note its
occurrence in this very pericope in the definite form “ ָה ֱאֹל ִהיםthe God” (or “the gods;”
Num 22:10; 23:27). Thus, even if one accepts Levine’s point that a synthesis in the
poems implies the reduction of the name  ֵאלto a common noun, there nevertheless is
an established precedent in this very pericope for the alternation of two referents for
God, one a proper name and one not.
Finally, although clearly a minority view, Milgrom’s perspective on the poems
and their place in Sefer Bilvam calls into question the entire premise that the present
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form is a Yahwistic reworking of poetry originally associated with El: “The poetry
was composed for the sake of the prose. Without the narrative, the poetic oracles
would make no sense, and all their allusions to personalities, nations, and events
would be incomprehensible.”166 Or, to put his position in chronological terms, the
prose predates the poetry; and since the prose itself appears decidedly Yahwistic, with
Balaam repeatedly associating himself with Yahweh, Milgrom’s point therefore
requires that we ask: Could a Yahwistic author actually have composed these poems?
Near the end of Chapter 3, I pointed out that the biblical Balaam material draws from
the same body of traditions out of which the Deir vAllā inscriptions arose.167 This
being the case, and in view of the argument made in that chapter with regard to
dialect, one wonders whether a Yahwistic author might have employed terminology
for the divine that was drawn directly from this body of traditions, in a further attempt
to color Balaam’s speech—and his poetry in particular—with elements indicating his
foreignness. Would repeated use of the term  ֵאל, as well as  ַשׁ ַדּיand ע ְליוֹן,
ֶ have invoked
in a Judahite audience the same sense of non-Judahite diction that the dialectal
features adduced in Chapter 3 did?
In the end, however, even if one prefers, especially in light of the Deir vAllā
inscriptions, to see these poems as exhibiting some preexisting framework in which El
is the primary deity, the fact remains that we do a disservice to the text if we insist on
focusing only on this aspect. Even if a Yahwistic adaptation of this material had been
necessary, it would have necessitated a reinterpretation of the sundry divine names;
and as a consequence, whatever the underlying constitution of the text, it is at least as
important to recognize that the literary thrust of the divine terminology in the pericope
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as it stands points to a single deity who is identified by multiple referents. This being
the case, it is important to ask whether we can explain in literary terms the three
occurrences of the name  יְ הוָ הin these poetic oracles, where  ֵאלotherwise generally is
preferred.
In Num 23:8 we encounter the following pair of cola, each of which ends with
a different name for God:
ָ ֣מה ֶא ֔קֹּב ֥ל ֹא ַק ֖בֹּה ֵ ֑אל
הוֽה׃
ָ ְוּמה ֶאזְ ֔עֹם ֥ל ֹא זָ ַ ֖עם י
ָ֣

How can I doom when El has not doomed,
and how can I damn what Yahweh has not
damned?

The synonymous parallelism is unmistakable, with the shorter divine name in the first
colon and the longer in the second.168 Indeed, the same can be said for the verbs in the
two lines, with the first deriving from a geminate root while the second possesses three
strong consonants. With the exception of this instance of these two names occurring in
parallel, Levine argued that “there is probably not a single clear case of the direct
parallelism 'Ēl//YHWH, or YHWH//'Ēl in all of biblical literature.”169 Indeed, as
already mentioned above, he called on this point as support for his view that the term
 ֵאלhad lost its status as a proper name: “Such parallelism as we have in the first
Balaam poem would not be proper once 'Ēl had been reduced to a common noun,
because this divine name would have lost his individuality in the process.”170
Nevertheless, this particular case of the parallelism  ֵאל//  יְ הוָ הis clear, and remains
undisputed.
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The two names  ֵאלand  יְ הוָ הoccur in close proximity again in Num 23:21cd–
22, as follows:
ֹלה ֙יו ִע ֔מּוֹ
ָ הוה ֱא
֤ ָ ְי
רוּעת ֶ ֖מ ֶלְך ֽבּוֹ׃
֥ ַ וּת
ְ
יאם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִם
֣ ָ מוֹצ
ִ ֵ ֖אל
וֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֽלוֹ׃
ֲ ְכּת

Yahweh his god is with him,
and a king’s acclaim is in him.
El, their liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.

Levine insisted that the two divine names present here cannot be interpreted as a
parallel pair. First, Levine saw the bicolon constituting Num 23:22, which occurs
again in Balaam’s third oracle (Num 24:8ab), as a refrain that “interrupts the flow of
the poem,”171 and therefore as necessarily unconnected to the preceding or following
material. Second, he found a suggested parallelism unacceptable here on the grounds
that the two halves of this strophe, Num 23:21cd and Num 23:22, “are separate stichs,
not hemistichs, and each exhibits its internal parallelism….”172
To respond to Levine’s second point first, one need only recall Fokkelman’s
concise summation of an aspect of parallelism easily detectable in a wealth of poetic
contexts from the Bible: “…[T]he ‘A, what’s more, B’ rule is also active on the level
of verses and strophes. The intensification that the poet so often achieves in
consecutive cola may be achieved just as well by means of poetic lines.”173 The
example adduced by Fokkelman is Deut 32:8–12, a stanza made up of three strophes
that he called “the stanza of the election:”174
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גּוֹים
ִ֔ ְבּ ַהנְ ֵ ֤חל ֶע ְל ֙יוֹן
ְבּ ַה ְפ ִר ֖ידוֹ ְבּ ֵ ֣ני ָא ָ ֑דם
יַ ֵצּ ֙ב גְּ ֻב ֹ֣לת ַע ִ֔מּים
ְל ִמ ְס ַ ֖פּר ְבּ ֵ ֥ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
הוֹה ַע ֑מּוֹ
֖ ָ ְִ ֛כּי ֵ ֥ח ֶלק י
יַ ֲע ֖קֹב ֶ ֥ח ֶבל נַ ֲח ָל ֽתוֹ׃

When Elyon endowed the nations,
when he separated the children of the earth,
he fixed the territories of the peoples
by the number of the children of Israel;
for Yahweh’s portion is his people,
Jacob his alloted region.

הוּ ְבּ ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ִמ ְד ָ֔בּר
֙ יִ ְמ ָצ ֵ֨א
מן
ֹ ֑ תהוּ יְ ֵ ֣לל יְ ִשׁ
ֹ ֖ וּב
ְ
הוּ יְ ֣בוֹנְ ֔ ֵנהוּ
֙ ְס ְב ֶ֨בנ
ֹ ֽ ְי
ישׁוֹן ֵעינֽ וֹ׃
֥ יִ ְצּ ֶ ֖רנְ הוּ ְכּ ִא

He encountered him in a wild land,
and in an emptiness, a howling waste.
He surrounded him, he instructed him,
he guarded him like the apple of his eye.

ְכּ ֨ ֶנ ֶשׁ ֙ר יָ ִ ֣עיר ִק ֔נּוֹ
ַעל־גּוֹזָ ָ ֖ליו יְ ַר ֵ ֑חף
יִ ְפ ֤ר ֹשׂ ְכּנָ ָפ ֙יו יִ ָקּ ֵ֔חהוּ
ל־א ְב ָר ֽתוֹ׃
ֶ יִ ָשּׂ ֵ ֖אהוּ ַע
הוה ָבּ ָ ֣דד יַ נְ ֶ ֑חנּוּ
֖ ָ ְי
וְ ֵ ֥אין ִע ֖מּוֹ ֵ ֥אל נֵ ָ ֽכר׃

As an eagle rouses its nest,
gliding over its fledglings,
he stretches out his wings, he takes him,
he lifts him on his plumage.
Yahweh alone leads him,
and with him there is no foreign El.

Each strophe begins by presenting tangible actions and images: establishing
boundaries; locating in the wilderness; an eagle protecting its young. The bicola that
end each strophe, however, stand out from their surrounding context by providing a
qualitative generalization of God’s specific actions on behalf of Israel. Together they
“form a series that brings out God’s intervention and commitment,”175 with each
bicolon presenting a characteristic summation of the strophe that it concludes. This
series exhibits the basic traits of parallelism not only within each bicolon, but also
across line, verse, and strophe boundaries. Consequently, on the basis of Fokkelman’s
example it is difficult to ascertain why there cannot exist a similar parallelism between
bicola in Num 23:21cd–22, as Levine believed.

175

Fokkelman 2001: 85.

358

Levine’s observation that Num 23:22, which recurs in nearly identical form in
Num 24:8ab, represent a poetic refrain is well taken. However, as demonstrated above
in my discussion of alliteration in the pericope, this does not necessarily imply that no
connection exists between this refrain and the context in which it appears. In addition,
it is worthwhile to consider whether it may have been worked into the surrounding
material by means of other poetic devices, and thus whether its dual role as both a
refrain and an integral member of the poem in which it appears is strengthened further.
If it can be demonstrated, a parallel relationship of precisely the type disputed by
Levine would serve as one such indicator that Num 23:22 occupies an important place
in its poetic environment. Indeed, in my view, even if this is an adage or poetic trope
held over from some pre-Yahwistic subtratum, a full understanding of its role in this
context must include a recognition of its being interwoven into manifestly Yahwistic
poetry. In this regard, it is unclear why one should find it difficult to perceive the
divine names as a parallel pair here; and indeed, Freedman’s tacit acceptance of this
view serves to emphasize the point.176
The rest of these two bicola adds further to the lines’ parallel effect. In
particular, the second and fourth cola (Num 23:21d, 22b), which I cite again here for
reference, are strikingly similar in outward appearance, clearing attesting a kind of
sound echo, albeit in a somewhat less rigorous form than in the occurrences examined
in the above section on that topic:
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…and a king’s acclaim is in him.
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…is like the horns of a wild ox for him.
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Observe that each of these cola begins with a word to which a uniconsonantal prefixed
particle is attached. In addition, both of these words begin with  ;תboth are feminine
plural, thus ending in  תas well; and both exhibit the letter  עin a medial position. As
for the second words of the cola, from an etymological standpoint both are
monosyllabic, with the term in one exhibiting the usual segholate form and the one in
the other bearing a realization that is somewhat less common.177 In fact, this very
aspect—the more common form in the first line, and the less common in the second—
is precisely what one would expect of the parallel members of a single bicolon,
whereas here it occurs in parallel bicola. This helps to drive home the point made
above that parallelism can exist on multiple structural levels, and does in this section.
A third observation about these particular cola, which also lends support to that point,
is the similarity between the last word in each. These two words both are comprised of
a uniliteral preposition, to which is attached the third-person masculine singular
pronominal suffix. Thus, the second halves of these two bicola exhibit marked
similarities in form, and thereby serve further to emphasize the parallel relationship
between the bicola.
Between these observations and those of Freedman, we already have provided
ample evidence in favor of seeing the names  יְ הוָ הand  ֵאלas a parallel pair here. But it
is necessary to examine further the use of the name  יְ הוָ הhere, particularly because its
position relative to the parallel name  ֵאלis the opposite of what appears in the first
oracle. We additionally may counter Levine’s position, therefore, by briefly reiterating
the observations made elsewhere, in the section on the structure of Balaam’s oracles,
that highlight the role of Num 23:22 in the context of this particular poem. This

177

The unusual formation of the word  ְר ֵאםmay have resulted from the presence of the medial א, as in
the similarly constructed words “ ְבּ ֵארwell,” “ זְ ֵאבwolf,” etc.
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bicolon is the third in a strophe that occupies all of Num 23:21–22. The strophe reads
as follows:
א־ה ִ ֥בּיט ָ֨אוֶ ֙ן ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ִ ֹ ֽל
א־ר ָ ֥אה ָע ָ ֖מל ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ָ ֹ וְ ל
ֹלה ֙יו ִע ֔מּוֹ
ָ הוה ֱא
֤ ָ ְי
רוּעת ֶ ֖מ ֶלְך ֽבּוֹ׃
֥ ַ וּת
ְ
יאם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִם
֣ ָ מוֹצ
ִ ֵ ֖אל
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֽלוֹ׃
ֲ ְכּ

One perceives no misfortune in Jacob,
and sees no distress in Israel:
Yahweh his god is with him,
and a king’s acclaim is in him.
El, their liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.

The first bicolon makes an assertion about the well-being and security of the people of
Israel. This assertion is explicated in the remainder of the strophe by two bicola that
serve as balanced counterparts: the first, which references יְ הוָ ה, specifically describes
an internal perspective on Israel’s security; and the second, which references  ֵאל,
presents a statement of the single most definitive outside interaction between Israel
and a foreign power, namely, the Exodus. Hence, the strophe holds together purely on
its own merits, and incorporates the refrain in Num 23:22 as a key component of its
expressive force. In addition, we may explain the presence and position of the name
 יְ הוָ הby noting that it evidently occupies a specific place within the rhetorical structure
of the strophe. To be sure, in theory the names could be switched in this instance with
little lost from this standpoint; but the intrusion of the name  יְ הוָ הwould shatter the
integrity of the refrain couplet. Thus, on the basis of the argument presented here, the
formulation attested in the text is to be expected.
It is noteworthy that in the third oracle, as in the second, the occurrence of the
name  יְ הוָ הin Num 24:6c—the final instance in Balaam’s poetry—likewise is
associated with matters internal to the people of Israel, specifically, pastoral activities
and images; while  ֵאלin Num 24:8a is associated with Israel’s dominance over other
nations. The couplets in which these two cola appear read as follows:
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הוה
֔ ָ ְַכּ ֲא ָה ִל ֙ים נָ ַ ֣טע י
י־מיִ ם׃
ֽ ָ ַכּ ֲא ָר ִ ֖זים ֲע ֵל

like aloes Yahweh has planted,
like cedars along water.
(Num 24:6cd)

יאוֹ ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם
֣ מוֹצ
ִ ֵ ֚אל
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֑לוֹ
ֲ ְכּ

El, his liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.
(Num 24:8ab)

Although the names  יְ הוָ הand  ֵאלdo not appear in direct parallelism here, as they have
previously, we encounter again a sequence dealing first with internal and then with
external matters, wherein  יְ הוָ הoccurs in the first and  ֵאלin the second of these
sequences. The interposed strophe, Num 24:7, serves here to bridge the gap from the
pastoral imagery of the preceding verse to the imagery of power and domination in the
following verse.
This pattern is strengthened by additional elements in the first of these strophes
that helps knit the name  יְ הוָ הinto the poem as a whole. All of the cola in this strophe
begin with the preposition - ְכּ, with the first and third cola continuing with masculine
plural words that exhibit noteworthy phonetic similarities. Both are segholates; both
have a voiceless guttural ( חor  )הas the central consonant; and both end, with the
masculine plural ending, in the syllable -lîm. Moreover, the second word of the first
colon, נִ ָטּיוּ, exhibits the consonants n–t[–y and the long vowel u. In the third colon, with
the sole exception of an interposed ע, the final two words, נָ ַטע יְ הוָ ה, exhibit precisely
the same consonantal pattern. What is more, given the biforms of  יְ הוָ הattested in
biblical personal names such as  זְ ַכ ְריָ ה = זְ ַכ ְריָ הוּand יְ הוֹנָ ָתן = יוֹנָ ָתן, it is reasonable to
perceive the full completion of the phonetic link by connecting the long vowel u in the
first colon with its homorganic complement, the consonant ו, in the name  יְ הוָ הin the
third. Thus, as I have observed with regard to the previous two attestations of  יְ הוָ הin
Balaam’s oracles, the third likewise is to be seen not as a random or haphazard
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secondary intrusion, but rather as an element carefully integrated into the fabric of the
poems as a whole.
With respect to divine names in the pericope, there remains only the matter of
Balaq’s three references to God. Twice (Num 23:17; 24:11) he uses the name יְ הוָ ה,
which appears entirely appropriate given the context in both instances. Having heard
Balaam connect himself repeatedly with Yahweh, it hardly is surprising that he would
use this name when asking Balaam in Num 23:17 what response he has received from
his divination. Likewise in Num 24:11, after Balaam has uttered his third oracle, Balaq
instructs him to go home, and spits this divine name back at the prophet in a rage:
הוה ִמ ָכּ ֽבוֹד׃
֖ ָ ְתּי ַכּ ֵ ֣בּד ֲא ַכ ֶבּ ְד ָ֔ך וְ ִה ֵ ֛נּה ְמנָ ֲעָך֥ י
֙ ִ קוֹמָך ָא ַ֨מ ְר
֑ ֶ ל־מ
ְ ח־לָך֣ ֶא
ְ וְ ַע ָ ֖תּה ְבּ ַר
“And now, flee to your place! I said ‘I will honor you greatly,’ and
behold, Yahweh has refused you honor.”

Based on the tone of this statement, it does little to contradict Balaq’s belief, expressed
by the king at the opening of the pericope and reinforced throughout the narrative, that
Balaam himself is the source of his own power. On the contrary, one is tempted to
take this use of the name  יְ הוָ הas a derisive response to Balaam’s repeated declarations
that he can do or say only what Yahweh instructs him, particularly since Balaq’s
words indicate his persistent inability (or refusal) to conceive of any higher motivation
for Balaam’s actions than the fame and riches he has offered. The sardonic undertone
of Balaq’s outburst is that it is Balaam’s own obstinacy that has denied him the honor
and wealth promised by the king.
The only peculiarity here is Balaq’s use of the term ֹלהים
ִ  ָה ֱאin Num 23:27,
which reads as follows:
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ֹלהים
ִ֔ יני ָה ֱא
֣ ֵ ישׁ ֙ר ְבּ ֵע
ַ ִאוּלי י
֤ ַ ל־מ ֖קוֹם ַא ֵ ֑חר
ָ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ְל ָכה־נָּ ֙א ֶא ָ ֣קּ ֲח ָ֔ך ֶא
ִ אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
וְ ַק ֥בֹּתוֹ ִ ֖לי ִמ ָ ֽשּׁם׃
And Balaq said to Balaam, “Please come, I will take you to another
place; perhaps it will be right in the eyes of hā-'Ĕlōhîm (that you) curse
it [i.e., Israel, in the collective sense] for me from there.”

There is nothing to differentiate this reference to divinity from either of Balaq’s uses
of the name יְ הוָ ה, except for the apparently inconsequential fact that here the divine
referent occurs as a nomen rectum. Certainly there appears to be no reason not to
interpret the term ֹלהים
ִ  ָה ֱאhere in the same manner in which it is to be read in the
narrative voice in Num 22:10, as completely equivalent to the appellative term ֹלהים
ִ א.
ֱ
But one wonders whether there may be an intentional ambiguity built in here, whereby
ֹלהים
ִ ה ֱא,
ָ when it occurs in the mouth of the Moabite king, is to be taken in a secondary
way as the simple plural, especially with the definite article -ה: “the gods.” The import
of this suggestion would be that Balaq is content with divine affirmation of his wishes
from any quarter: just because Balaam associates himself with Yahweh does not mean
that Balaq places any such limitation on the source of the divine dispensation he seeks.
The text is silent on this matter, but in part it is precisely this laconic quality that
renders the ambiguity so heavy with potential double meaning. Needless to say, no
such effect would be achieved if the text were to read  יְ הוָ הhere rather than ֹלהים
ִ ה ֱא.
ָ

Israel
As we turn to the pericope’s references to the people of Israel, we encounter a
somewhat more straightforward situation. It is most productive here to examine first
the references made in direct speech, and then proceed to the narrative voice. To
begin, in Num 22:4 we encounter a statement attributed to Moab itself, in which
occurs the only instance of Israel being termed “ ַה ָקּ ָהלthe throng,” as follows:
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ל־ס ִ ֣ביב ֵֹ֔תינוּ ִכּ ְל ֣חְֹך ַה ֔שּׁוֹר ֵ ֖את
ְ ת־כּ
ָ מוֹאב ֶאל־זִ ְק ֵ ֣ני ִמ ְד ָ֗ין ַע ָ֞תּה יְ ַל ֲח ֤כוּ ַה ָקּ ָהל֙ ֶא
ָ֜ אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
מוֹאב ָבּ ֵ ֥עת ַה ִ ֽהוא׃
֖ ָ ן־צ ֛פּוֹר ֶ ֥מ ֶלְך ְל
ִ ֶי֣ ֶרק ַה ָשּׂ ֶ ֑דה ָוּב ָ ֧לק ֶבּ
And Moab said to the elders of Midian, “Now the throng will lick up
everything around us, as the ox licks up the grass of the field.” And
Balaq son of S9ippor was king of Moab at that time.
(Num 22:4)

As indicated in the previous verse, Moab perceives Israel’s encroachment as a threat
due to their “greatness” (כּי ַרב־הוּא,
ִ Num 22:3). Here, then, we encounter Moab
voicing its worst fears about where this situation may lead, and as a result it seems
appropriate in this context to understand the term with a somewhat negative tone, as
“the mob” or something similar.
Balaq’s references to Israel present a similar but slightly more nuanced picture.
Taken collectively, these references demonstrate what can only be described as a
singular lack of concern on his part with the specific identity of the people of Israel,
being as he is more preoccupied with effecting curses upon this threatening new
adversary, whoever they may be. Unsurprisingly, he never refers to Israel by name,
but instead uses the generic term “ ַעםpeople” twice in reference to them:
א־לוֹ
֑ ֹ י־ע ֖מּוֹ ִל ְקר
ַ ל־הנָּ ָ ֛הר ֶ ֥א ֶרץ ְבּ ֵנ
ַ תוֹרה ֲא ֶ ֧שׁר ַע
ָ ן־בּ ֗עוֹר ֠ ְפּ
ְ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֣עם ֶבּ
ִ וַ יִּ ְשׁ ֨ ַלח ַמ ְל ָא ִ֜כים ֶא
ת־עין ָה ָ֔א ֶרץ וְ ֥הוּא י ֵ ֹ֖שׁב ִמ ֻמּ ִ ֽלי׃ וְ ַע ָתּ ֩ה
֣ ֵ מר ֠ ִהנֵּ ה ַ ֣עם יָ ָ ֤צא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֨ריִ ֙ם ִה ֵ ֤נּה ִכ ָסּ ֙ה ֶא
ֹ ֗ ֵלא
ה־בּוֹ וַ ֲאגָ ְר ֶ ֖שׁנּוּ
֔ אוּכל֙ נַ ֶכּ
ַ אוּלי
֤ ַ הוּא ִמ ֶ֔מּ ִנּי
֙ י־ע ֥צוּם
ָ ה־לּי ֶאת־ ָה ָ ֣עם ַה ֶ֗זּה ִ ֽכּ
ִ ֜ ה־נּא ָ ֽא ָר
ָ ֨ ְל ָכ
יוּאר׃
ֽ ָ אר
ֹ ֖ ר־תּ ָב ֵר ְ֙ך ְמב ָ ֹ֔רְך וַ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ָתּ
ְ ן־ה ָ ֑א ֶרץ ִ ֣כּי יָ ַ ֗ד ְע ִתּי ֵ ֤את ֲא ֶשׁ
ָ ִמ
And he sent messengers to Balaam son of Bevor at Pethor, which is on
the river—the land of the children of his people—to summon him,
saying, “Behold, a people has come out from Egypt; behold, it has
covered the eye of the land, and it dwells opposite me. And now, please
come, curse for me this people, for it is stronger than I; perhaps I will
be able to strike it, that I might drive it from the land; for I know that
whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.”
(Num 22:5–6)
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In addition, on two occasions, other characters attribute the same usage to Balaq. First,
Balaam does so in repeating the king’s message to God; and then Balaq’s messengers
do so in conveying his second message to Balaam:
אוּכל
֛ ַ אוּלי
֥ ַ ה־לּי א ֹ֔תוֹ
֙ ִ ת־עין ָה ָ ֑א ֶרץ ַע ָ֗תּה ְל ָ ֤כה ָ ֽק ָב
֣ ֵ יְכס ֶא
֖ ַ ִַה ֵ ֤נּה ָה ָע ֙ם ַהיּ ֵ ֹ֣צא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם ו
ְל ִה ָ ֥לּ ֶחם ֖בּוֹ וְ גֵ ַר ְשׁ ִ ֽתּיו׃
“‘Behold the people coming out from Egypt: it has covered the eye of
the land! Now, come, damn it for me; perhaps I will be able to battle
against it, and drive it out.’”
(Num 22:11)
ה־לּי ֵ ֖את ָה ָ ֥עם ַה ֶזּֽה׃
ִ ֔ ֹאמר ֵא ַ ֖לי ֶ ֽא ֱע ֶ ֑שׂה ְוּל ָכה־נָּ ֙א ָ ֽק ָב
֥ ַ אד וְ ֛כֹל ֲא ֶשׁר־תּ
ֹ ֔ י־כ ֵ ֤בּד ֲא ַכ ֶבּ ְד ָ֙ך ְמ
ַ ִ ֽכּ
“‘For I will honor you very greatly, and all that you say to me I will do.
Go, please, curse for me this people.’”
(Num 22:17)

At two other points (Num 23:11; 24:10), Balaq uses the term “ אֹיְ ַביmy enemies,” a
group into which he clearly has lumped Israel:
ֹיְבי ְל ַק ְח ִ֔תּיָך וְ ִה ֵ ֖נּה ֵבּ ַ ֥ר ְכ ָתּ ָב ֵ ֽרְך׃
֙ ַ ית ִ ֑לי ָל ֤קֹב א
ָ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ֶ ֥מה ָע ִ ֖שׂ
ִ אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
And Balaq said to Balaam, “What have you done to me? Behold, to
curse my enemies I brought you, and behold, you have blessed them
greatly.”
(Num 23:11)
אתיָך
ִ֔ יְבי ְק ָר
ַ֙ א
ֹ ֽ ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ָל ֤קֹב
ִ אמר ָבּ ֜ ָלק ֶא
ֶ ֹ ת־כּ ָ ֑פּיו וַ ֨יּ
ַ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ יִּ ְס ֖ ֹפּק ֶא
ִ ר־אף ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
֤ ַ וַ ִ ֽיּ ַח
וְ ִהנֵּ ֙ה ֵבּ ַ ֣ר ְכ ָתּ ָב ֵ ֔רְך ֶ ֖זה ָשֹׁל֥ שׁ ְפּ ָע ִ ֽמים׃
And Balaq’s anger flared toward Balaam, and he clapped his hands;
and Balaq said to Balaam, “To curse my enemies I summoned you, and
behold, you have blessed them greatly these three times.
(Num 24:10)

This word, though itself more specific in terms of its relationship to the speaker, in
fact presents Balaq’s view of Israel as even less specific than before, by referring to
them only as some nebulous portion of a much broader conceptual field.
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Finally, the relevant pronominal data yield further evidence of Balaq’s lack of
concern with the specific identity of Israel. His references to Israel by way of a
discrete noun, as catalogued here, are six in number; but he refers to them fourteen
times by means of a pronoun (including three times as quoted by Balaam), at times
without a recently stated antecedent. In two of these references he employs the
independent pronoun ( הוּאNum 22:5, 6), and in the other twelve he uses the
pronominal suffix –וֹ, alternatively  ֶ◌נּוּ- or נוֹ- (22:6 [2x], 11 [3x, as quoted by Balaam];
23:13 [4x], 25 [2x], 27). In view of the combined evidence of these pronominal usages
and the expressions detailed above, we may say that Balaq plainly views Israel as an
indeterminate “it/him/them” whose specific identity is entirely unimportant to the
king, except insofar as their presence on the borders of Moab has drawn his attention.
All but one of Balaam’s references to Israel occur in his poetic oracles. Here,
the standard word-pair  יַ ֲעקֹב//  יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלoccurs eight times across the oracles: twice in the
first (Num 23:7, 10); three times in the second (Num 23:21, 23 [2x]); once in the third
(Num 24:5); and once in the fourth (Num 24:17).178 This pattern is broken in Num
24:18–19, the final occurrence of these names in the oracles, as frequently happens in
the Bible with the last of a sequence of recurring textual elements.179 Here the names
appear in reverse order, and evidently without any parallel relationship.
Elsewhere in the oracles, Balaam provides three epithetical designations for
Israel. The first two such instances are built on the word “ ַעםpeople,” and then append
a sequence of descriptive or identifying expressions highlighting certain qualities
exhibited by Israel. The first such instance is in the first oracle, in Num 23:9cd:

178

Stanley Gevirtz (1963: 52–55) argued against the hypothesis that these names bear some subtle
distinction in meaning, and demonstrated that they are to be seen as a simple parallel pair.
179
On this phenomenon, see Mirsky 1977.
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ן־ע ֙ם ְל ָב ָ ֣דד יִ ְשׁ ֔כֹּן
ָ ֶה
גּוֹים ֥ל ֹא יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁב׃
֖ ִ וּב
ַ

Behold, a people who dwells alone,
and among the nations is not reckoned.

Here, it is the uniqueness of Israel among the nations that is particularly emphasized.
The second instance, in Num 23:24, is related loosely to the previous example, as
articulated in the section on the oracles’ structure; but here it is the lion-like strength
and ferocity of Israel to which Balaam gives poetic expression:
ן־ע ֙ם ְכּ ָל ִ ֣ביא יָ ֔קוּם
ָ ֶה
וְ ַכ ֲא ִ ֖רי יִ ְת ַנ ָ ֑שּׂא
אכל ֶ֔ט ֶרף
ַ ֹ ד־י
֣ ֤ל ֹא יִ ְשׁ ַכּ ֙ב ַע
ם־ח ָל ִ ֖לים יִ ְשׁ ֶ ֽתּה׃
ֲ וְ ַד

Behold, a people who like a lion rises,
like a lion rouses itself:
It does not rest until it devours prey
and drinks the blood of the slain.

Thus, in these two places the term  ַעםis used as a way of opening the door for a
discussion of Israel’s virtues and blessings, a goal that is pursued in each case
according to the thematic aim of the oracle in which it appears: in the first oracle, Num
23:9cd concisely summarizes the poem’s expression of the uniqueness and election of
Israel; and as the second oracle’s concluding strophe, Num 23:24 is to be understood
as a presentation of the might of Israel as a consequence of the observations made
earlier in the poem articulating its direct connection to God.
In Num 24:18c–19 we find another series of descriptors, this time expanding
on the explicit name Israel:
וְ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ֥עֹ ֶשׂה ָ ֽחיִ ל׃
וְ ֵ ֖י ְר ְדּ ִ ֽמיַּ ֲע ֑קֹב
וְ ֶ ֽה ֱא ִ ֥ביד ָשׂ ִ ֖ריד ֵמ ִ ֽעיר׃

And Israel does valorously,
and descends from Jacob,
and destroys the remnant from the city.

The word  ע ֶֹשׂהin Num 24:18c is not in construct form, which indicates that  ָ ֽחיִ לmust
be taken adverbially, thus ruling out options such as “doer of valor.” Consequently, it
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is difficult in English translation to bring out the nominal quality of the phrase ע ֶֹשׂה
 ָ ֽחיִ ל, which, from a strict grammatical standpoint, stands in an equational relationship
with the name יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל, and thus is to be taken epithetically, rather than as a full-fledged
verbal predicate. As the final descriptive statement made by Balaam about Israel, this
series of phrases serves as a summation of the cumulative force of his foregoing
oracular speeches. In a sense, it returns the matter of Israel’s might, expressions of
which have intensified with each successive utterance, back to the thematic context of
the first oracle, in which the prosperity of Israel is presented as the natural result of its
elect status.180
The lone instance of Balaam’s referring to Israel outside his oracles comes in
Num 24:14, in which he proclaims to Balaq for the final time his inability to
countermand the directives of Yahweh:
יע ְצ ָ֔ך ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יַ ֲע ֶ֜שׂה ָה ָ ֥עם ַה ֶ ֛זּה ְל ַע ְמָּך֖ ְבּ ַא ֲח ִ ֥רית ַהיָּ ִ ֽמים׃
֣ ָ הוֹלְך ְל ַע ִ ֑מּי ְל ָכ ֙ה ִא
֖ ֵ וְ ַע ָ֕תּה ִהנְ ִ ֥ני
“And now behold, I go to my people. Come, I will counsel you
(regarding) what this people will do to your people in the end of days.”

Here Balaam tailors his diction to the sensibility of the person to whom he is speaking,
by opting here for the same referent used by Balaq himself in both direct and quoted
speech: “ ָה ָעם ַהזֶּ הthis people.” The biblical corpus attests this practice elsewhere, as
for example in Jon 1:8–9:
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Note the analogous expression  יְ ִמין יְ הוָ ה ע ָֹשׂה ָ ֽחיִ לin Ps 118:15, 16, which NJPS glosses as “The right
hand of the LORD is triumphant.”
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וּמ ַ ֣איִ ן ָתּ ֔בוֹא
ֵ אכ ְתּ ָ֙ך
ְ ה־מּ ַל
ְ י־ה ָר ָ ֥עה ַה ֖זּ ֹאת ָ ֑לנוּ ַמ
ָ ה־נּא ֔ ָלנוּ ַבּ ֲא ֶ ֛שׁר ְל ִמ
֣ ָ אמ ֣רוּ ֵא ֔ ָליו ַה ִגּ ָיד
ְ ֹ וַ יּ
ֹלהי ַה ָשּׁ ַ֨מיִ ֙ם
֤ ֵ הוה ֱא
֞ ָ ְיהם ִע ְב ִ ֣רי ָא ֹ֑נ ִכי וְ ֶאת־י
֖ ֶ אמר ֲא ֵל
ֶ ֹ י־מ ֶ ֥זּה ַ ֖עם ָ ֽא ָתּה׃ וַ ֥יּ
ִ ָ ֣מה ַא ְר ֶ֔צָך וְ ֵ ֽא
ת־היַּ ָבּ ָ ֽשׁה׃
ַ ת־הָ ֖יּם וְ ֶא
ַ ר־ע ָ ֥שׂה ֶא
ָ ֲא ִ ֣ני יָ ֵ ֔רא ֲא ֶשׁ
And they said to him, “Please tell us on whose account this evil (has
come) to us! What is your occupation, and whence do you come? What
is your land, and from which people are you?” And he said to them, “A
Hebrew am I, and Yahweh the god of the heavens do I fear, who made
the sea and the dry ground.”

The term “Hebrew” typically is used by outsiders to refer to the people of Israel. Here,
then, Jonah identifies himself by means of this term in order that his speech might
resonate as clearly as possible with his audience. The same is true in our text with
Balaam, who clearly knows the identity of the people of Israel, having referred to
them by name numerous times in his poetry, but who utilizes terminology that is
specific to Balaq.
One might ask, however, whether Balaam has known the identity of Israel all
along, or whether he has come to know it only over the course of the pericope. Indeed,
note Elohim’s reference to Israel in Num 22:12:
ת־ה ֔ ָעם ִ ֥כּי ָב ֖רוְּך ֽהוּא׃
ָ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ֥ל ֹא ֵת ֵ ֖לְך ִע ָמּ ֶ ֑הם ֤ל ֹא ָתא ֹ֙ר ֶא
ִ ֹלה ֙ים ֶא
ִ אמר ֱא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
And Elohim said to Balaam, “You shall not go with them, and you
shall not curse the people, for it is blessed.”

If the above principle is to be applied here, then it can mean only that at this stage,
Balaam’s cognizance of Israel can be encapsulated in the single word “ ָה ָעםthe
people;” or, at the very most, in the extended phrase “ ָה ָעם ַהיּ ֵֹצא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַריִ םthe people
(that is) coming out of Egypt” that Balaam attributes to Balaq in the previous verse,
for which Elohim’s  ָה ָעםmay be a simple truncated abbreviation. To be sure, it makes
sense that the only information about Israel available to Balaam, who at this point is
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well removed geographically from the confrontation between Israel and Moab, is the
content of Balaq’s message to him.
Indeed, as the narrative voice confirms, it is only subsequent to Balaam’s own
first-hand visual encounter with Israel that his conception of them begins to shift
toward a sense of their unique identity. This initial encounter is described in Num
22:41:
ת־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ַ ֽו יַּ ֲע ֵ ֖להוּ ָבּ ֣מוֹת ָ ֑בּ ַעל וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ִמ ָ ֖שּׁם ְק ֵ ֥צה ָה ָ ֽעם׃
ִ וַ יְ ִ ֣הי ַב ֔בֹּ ֶקר וַ יִּ ַ ֤קּח ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
In the morning, Balaq took Balaam and led him up Bamot-Baval,
whence he saw the periphery of the people.

Here the narrative voice indicates that Balaam’s perception is incomplete, since he
only sees “ ְק ֵצה ָה ָעםthe edge of the people.” It remains so after his first oracular
utterance, notwithstanding the insights expressed therein, when Balaq takes him to a
second location in the hope of better results (Num 23:13). Although not in the
narrative voice, Balaq’s statement describes a visual situation hardly different from
Balaam’s first sighting of the people:
שׁר ִתּ ְר ֶ ֣אנּוּ ִמ ָ֔שּׁם ֶ ֚א ֶפס ָק ֵ ֣צהוּ ִת ְר ֶ֔אה
֣ ֶ ל־מ ֤קוֹם ַא ֵח ֙ר ֲא
ָ אמר ֵא ֜ ָליו ָבּ ֗ ָלק לך* ֨ ָ־נא ִא ִ֜תּי ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
נוֹ־לי ִמ ָ ֽשּׁם׃
֖ ִ וְ ֻכ ֖לּוֹ ֣ל ֹא ִת ְר ֶ ֑אה וְ ָק ְב
And Balaq said to him, “Please come with me to another place from
which you can see it—only its periphery will you see, and the whole of
it you will not see—and curse it for me from there.”

But after his second oracle, Balaam’s perception of Israel changes considerably. As
described Num 24:1–2, also in the narrative voice, it is from a third location that
Balaam finally sees the whole of the people of Israel:
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ם־בּ ַ ֖פ ַעם ִל ְק ַ ֣ראת
ְ א־ה ַ ֥לְך ְכּ ַ ֽפ ַע
ָ ֹ יני יְ הוָ ֙ה ְל ָב ֵ ֣רְך ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל וְ ל
֤ ֵ וַ ַיּ֣ ְרא ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם ִ ֣כּי ֞טוֹב ְבּ ֵע
ת־ע ֗ ָיניו וַ יַּ ְר ֙א ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל שׁ ֵ ֹ֖כן ִל ְשׁ ָב ָ ֑טיו
ֵ ל־ה ִמּ ְד ָ ֖בּר ָפּ ָנֽיו׃ וַ יִּ ָ֨שּׂא ִב ְל ֜ ָעם ֶא
ַ נְ ָח ִ ֑שׁים וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׁת ֶא
ֹלהים׃
ֽ ִ וַ ְתּ ִ ֥הי ָע ָ ֖ליו ֥רוּ ַח ֱא
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set
his face toward the wilderness. And Balaam lifted his eyes and saw
Israel dwelling in its tribes, and the spirit of Elohim was upon him.
(Num 24:1–2)

As discussed above in the section on keywords,181 the verb “ ראהsee” in this context
clearly has the figurative connotation of “understand, comprehend,” as is
demonstrated in the first verse of chapter 24: Balaam “sees” that it pleases Yahweh to
bless Israel, and so he abandons his attempts to achieve divinatory “sight” and
proceeds by relying instead on his own eyes—that is, on his literal ability to “see.”
Note that in describing Balaam’s new perspective, the narrative voice twice makes
explicit use of the name יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל, a point that also emphasizes the incompleteness of his
previous perception: not only did he previously perceive only the edge ()ק ֵצה
ְ of the
people, but he also saw them simply as “the people” () ָה ָעם. Thus, the new
developments in the narrative rendering of Balaam’s viewpoint at the beginning of
chapter 24 mark a shift in his perception—both literally and figuratively—that persists
throughout the remainder of the pericope. In light of this point, it is fitting that his
final description of Israel is as (“ ע ֶֹשׂה ָ ֽחיִ לone who) does valorously.”
The remainder of references to Israel in the narrative voice are somewhat less
instructive with regard to the perspectives of the various characters in the pericope.
Leaving aside the instance in Num 22:1, which falls outside of the pericope’s
traditional delimitation, the only two such references occur in the opening verses of
Sefer Bilvam (Num 22:2–3), which read as follows:
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אד
ֹ ֖ מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֥ני ָה ָ ֛עם ְמ
ָ֜ ר־ע ָ ֥שׂה יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ָ ֽל ֱאמ ִ ֹֽרי׃ וַ ָ֨יּגָ ר
ָ ל־א ֶשׁ
ֲ ן־צ ֑פּוֹר ֵ ֛את ָכּ
ִ וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ָבּ ָ ֖לק ֶבּ
מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֖ני ְבּ ֵ ֥ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
ָ֔ ב־הוּא וַ ָיּ֣ ָקץ
֑ ִ ֣כּי ַר
And Balaq son of S9ippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorite(s).
And Moab feared the people much, for it was great; and Moab dreaded
the children of Israel.

Possibly, the three different designations for Israel attested in this passage ( ְבּ ֵני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל,
יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל, )ה ָעם
ָ may reflect certain obscure subtleties or nuances of perspective. Without
the benefit of such insights, however, it appears most appropriate to view them simply
as freely varying neutral appellatives, which would suggest that at this point in the text
we are still in the “narrative frame” of the material to come, and have not yet been
brought into the field of narration in which the perspectives of the various characters
will be revealed and engaged. This begins in short order with the very next verse
(Num 22:4); but in these opening lines it appears that the terms used for Israel are best
viewed as variants with no clear distinction in sense or connotation.

Balaq’s Messengers
The same indifference shown by Balaq toward the identity of the people of
Israel is reflected in God’s references to the emissaries the Moabite king sends to
Balaam. In Num 22:9 Elohim asks Balaam, “ ִמי ָה ֲא ָנ ִשׁים ָה ֵא ֶלּה ִע ָ ֽמְּךWho are these men
with you?” Similarly in Num 22:20, in Elohim’s second directive to Balaam, the
demonstrative pronoun is absent and the phrase is shortened to “ ָה ֲא ָנ ִשׁיםthe men,” as
follows:
ם־ל ְק ֤ר ֹא ְל ָ֙ך ָ ֣בּאוּ ָה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים ֖קוּם ֵ ֣לְך ִא ָ ֑תּם
ִ אמר ֗לוֹ ִא
ֶ ֹ ה וַ ֣יּ
֒ ֹלהים ׀ ֶאל־ ִבּ ְל ָע ֮ם ַליְ ָל
֥ ִ וַ יָּ ֨ב ֹא ֱא
ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֥תוֹ ַת ֲע ֶ ֽשׂה׃
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ וְ ַ֗אְך ֶא
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.”
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Indeed, this latter term persists in the repetition of this command by Yahweh’s
messenger in Num 22:35:
ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ ם־ה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים וְ ֶ֗א ֶפס ֶא
֣ ָ ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ֵ ֚לְך ִע
ִ הוה ֶא
֜ ָ ְאמר֩ ַמ ְל ַ֨אְך י
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
ם־שׂ ֵ ֥רי ָב ָ ֽלק׃
ָ א ֹ֣תוֹ ְת ַד ֵ ֑בּר וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם ִע
And Yahweh’s messenger said to Balaam, “Go with the men; but only
the word that I say to you—it shall you speak.” And Balaam went with
the officers of Balaq.

Note that the messenger speaks in the first person here, with the implication that he is
quoting God’s direct speech verbatim. For this reason, we may view this as a third
instance of the same phenomenon evident in direct speech explicitly attributed to God,
whereby Balaq’s emissaries are reduced simply to “men.”
Other than these instances and one other, this group of emissaries, called
“ ַמ ְל ָא ִכיםmessengers” in Num 22:5, is referenced only in the narrative voice. The only
other occurrence in direct speech is in Num 24:12, where Balaam is speaking to Balaq,
and simply identifies them as ר־שׁ ַל ְח ָתּ ֵא ַלי
ָ “ ַמ ְל ָא ֶכיָך ֲא ֶשׁyour messengers, whom you
sent to me.” Thus we must turn to the narrative voice for information about who these
men are. It is in the early going that we encounter the most instructive details, in Num
22:4–7.
The references to Midianites in these verses have elicited a range of
explanations. Some see this as a hallmark of editorial work expressing attitudes that
would have sprung from later conflicts between Israel and Midian, and aimed here and
elsewhere at retrojecting a hostile character onto the Midianites of this period.182
Others view this as an indication that Midianites were living among the Moabites
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during the period in which the story is set, particularly on the basis of Gen 36:35,183 or
at least that some Midianites might have answered to the Moabite king.184 There even
exists a tradition that Balaq himself was a Midianite, and ruled a joint Moabite–
Midianite kingdom.185
I would like to propose a new alternative. In his article on the economies of the
Levantine states of the Iron Age, John S. Holladay assessed the contribution to the
national coffers that would have derived from these states’ felicitous location between
the entrepreneurs and craftsmen of the Mediterranean coast, to the west, and the
wealth and raw materials originating in the lands to the east. Entities such as Israel,
Judah, and Aram-Damascus would have been in an ideal location to facilitate
exchange across their own lands, for a price:
[These entities’ location] allows them to offer a “pipeline” to South
Arabian possessors of wealth that is of little earthly good to themselves,
thereby allowing them safely and easily to carry their surplus highpriced goods and deliver them to commercially minded third parties
(the Philistines and Phoenicians), who, for their own part, have things
to offer the “easterners” that they, in turn, can make use of back home
and in their own sphere of long-distance trading influence….186

This pipeline naturally would have required investment on the part of the states
involved, to provide protection and safe passage to the caravaneers as they transported
their goods, in return for which they would have received considerable compensation:
Doing everything necessary to ensure the safety of the South Arabian
camel caravans…and allowing the caravans to pass through the
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land…would have provided sufficient income—probably 20–25
percent of the value of the total cargo, each way—for the country to
feed itself and care for its own territorial integrity without much
taxation of its own citizens….187

The protection provided by the state, together with the right to pass freely through the
land, would have served as the incentive for such traders to pay the concomitant
tariffs, in order to guarantee that they would be able to conduct their business safely in
the most profitable areas.
To be sure, the periods, peoples, and polities with which Holladay was
concerned occupy a slightly later time period than the setting, at least, of Sefer Bilvam.
However, the general notion nevertheless fits in our context. The Moabite monarchy
might reasonably be understood here as an entity controlling land through which the
Midianites, whose involvement in long-distance trade is known from both biblical and
extrabiblical materials188—and who happen, like Holladay’s traders, to come from the
area well south of the Transjordan along the Gulf of Aqaba—would have desired to
pass. From this perspective, it would be no surprise for a country such as Moab, which
is responsible for ensuring the safety of the caravans crossing its territory, to bring a
perceived substantial threat to that safety to the attention of the caravaneers. Thus,
returning to the text, if we consider the reaction of Moab to the Israelites, who are
moving through the surrounding territory in large numbers, it becomes apparent that
from the Moabite standpoint, the primary threat posed by the people of Israel is not
military, but economic: they are concerned about competition for scarce resources,
control of trade routes, and the like.
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This perspective invites a reevaluation of Num 22:4, in which Moab expresses
its worries by way of a metaphor:
ל־ס ִ ֣ביב ֵֹ֔תינוּ ִכּ ְל ֣חְֹך ַה ֔שּׁוֹר ֵ ֖את
ְ ת־כּ
ָ מוֹאב ֶאל־זִ ְק ֵ ֣ני ִמ ְד ָ֗ין ַע ָ֞תּה יְ ַל ֲח ֤כוּ ַה ָקּ ָהל֙ ֶא
ָ֜ אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
מוֹאב ָבּ ֵ ֥עת ַה ִ ֽהוא׃
֖ ָ ן־צ ֛פּוֹר ֶ ֥מ ֶלְך ְל
ִ ֶי֣ ֶרק ַה ָשּׂ ֶ ֑דה ָוּב ָ ֧לק ֶבּ
And Moab said to the elders of Midian, “Now the throng will lick up
everything around us, as the ox licks up the grass of the field.” And
Balaq son of S9ippor was king of Moab at that time.

Careful consideration reveals that this very metaphor fits into the hypothesis presented
here, since in point of fact it is concerned not with destruction, but with consumption:
this is not an image of a wild beast ravaging the countryside or something similar, but
rather a depiction of domesticated livestock consuming the available resources.189
Given this point, it hardly is surprising that Moab addresses itself to the
Midianites, who, if we accept their identification as a population directly associated
with the ingress of trade-based wealth into the heartland of Moab, would be the first
approached by the Moabites if an outside group were threatening to disrupt whatever
preexisting economic arrangements might exist. For the same reason, it comes as no
surprise that Balaq’s embassy to Balaam is constituted of מוֹאב וְ זִ ְק ֵני ִמ ְדיָ ן
ָ “ זִ ְק ֵניelders of
Moab and elders of Midian,” as indicated in Num 22:7. Indeed, Balaq’s explicit
statement of his own motives in Num 22:6 fits in with this picture:
ה־בּוֹ
֔ אוּכל֙ נַ ֶכּ
ַ אוּלי
֤ ַ הוּא ִמ ֶ֔מּ ִנּי
֙ י־ע ֥צוּם
ָ ת־ה ָ ֣עם ַה ֶ֗זּה ִ ֽכּ
ָ ה־לּי ֶא
ִ ֜ ה־נּא ָ ֽא ָר
ָ ֨ וְ ַע ָתּ ֩ה ְל ָכ
יוּאר׃
ֽ ָ אר
ֹ ֖ ר־תּ ָב ֵר ְ֙ך ְמב ָ ֹ֔רְך וַ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ָתּ
ְ ן־ה ָ ֑א ֶרץ ִ ֣כּי יָ ַ ֗ד ְע ִתּי ֵ ֤את ֲא ֶשׁ
ָ וַ ֲאגָ ְר ֶ ֖שׁנּוּ ִמ
“And now, please come, curse for me this people, for it is stronger than
I; perhaps I will be able to strike it, that I might drive it from the land;
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for I know that whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be
cursed.”

The Moabite king does not express a desire to wipe out Israel utterly, nor to capture its
people as slaves and take its possessions as booty. Rather, he hopes, אוּכל נַ ֶכּה־בּוֹ
ַ אוּלי
ַ
ן־ה ָא ֶרץ
ָ “ וַ ֲאגָ ְר ֶשׁנּוּ ִמperhaps I will be able to strike it, that I might drive it from the land.”
To be sure, we can make no mistake that he conceives of Israel as among “ אֹיְ ַביmy
enemies,” as indicated in Num 23:11 and 24:10; but we may interpret the evidence
presented here as an indication that his is an enmity born out of genuine economic
concern. Indeed, this also sits comfortably with Balaq’s references to the people of
Israel: the specific identity of this group is unimportant to him, with only its potential
economic impact registering as a meaningful piece of information for him.
From this point in the narrative until Balaam arrives in Moab in Num 22:36,
the references to Balaq’s messengers in the narrative voice reveals an intriguing
structural pattern. Setting aside the expression “ ָשׂ ִרים ַר ִבּים וְ נִ ְכ ָבּ ִדים ֵמ ֵא ֶלּהofficers
greater and more important than these” in Num 22:15, which is an intensifying phrase
differentiating the first group of messengers from the second, we encounter the
following series of designations for the Moabite emissaries:
Table 7: Designations for the Moabite Emissaries, Num 22:8–35
ָ
“ ָשׂ ֵרofficers of Moab”
Num 22:8 י־מוֹאב
Num 22:13 “ ָשׂ ֵרי ָב ָלקofficers of Balaq”
ָ “ ָשׂ ֵריofficers of Moab”
Num 22:14 מוֹאב
ק
ל
ָ “ ַע ְב ֵדי ָבservants of Balaq”
Num 22:18
ָ “ ָשׂ ֵרי מofficers of Moab”
Num 22:21 וֹאב
Num 22:35 “ ָשׂ ֵרי ָב ָלקofficers of Balaq”

This abab'ab pattern performs two functions: on the one hand it suggests that the
second group, termed ע ְב ֵדי ָב ָלק,
ַ is constituted not just of dignitaries but of Balaq’s
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personal entourage; and on the other hand, it renders the names מוֹאב
ָ and ָבּ ָלק
interchangeable here.
Once Balaam reaches Moab, however, the terms used for the messengers, or
for some group surely to be taken as synonymous with them, change dramatically.
First, in Num 22:40, we read as follows:
וַ יִּ זְ ַ ֥בּח ָבּ ָל֖ק ָבּ ָ ֣קר וָ ֑צ ֹאן וַ יְ ַשׁ ַלּ֣ח ְל ִב ְל ֔ ָעם וְ ַל ָשּׂ ִ ֖רים ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ִא ֽתּוֹ׃
And Balaq sacrificed cattle and sheep, and distributed them to Balaam
and to the officers that were with him.

The ambiguous word “ ִאתּוֹwith him” leaves open the question of which figure is here
associated with this group. Balaq had sent these very emissaries to fetch Balaam, and
indeed they were called his servants in Num 22:18; and yet they clearly are “with”
Balaam, both because they had just made the journey to Moab with him and because
they stand together with him here as fellow recipients of Balaq’s sacrificial meal. This
marks the first sign that a certain distance has developed between Balaq and the
Moabite emissaries: no longer are the names מוֹאב
ָ and  ָבּ ָלקso clearly interchangeable.
This sense of distance continues to increase, as we encounter in Num 23:6 the
following statement:
מוֹאב׃
ֽ ָ ל־שׂ ֵ ֥רי
ָ וַ ָיּ֣ ָשׁב ֵא ֔ ָליו וְ ִה ֵ ֥נּה נִ ָ ֖צּב ַעל־ע ָֹל ֑תוֹ ֖הוּא וְ ָכ
And he returned to him, and behold, he was standing beside his
sacrifice, he and all the officers of Moab.

The carefully worded phrase מוֹאב
ָ ל־שׂ ֵרי
ָ “ הוּא וְ ָכhe and all the officers of Moab” serves
verbally to juxtapose Balaq with the officers, which, one notes, are in full attendance
here: this is not the group that retrieved Balaam, but rather the entire courtly presence
of Moab. In addition, this group could have been called ל־שׂ ֵרי ָב ָלק
ָ “ ָכּall the officers of
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Balaq,” ל־שׂ ָריו
ָ “ ָכּall his officers,” or even מוֹאב ִאתּוֹ
ָ ל־שׂ ֵרי
ָ “ ָכּall the officers of Moab
with him;” but instead, the marked absence of elements connecting the group to Balaq
deepens the impression that the interests of Moab and the interests of Balaq no longer
overlap so neatly.
Finally in Num 23:17, the last mention in the narrative voice of Moabite
officers, we encounter a third permutation of the designation in question:
הוֽה׃
ָ ְה־דּ ֶ ֖בּר י
ִ אמר ֙לוֹ ָבּ ֔ ָלק ַמ
ֶ ֹ מוֹאב ִא ֑תּוֹ וַ ֤יּ
֖ ָ וַ יָּ ֣ב ֹא ֵא ֗ ָליו וְ ִהנּ֤ וֹ נִ ָצּ ֙ב ַעל־ ֣עֹ ָל ֔תוֹ וְ ָשׂ ֵ ֥רי
And he came to him, and behold, he was standing beside his sacrifice,
and the officers of Moab with him; and Balaq said to him, “What did
Yahweh speak?”

Here the phrase is מוֹאב ִאתּוֹ
ָ “ וְ ָשׂ ֵריand the officers of Moab with him.” Although
seemingly less suggestive of distance than the wording of Num 23:6, one recognizes
on the other hand that this is no longer “all the officers of Moab,” but rather only some
of them, who evidently have cast their lot with Balaq on this matter. Presumably, then,
some portion of the group of Moabite dignitaries previously in attendance has left,
leaving, perhaps, not “the officers of Moab with him” but merely “(some) officers of
Moab with him.” Notwithstanding these remaining courtly figures who are loyal to
Balaq, it is clear now that the matter of cursing Israel no longer occupies the attention
of Moab as a whole: it has become Balaq’s personal obsession, which he now pursues
for his own interests, and no longer for the sake of Moab itself. As noted, this point
finds further emphasis in the total absence of the emissaries, by any designation, for
the remainder of the story, except for Balaam’s statement in Num 24:12; and even
here, he identifies them explicitly as Balaq’s representatives (“ ַמ ְל ָא ֶכיָךyour
messengers”), perhaps suggesting that it is the king’s personal motives that have
driven his desire to curse Israel all along.
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Balaam’s Jenny and Yahweh’s Messenger
As a final note regarding naming in Sefer Bilvam, I draw attention to the
absolute consistency with which two particular figures are designated, namely,
Balaam’s jenny and Yahweh’s messenger. The former is referenced universally as a
definite noun, at times with pronominal suffix: “ ֲאתֹנוֹhis jenny” only in the opening
verses of this episode (Num 22:21, 22); “ ָה ָאתוֹןthe jenny” elsewhere (Num 22:23 [3x],
25, 27 [2x], 28, 29, 30, 33); and, once in her own speech and once in the mouth of
Yahweh’s messenger, “ ֲאתֹנְ ָךyour jenny” (Num 22:30, 32). Even more consistent are
the references to the latter, who is called invariably ( ַמ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ הNum 22:22, 23, 24, 25,
26, 27, 31, 32, 34, 35), with only one of these instances attesting a maqqef, thus
( ַמ ְל ַאְך־יְ הוָ הNum 22:26), at the opening of the third and final instance of the repeating
pattern in which the messenger blocks Balaam’s progress.
This consistency stands in marked contrast to the alternating designations
referring to Balaq’s messengers. Whereas they transmit to Balaam the flawed belief
held by the Moabite king that a diviner, a reader and transmitter of divine will, can
invoke tangible effects in the world by means of blessings and curses, the jenny and
Yahweh’s messenger understand that they lack the power to exert their own will on
the divine messages they are charged to transmit. Thus, the inconsistency in Balaq’s
understanding of the function of a messenger, or a diviner in this case, is reflected in
the inconsistency with which his own messengers are identified; while the uniformity
of references to the jenny and Yahweh’s messenger intimates that they are perfectly in
sync with their own roles as transparent conduits for divine communication. We will
engage this theme further in the next chapter.
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Gapping, Ambiguity, and Misdirection
An integral component of the Bible’s terse literary style, to which I called
attention above in Chapter 4,190 is the author’s selectivity in deciding what information
to convey explicitly. To be sure, much of the information omitted from any literary
discourse is inconsequential and would detract from the focus of the narrative. BarEfrat described these omissions as follows:
…[E]ven in these empty sections of time life goes on, but nothing is
reported about it, since the daily routine is of no interest or significance
as far as the author is concerned. Instead of weaving a continuous and
extensive fabric of life in its entirety, the author prefers to select the
most important points and omit whatever is trivial or commonplace.
…[T]he approach which concentrates only on the focal points of the
protagonists’ lives creates considerable interest and tension, giving the
narratives a dimension of intensity, drama and monumentalism.191

In truth, these remarks might describe any body of literature, but they are particularly
pertinent with regard to the Bible, where reticence is a fundamental part of its
narrative style: “…[T]he sparsely sketched foreground of biblical literature somehow
implies a large background dense with possibilities of interpretation….”192 Indeed, it is
this range of possibilities that occupies our attention in this section; for it falls to the
mind of the audience to participate in the text by actively filling gaps, or by willingly
overlooking them because they are insignificant, both activities occurring as dictated
by our need to make sense of the narrative progression. This is an integral part of the
process by which we comprehend any piece of literature.193
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As Sternberg noted, however, “[t]o emphasize the active role played by the
reader in constructing the world of a literary work is by no means to imply that gapfilling is an arbitrary process.”194 Rather, the task can be undertaken only according to
the strictures imposed on it by the narrative itself. Sternberg emphasized the
remarkable control exerted by literature in this regard, not only over the process of
differentiating inconsequential from pertinent gaps, but also over the range of
possibilities by which the latter may be filled. Any attempt to fill a significant
narrative gap must find legitimation in the narrative itself, by providing insight that
accords with the precedents established by the narrative through language, poetics,
genre, worldview, previously introduced content, and the basic assumptions about the
workings of the narrative world.195
On the other hand, while the narrative provides the ground rules for the process
of gap-filling, it stops there, leaving the mental act itself to the audience. Just as this
process is not arbitrary, it likewise is anything but optional: “…[M]aking these valueladen inferences is not just a license that the reader may take or leave at will. Given
the pressures of coherence, it is a responsibility he must assume.”196 Thus it
necessarily falls to us to differentiate between those gaps that are inconsequential,
whose filling contributes no meaningful data to our understanding of the content, and
those upon which the interpretation of the narrative hinges. By the same token, from
the authorial standpoint, the artful omission of key pieces of information “must not be
equated with confusion, sloppiness, or vagueness.”197 On the contrary, herein lies the
remarkably supple artistry of this literary device: at each such juncture we are faced
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with multiple directions that the story can take, depending on how we determine the
gap is to be filled. As Sternberg put it, the audience “endeavors at each stage to pattern
the materials already presented as logically and completely as possible, even to
anticipate what the future holds, constantly attempting to infer from the given to the
hidden.”198 The narrative itself, moreover, can turn our decision on its head at any
moment, making it necessary for us to revisit the material already covered and
reassess our working interpretation of it.
The effectiveness of gapping as a literary device derives from its intimate link
with the chronological unfolding of narrative. Sternberg remarked that in the biblical
context, the gapping phenomenon “exploits the fact that literature is a time-art, in
which the textual continuum is apprehended in a temporal continuum and things
unfold sequentially rather than simultaneously.”199 Considered from this perspective,
gapping exhibits three distinct operative modes. First, there are gaps opened in the
narrative that create interpretive ambiguity, which subsequently are filled explicitly in
the text by some clarifying piece of information that resolves the ambiguity and thus
closes the gap. Second, some gaps are introduced only at the very moment of their
closure, forcing the audience to reconsider previously disclosed material in a new
light. Third are those gaps that are never filled, whose enigmatic persistence in a given
passage necessitates the acceptance of multiple interpretive possibilities.
Further elucidation of these categories is best served by way of examples. The
first type is demonstrated amply in the course of Sternberg’s remarkable examination
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of the David and Bathsheba story (2 Sam 11).200 The story opens, we recall, with
David sending his armies to siege Rabbah, while he himself remains in Jerusalem. At
night he witnesses Bathsheba bathing, and after learning that she is the wife of one of
his champions, he summons her to his bed, where she becomes pregnant. When David
hears this, he sends for Uriah and summons him back from the front to Jerusalem. It is
in the account of this act (2 Sam 11:6) that the gap is opened, since in good biblical
style the narrative content is confined to externally visible events, with no mention of
the king’s motive for issuing the summons. At this point, multiple possibilities exist,
some reflecting positively and others negatively on David: “Does the king wish to
confess to Uriah? To ask for his forgiveness? To bully or perhaps to bribe him?”201 A
positive view, it would seem, is reinforced by the next two verses, the first of which
offers a relatively verbose expression of the king’s ostensible interest in obtaining
Uriah’s firsthand account of the war, conveyed in a tone that even comes across as
friendly. The following verse adds to this sense, with David tacitly putting off the
business for which he has called his hero and inviting him to go home and refresh
himself after his journey, even sending a kingly gift with him.
In the next two verses (2 Sam 11:10–11), however, David’s true motives are
clarified, as it becomes plain that Uriah’s refusal to go home is particularly troubling
to David. How can the king’s paternity be disguised if it is common knowledge that
Uriah has not slept with his wife? Having been strung along to this point by the
apparent intimation of one possible way in which the ambiguity regarding David’s
motives might be resolved, we now find that the gap is to be filled in an entirely
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different fashion. As Sternberg put it, “[David’s] true intentions once clarified…, the
positive hypotheses…boomerang; and this shift from meritorious to villainous [helps]
to sustain the chapter’s overall thrust.”202 The startling discovery of the king’s true
intentions is reinforced further by the subsequent events (2 Sam 11:12–13), in which
he plies Uriah with wine in an even more desperate attempt to bring about his scheme.
Of particular note in this case, however, is that the new perspective on David
finds support not only in our large-scale uptake of the content itself, but also in our
careful apprehension of the minutiae of the text. 2 Sam 11:9 begins with the words
אוּריָּ ה
ִ “ וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַכּבAnd Uriah lay…,” which, taken by themselves, hint at the possible
fulfillment of David’s scheme, especially given the euphemistic association of the root
 שׁכבwith sex. Sternberg put it thus:
Uriah does not object to the king’s suggestion: “Uriah went out of the
king’s house, and there went out after him a gift from the king. And
Uriah lay…”—with Bathsheba? For a moment it looks as though the
king’s plan is going to work, but the text immediately veers around:
“—at the door of the king’s house with all the servants of his lord, and
did not go down to his house.”203

By way of this momentary but artful misdirection, in the space of a single word the
presentation of David’s nefarious intentions is rendered still more unequivocal: the
phrase אוּריָּ ה
ִ  וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַכּבis followed not with “ ֶאת־ ַבּת־ ֶשׁ ַבעwith Bathsheba,” as one might
expect, but rather with ל־ע ְב ֵדי ֲאד ָֹניו
ַ “ ֶפּ ַתח ֵבּית ַה ֶמּ ֶלְך ֵאת ָכּat the entrance to the palace,
with all his lord’s servants.”
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Significantly, the narrative voice remains silent on the matter of judgment. Just
as the scenario begins without any overt statement of the king’s motive for calling
Uriah home from the battlefield, so it persists throughout in leaving the evaluative
process to the audience. “All the responsibility for condemning the king rests with the
reader alone;”204 and, moreover, we do not have the option of remaining neutral. If we
were to insist on withholding judgment, the events recounted would “appear rather
strange, if not comic.”205 The individual moments recounted—their casual chat when
Uriah arrives (which appeared warm at first but which retrospectively evinces only
forced politeness), his inexplicable refusal to go home, the growing tension evident in
the two figures’ subsequent exchange, and the escalation of David’s behavior—all
these data would register only as disparate facts, without any direction or deeper
implication. The narrative leaves us just one possible outlook on David’s motives, if
we are to make any sense at all of the story.
The second type of gapping, whereby one only becomes aware of a gap in
one’s knowledge at the precise moment that it is closed, is particularly effective in
generating surprise. A demonstrative example occurs in Judg 8:18–19, in which
Gideon confronts the captured kings of Midian:206
רוּ ָכּ ֣מוָֹך
֙ אמ
ְ ֹ ל־צ ְל ֻמ ֔ ָנּע ֵאיפ ֹ֙ה ָה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ֲה ַרגְ ֶ ֖תּם ְבּ ָת ֑בוֹר ַוֽיּ
ַ ל־ז ַב ֙ח וְ ֶא
ֶ֨ אמר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֗יּ
אוֹתם
ָ֔ הוה ל֚ וּ ַה ֲחיִ ֶ ֣תם
֗ ָ ְֽי־א ִ ֖מּי ֵ ֑הם ַחי־י
ִ אמר ַא ַ ֥חי ְבּ ֵנ
ַ֕ ֹ ת ַאר ְבּ ֵ ֥ני ַה ֶ ֽמּ ֶלְך׃ וַ יּ
ֹ ֖ מוֹהם ֶא ָ֕חד ְכּ
ֶ֔ ְכ
֥ל ֹא ָה ַ ֖רגְ ִתּי ֶא ְת ֶ ֽכם׃
And [Gideon] said to Zebah[ and S9almunna, “Where are the men whom
you killed at Tabor?” And they said, “As you are, just so were they:
with the appearance of a king’s sons.” And he said, “My brothers they
were, the sons of my mother! By the life of Yahweh, if you had spared
them I would not kill you.”
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Sternberg observed that the impetus for Gideon’s entire campaign across the Jordan,
of which this confrontation is the dénouement, is presented as an essentially
nationalistic quest. He already has defeated the Midianites, and appears to pursue the
remnant of their army in an effort to bring about total victory for Israel, a goal that
presumably also would quiet the jibes he receives from the people of Succoth and
Penuel, who refuse him bread without first seeing the completion of his mission (Judg
8:6, 8). Indeed, at the close of the battle his vitriolic response to these cities includes
displaying the two kings whom he has captured (Judg 8:15), thus deepening the sense
that he is driven specifically by the national cause.
As a result of this misdirection, we are taken by surprise by the statement
Gideon makes in Judg 8:18, which introduces a personal cause for his actions—
vengeance for familial blood—that previously has gone without the barest mention.
As in 2 Samuel 11, here too a recognition of this gap-filling piece of information is a
necessity for understanding the story. Without it, both the question he asks the two
kings and their response would appear utterly nonsensical; but in the light of this new
information, it becomes clear that his question is emotive, not information-seeking,
and the kings “show their perfect understanding of its rhetorical drift in making no
attempt to meet it.”207 Most striking of all is the effect that the literary device has on
our understanding of the foregoing material:
The switch from a national to a private motivation not only reopens and
closes anew a gap that has long appeared settled. It also impels us to
review the intervening developments. The disproportionate violence
with which Gideon has just treated the uncooperative citizenry of
Succoth and Penuel—the lashing with briers, the pulling down of the
tower, the mass execution [Judg 8:16–17]—suddenly makes
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psychological as well as political sense. Whereas the relative mildness
of Gideon’s dealings with the real enemy, again caught off-guard, now
shows itself as less accidental and less justifiable than it did before. His
mind has been fixed on capturing the two kings whom he holds
responsible for his bereavement…, so much so that he did not exert
himself to wreak havoc on their army beyond “throwing it into a panic
[ל־ה ַמּ ֲחנֶ ה ֶה ֱח ִריד
ֽ ַ וְ ָכ, Judg 8:12].”208

In this way, the retrospective quality of this form of gap-filling is made clear. At
precisely the moment that we become aware of the gap’s existence, it is closed in a
manner that requires a thorough reevaluation, from a radically new angle, of the entire
sequence of events leading up to this point.
The third type of gapping involves ambiguities that never attain clear
resolution in the narrative. A simple example is to be found in Henry James’s The
Turn of the Screw, in which the governess of two young children at an English estate
begins to encounter figures moving about the grounds, whom the other members of
the household are unable to see or challenge:
…[T]he three hundred or so interpretations generated by this one
narrative can be divided into two main camps. … These two camps are
divided over the status to be assigned to the ghosts of the servants
reported by the governess. Are the apparitions real, which would make
this a “ghost story,” or does the governess only hallucinate them and
her report makes a psychological story?209

While this example illustrates the nature of the unresolved ambiguity, however, it does
little to inform us as to the literary employment of this lack of resolution as an
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enriching narrative feature. For this we return to the confrontation between David and
Uriah in 2 Samuel 11.
In addition to the gap discussed above about David’s intentions, another worth
consideration in this episode is the question of whether or not Uriah is aware that his
wife is pregnant with the king’s baby.210 The text itself never answers this question;
nor should we necessarily expect it to, since its primary concern lies in castigating the
king’s actions, and our ability to follow this thread through the narrative is not affected
significantly by the matter of Uriah’s knowledge or ignorance. On the other hand,
neither does the narrative simply present the matter as unresolvable, with no solution
except “the permanent ambiguity of stalemate.”211 Rather, the narrative “[a]void[s]
such premature closure, [and] achieves its finest effects by drawing out the interplay
of meaning through constant variations, from shift to reversal, in the balance of
power.”212 Such a narrative practice demands much of its audience, who is left to its
own devices in wrestling with the range of competing possibilities.
In precisely this fashion, the extent of Uriah’s understanding is in doubt from
the outset. On the one hand, David’s actions are explicitly called “secret” ( ַב ָ ֑סּ ֶתר, 2
Sam 12:12); Uriah is far from Jerusalem; and the very fact that David plans to involve
him in the cover-up suggests that he is unaware. But on the other hand, Bathsheba’s
pregnancy is certain to become public knowledge soon, if it has not already—we
might well imagine the messengers sent back and forth between the king and the
woman to be responsible for dispersing such information—and Uriah’s months-long
absence renders him an unlikely father in any event.
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These two conflicting possibilities, moreover, persist not just as the initial
events unfold, but throughout the exchange between the two characters. When Uriah
sleeps at the palace door rather than going home (2 Sam. 11:9), we are convinced that
he must know the truth, or else he would go home as David has suggested. On the
other hand, Uriah’s explanation for his actions in 2 Sam 11:11 would seem to indicate
that he is unaware of the true situation:
יוֹאב וְ ַע ְב ֵ ֤די ֲאד ֨ ִֹני
ָ֜ יהוּדה י ְֹשׁ ִ ֣בים ַבּ ֻסּ ֗כּוֹת וַ אד ֨ ִֹני
֜ ָ ל־דּ ִ ֗וד ֠ ָה ָארוֹן וְ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֨אל ִ ֽו
ָ אוּר ָ֜יּה ֶא
ִ אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
ם־א ְשׁ ִ ֑תּי ַח ֶ֨יּ ָ֙ך וְ ֵ ֣חי
ִ יתי ֶל ֱא ֥כֹל וְ ִל ְשׁ ֖תּוֹת וְ ִל ְשׁ ַ ֣כּב ִע
֛ ִ ל־בּ
ֵ ל־פּ ֵ ֤ני ַה ָשּׂ ֶד ֙ה ח ֔ ִֹנים וַ ֲא ֞ ִני ָא ֧בוֹא ֶא
ְ ַע
ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֥בר ַה ֶזּֽה׃
ַ ם־א ֱע ֶ ֖שׂה ֶא
ֶ נַ ְפ ֶ֔שָׁך ִ ֽא
And Uriah said to David, “The Ark and Israel and Judah sit at Succoth,
and my lord Joab and the servants of my lord are encamped in the field.
Shall I then go to my house, to eat and drink and lay with my wife? By
your life and your soul’s life, I will not do this thing.”

Taken at face value, Uriah’s statement expresses his solidarity with his
comrades in the army, and his puzzlement regarding his being summoned back to the
capital. To be sure, it is possible that Uriah is playing coy, disguising his awareness of
the adulterous affair by providing an innocuous basis for his refusal to go home. If this
is the case, then his use of the phrase ם־א ְשׁ ִתּי
ִ “ ִל ְשׁ ַכּב ִעto lay with my wife” must be
taken as weighted innuendo, rather than an inadvertent jab by which Uriah unwittingly
cuts to the heart of David’s secret tryst. But in either case, the upshot of his words here
bears directly on the matter that opens the pericope: the chapter begins with David
sending forth his full military might, while he himself, the great war hero, remains
behind in Jerusalem (ִירוּשׁ ָ ֽלם
ָ יוֹשׁב ִבּ
ֵ וְ ָדוִ ד, 2 Sam 11:1). Uriah’s statement, then, levels an
attack and David’s decision to remain at his ease at home, while the people of his
kingdom are fighting and dying in his name.
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Herein lies the full effect of ths unresolved ambiguity regarding Uriah’s true
knowledge of David and Bathsheba’s liaison. Sternberg articulated the two polarized
portrayals as follows:
On the one hand, the narrator needs an agent who will show
David up as an “idler” in the city, at home, while the nation is out at
war. … On the other hand, the narrator also needs an agent who will
brand the king as a double-dyed deceiver, an adulterer-cum-schemer.
…
Uriah as an agent of the first kind is, or course, incompatible
with Uriah as an agent of the second kind. … But the narrator, who
settles for nothing less than the best of these two worlds, still yokes
them together for maximum effect. … Because of the reader’s inability
to decide between two mutually exclusive portraits, the figure of Uriah
comes to operate in both directions at once.213

In other words, if Uriah is ignorant, then his actions are to be interpreted as an attack
on David’s sedentism; but if he is aware of the adultery, then they must be seen as a
thrust against the crime itself. Uriah cannot simultaneously know and not know; and
yet both possibilities are maintained, with the result that both attacks land cutting
blows from two entirely different directions. In this sense, ambiguity is employed as a
vehicle for “overloading” meaning into the narrative, achieving two distinct expressive
goals in the course of a single episode.

Ambiguous Verb and Indirect Object in Num 23:4
We return now to Sefer Bilvam, which exhibits effective use of gapping at
multiple points across the pericope. There appear two prominent instances of the first
type of gapping, the first of which involves the employment of Hebrew grammar in
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the interest of producing misdirection. First, on the two occasions in Numbers 22 that
God appears to Balaam, he immediately speaks to Balaam, as follows:
אמר ִ ֛מי ָה ֲא ָנ ִ ֥שׁים ָה ֵ ֖א ֶלּה ִע ָ ֽמְּך׃
ֶ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֕יּ
ִ ֹלהים ֶא
֖ ִ וַ יָּ ֥ב ֹא ֱא
And Elohim came to Balaam and said, “Who are these men with you?”
(Num 22:9)
ם־ל ְק ֤ר ֹא ְל ָ֙ך ָ ֣בּאוּ ָה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים ֖קוּם ֵ ֣לְך ִא ָ ֑תּם
ִ אמר ֗לוֹ ִא
ֶ ֹ ה וַ ֣יּ
֒ ל־בּ ְל ָע ֮ם ַליְ ָל
ִ ֹלהים ׀ ֶא
֥ ִ וַ יָּ ֨ב ֹא ֱא
ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֥תוֹ ַת ֲע ֶ ֽשׂה׃
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ וְ ַ֗אְך ֶא
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.”
(Num 22:20)

No subject is specified for the verb אמר
ֶ ֹ  וַ יּin either case, but the ensuing direct speech
unequivocally clarifies the identity of the speaker. This pattern allows for a surprising
turn in Num 23:4, where a change is introduced:
ת־שׁ ְב ַ ֤עת ַ ֽה ִמּזְ ְבּח ֹ֙ת ָע ַ ֔ר ְכ ִתּי וָ ַ ֛א ַעל ָ ֥פּר וָ ַ ֖איִ ל
ִ אמר ֵא ֗ ָליו ֶא
ֶ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֣יּ
ִ ֹלהים ֶא
֖ ִ  ֱא214וַ יִּ ָ ֥קּר
ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵ ֽבּ ַח׃
And Elohim appeared to Balaam, and he said to him, “The(se) seven
sacrifices I have arranged; and I sent up bull and ram on the altar.”

Here, the ambiguity residing in the unspecified subject of אמר
ֶ ֹ  וַ יּand in the pronominal
suffix representing the object of the preposition  ֶאלpermit a shift in the pattern
whereby the speaker in this instance is Balaam rather than God. It is not until the third
word of the direct speech, “ ָע ַר ְכ ִתּיI have arranged,” that one can be completely sure of
the speaker’s identity. As a result of this misdirection, one has the sense that somehow
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Balaam is speaking out of turn, emphatically asserting the importance of his own
actions instead of attentively awaiting God’s address. His detailing of the sacrifices he
has just performed thus takes on an ironic tone, hinting both at the emptiness of the
ritual acts themselves and at Balaam’s misguided attachment to their practice as part
of his prophetic activity.215

Strategic Omission of God’s Directions to Balaam in Num 23:5, 16
In the second instance, gapping facilitates a marked increase in the weight and
significance of Balaam’s oracular poetry. Before the first and second oracles, Balaam
receives from God a message to deliver to Balaq. In both cases, however, the content
of this message is omitted:
ל־בּ ָ ֖לק וְ ֥כֹה ְת ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
ָ אמר ֥שׁוּב ֶא
ֶ ֹ הוה ָדּ ָ ֖בר ְבּ ִ ֣פי ִב ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֛יּ
֛ ָ ְוַ ָ ֧יּ ֶשׂם י
And Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s mouth, and he said, “Return to
Balaq, and thus shall you speak.”
(Num 23:5)
ל־בּ ָ ֖לק וְ ֥כֹה ְת ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
ָ אמר ֥שׁוּב ֶא
ֶ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׂם ָדּ ָ ֖בר ְבּ ִ ֑פיו וַ ֛יּ
ִ וַ יִּ ָ ֤קּר יְ הוָ ֙ה ֶא
And Yahweh appeared to Balaam, and he put a word in his mouth, and
he said, “Return to Balaq, and thus shall you speak.”
(Num 23:16)

Immediately following both of these verses is a clause indicating Balaam’s return to
Balaq: “ וַ יָּ ָשׁב ֵא ָליוand he returned to him” in Num 23:6, and “ וַ יָּ בֹא ֵא ָליוand he came to
him” in Num 23:17. In each case, we are left to wonder what message he has been
entrusted to deliver, resulting in a climactic build in suspense until, moments later
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repetition. See below, p. 413.
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(Num 23:7, 18), he begins to utter a rich and tightly constructed prophetic oracle,
whose significance has been increased palpably by the brief delay.

Belated Indication of Balaam’s Use of nəh9āšîm in Num 24:1
At the opening of the last chapter of the pericope, we encounter a highly
effective instance of the second type of gapping. Its success is set up by the consistent
narrative pattern established in the material immediately preceding each of the first
two oracles.216 According to this pattern, once the sacrifices are performed (Num 23:2,
14), Balaam immediately instructs Balaq to stand aside (Num 23:3, 15), and this is
followed directly by a theophany (Num 23:4, 16). In both cases, the sacrifices
themselves reasonably may be considered to demarcate the commencement of the
ritual process involved in Balaam’s invocation. However, no mention whatsoever is
made in either instance regarding any specific divinatory action on the part of Balaam
between the sacrifices and the appearance of God. One hardly misses such
information, since the story continues to plunge forward—the prompt occurrence of
the two theophanies speaks to the effectiveness of the preparatory actions as they
stand.
For this reason, the mention of Balaam’s routine use of “ נְ ָח ִשׁיםauguries” in
Num 24:1, just after the sacrifices preceding the third oracle have been performed,
comes as a surprise:
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This pattern warrants mention also in the section on repetition. See below, pp. 420–424.

395

ם־בּ ַ ֖פ ַעם ִל ְק ַ ֣ראת
ְ א־ה ַ ֥לְך ְכּ ַ ֽפ ַע
ָ ֹ יני יְ הוָ ֙ה ְל ָב ֵ ֣רְך ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל וְ ל
֤ ֵ וַ ַיּ֣ ְרא ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם ִ ֣כּי ֞טוֹב ְבּ ֵע
ל־ה ִמּ ְד ָ ֖בּר ָפּ ָנֽיו׃
ַ נְ ָח ִ ֑שׁים וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׁת ֶא
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set
his face toward the wilderness.

Only upon receiving this piece of information do we become aware that such a gap
had existed in our knowledge of the previous instances. Additionally striking is that
the information is provided precisely at the moment that the action it identifies ceases
to be a factor, in two ways: first, this verse describes Balaam’s abandonment of
augury, by direct reference to his prior employment of it; and second, the usual pattern
of sacrifices–command to Balaq–theophany is disrupted here and does not resurface
for the remainder of the pericope.
This gap serves two functions in the pericope. The first dovetails with the
setting-switching aspect of the term נְ ָח ִשׁים, whose dialectal peculiarity I discussed
above, in Chapter 3.217 Table 1, which appeared in the conclusion to that chapter,218
laid out a chiasm connecting this word in Num 24:1 with the word  ְק ָס ִמיםin Num 22:7
and the words  נַ ַחשׁand  ֶק ֶסםin Num 23:23. If prior references to Balaam’s use of
augury were present in the material preceding the first and second oracles, they would
render this chiasm nonexistent by scattering the involved terms across the pericope,
thereby disrupting their careful positioning in the text as it stands.
The second purpose of the gapped information is somewhat more significant.
The text’s silence on Balaam’s actions after the sacrifices have taken place effectively
focuses these two pre-oracular sections on the theophany itself. In this way, Balaam’s
utterance of the blessings that follow is associated not with the efficaciousness of
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Balaam’s actions as a diviner, but with God’s direct communication of a divine
message. The effect is heightened by the remarkable similarity of this situation to
Balaam’s own words in the second oracle:
א־נ ַח ֙שׁ ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ַ ֨ ֹ ִ ֤כּי ל
א־ק ֶסם ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
֖ ֶ ֹ וְ ל
ָכּ ֗ ֵעת יֵ ָא ֵ ֤מר ְליַ ֲעק ֹ֙ב
ה־פּ ַעל ֵ ֽאל׃
֖ ָ וּליִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל ַמ
ְ

For there is no augury in Jacob,
and no divination in Israel:
At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob
and to Israel what God has done.
(Num 23:23)

It goes without saying that the occurrence in this very verse of the term נַ ַחשׁ, and its
involvement in the chiasm just mentioned above, render even more striking the
connection between Israel’s situation as described by Balaam and the narrative details
leading up to each of the first two oracles. When we arrive at Num 24:1, we
simultaneously recognize, for the first time, both the absence of the term ( נחשׁ)יםin
the two prior sections, and the completion of a chiasm that links up with a verse
describing the “absence” of the same term from Israel. One need not be troubled by
the fact that Balaam has indeed performed augury on the two earlier occasions, since
this fact simply highlights the artful delicacy with which this instance of gapping has
been employed. The ideological stance against such practices, clearly evident in the
poetic statement in Num 23:23 and amplified by the chiasm of which this verse is the
central part, is insulated from the potentially counterproductive force of the
protagonist’s engagement in these activities, by the absence of any mention of them
until the emphatic statement of their abandonment in Num 24:1.

Two Incompatible Ways to Interpret God’s Wishes in the Jenny Episode
Instances in Sefer Bilvam of the third type of gapping identified by Sternberg
offer some of the most complex and challenging permutations of this device. In the
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jenny episode, even with a clear understanding of the rhetorical intent of God’s
instructions to Balaam in Num 22:20,219 one nevertheless is faced with the challenge
of explaining why God’s response does not involve sending Balaam home. The
question of what Balaam should do appears to have been answered already, by God’s
initial instructions to Balaam in Num 22:12, his follow-up statement in Num 22:20,
and his anger at Balaam’s leaving in Num 22:22. Yet at the end of the jenny episode,
even when Balaam offers to go home in Num 22:34, he is not instructed to do so.
Rather, the command to proceed under God’s direction (Num 22:35) functions as
more than just a reference to the earlier directive not to go, operating also as a guiding
principle by which to proceed. We are faced, then, with two incompatible
perspectives: on the one hand, God does not wish Balaam to go with the men to Moab;
and on the other, once he has gone, God does not wish to send him home, but rather
instructs him to proceed according to his instructions.
These opposed perspectives are not to be seen as a hallmark of narrative
inconsistency, but rather as simultaneously revealing two distinct facets of the story as
it unfolds, thereby answering the question of God’s wishes in two mutually exclusive
but jointly illuminating manners. The situation is akin to what Edward L. Greenstein
observed in Genesis 37, when he compared “the ongoing dialectic between the
machinations of the brothers and the countermeasures of Reuben”220 to the conflicting
testimonies offered in Akira Kurosawa’s classic film Rashomon,221 and stated that
“[i]n a faithful reading, the reader must be sensitive to both messages, leaving them
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both open.”222 Likewise in Sefer Bilvam, if we take the beginning of the jenny episode
as the point at which the contradiction between the two aspects under examination
here comes into play, we see that the first of the two looks back across the material in
the pericope that has elapsed thus far and crystallizes the issue at stake therein,
namely, the conflict between divine and human will. Balaam is caught between the
desires of Balaq and God’s explicit instructions, and his inability to navigate
successfully between them culminates in his failure in the jenny episode. The second
perspective, on the other hand, begins in the episode with the jenny to prepare Balaam
for the coming encounter with Balaq, and the lesson that he absorbs from the
encounter with Yahweh’s messenger (Num 22:34–35) helps to prepare him for his
endeavors in Moab. Indeed, because the formal character of the jenny episode
foreshadows that of the coming interaction between the two main characters, when we
reach that interaction in the course of the narrative we are invited to look back and see
the jenny episode as a preliminary exposition of key concepts in the encounter
between Balaam and Balaq.223

Balaq’s Conflicting Views on the Reason for the Failed Curses
Turning to a second example of the third type of gapping, Balaq’s interactions
with Balaam prior to the Aramean’s arrival in Moab reveal that the king believes
Balaam to possess the power to bless or curse as he sees fit. His initial message to
Balaam (Num 22:5b–6) states this belief explicitly, ending as it does with the clause ִכּי
יוּאר
ָ ר־תּ ָב ֵרְך ְמב ָֹרְך וַ ֲא ֶשׁר ָתּאֹר
ְ “ יָ ַד ְע ִתּי ֵאת ֲא ֶשׁfor I know that whom you bless is blessed,
and whom you curse will be cursed.” Further reinforcement comes from Balaq’s
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second message, which demonstrates the king’s impression that although his first
request for the diviner’s aid was denied, a more lucrative offer might prove enticing
enough to persuade Balaam to agree to his terms:
ל־נא ִת ָמּ ַ ֖נע ֵמ ֲהֹל֥ ְך ֵא ָ ֽלי׃
֥ ָ ן־צ ֔פּוֹר ַא
ִ אמרוּ ֗לוֹ ֤כֹּה ָא ַמ ֙ר ָבּ ָ ֣לק ֶבּ
ְ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֣יּ
ִ וַ יָּ ֖בֹאוּ ֶא
ה־לּי ֵ ֖את ָה ָ ֥עם ַה ֶזּֽה׃
ִ ֔ ֹאמר ֵא ַ ֖לי ֶ ֽא ֱע ֶ ֑שׂה ְוּל ָכה־נָּ ֙א ָ ֽק ָב
֥ ַ אד וְ ֛כֹל ֲא ֶשׁר־תּ
ֹ ֔ י־כ ֵ ֤בּד ֲא ַכ ֶבּ ְד ָ֙ך ְמ
ַ ִ ֽכּ
And they came to Balaam, and they said to him, “Thus says Balaq son
of S9ippor: ‘Please, do not refrain from going to me, for I will honor you
very greatly, and all that you say to me I will do. Go, please, curse for
me this people.’”
(Num 22:16–17)

Balaam’s response in the following verse explicitly pushes aside the matter of
monetary exchange, thus establishing a clear polarity between Balaq’s human-oriented
view, in which a curse is merely a service rendered, and a perspective focused more on
God’s will, whereby blessing and cursing are wholly divine prerogatives.
Balaq’s understanding having been established in this fashion, his reaction
following each of Balaam’s oracles is unsurprising. Each time, he directs his anger
squarely at Balaam:
בי ְל ַק ְח ִ֔תּיָך וְ ִה ֵ ֖נּה ֵבּ ַ ֥ר ְכ ָתּ ָב ֵ ֽרְך׃
֙ ַ ְית ִ ֑לי ָל ֤קֹב אֹי
ָ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ֶ ֥מה ָע ִ ֖שׂ
ִ אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
And Balaq said to Balaam, “What have you done to me? Behold, to
curse my enemies I brought you, and behold, you have blessed them
greatly.”
(Num 23:11)
ם־בּ ֵ ֖רְך ֥ל ֹא ְת ָב ֲר ֶ ֽכנּוּ׃
ָ ַל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם גַּ ם־ ֖קֹב ֣ל ֹא ִת ֳקּ ֶ ֑בנּוּ גּ
ִ אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
And Balaq said to Balaam, “Neither curse it at all, nor bless it at all!”
(Num 23:25)
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אתיָך
ִ֔ בי ְק ָר
֙ ַ ְאי
ֹ ֽ ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ָל ֤קֹב
ִ אמר ָבּ ֜ ָלק ֶא
ֶ ֹ ת־כּ ָ ֑פּיו וַ ֨יּ
ַ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ יִּ ְס ֖ ֹפּק ֶא
ִ ר־אף ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
֤ ַ וַ ִ ֽיּ ַח
תּי ַכּ ֵ ֣בּד ֲא ַכ ֶבּ ְד ָ֔ך
֙ ִ קוֹמָך ָא ַ֨מ ְר
֑ ֶ ל־מ
ְ ח־לָך֣ ֶא
ְ וְ ִהנֵּ ֙ה ֵבּ ַ ֣ר ְכ ָתּ ָב ֵ ֔רְך ֶ ֖זה ָשֹׁל֥ שׁ ְפּ ָע ִ ֽמים׃ וְ ַע ָ ֖תּה ְבּ ַר
הוה ִמ ָכּ ֽבוֹד׃
֖ ָ ְוְ ִה ֵ ֛נּה ְמנָ ֲעָך֥ י
And Balaq’s anger flared toward Balaam, and he clapped his hands;
and Balaq said to Balaam, “To curse my enemies I summoned you, and
behold, you have blessed them greatly these three times. And now, flee
to your place! I said ‘I will honor you greatly,’ and behold, Yahweh has
refused you honor.”
(Num 24:10–11)

Although Balaq makes reference to Yahweh in the final instance, we have noted
previously224 that it is reasonable to suppose that this last statement does not represent
a significant deviation from Balaq’s previous expressions of his belief that Balaam
himself holds the power to bless or curse. Rather, since Balaam has made frequent
verbal associations between himself and Yahweh, here Balaq simply may be
incorporating that professed connection into his angry retort. This view finds support
in the content of Balaq’s statement, which again revolves around the proffered
tangible reward for Balaam’s services, albeit identified here as honor ( )כבדwithout
reference to material wealth.
On the other hand, however, Balaq simultaneously presents an entirely
different but equally sustained understanding of the mechanics of Balaam’s repeated
failure to utter a curse. His attention to the ritual process is demonstrated clearly in the
material preceding each of the first three oracles, in which he carefully proceeds to
carry out Balaam’s instructions with regard to building altars, performing sacrifices,
and, in the first two cases, standing aside (Num 23:1–3, 14b–15, 29–30). Even more
telling, however, is his attentiveness to location, since he takes great pains in each
instance to ensure that Balaam is ideally situated for effective cursing:
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ת־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ַ ֽו יַּ ֲע ֵ ֖להוּ ָבּ ֣מוֹת ָ ֑בּ ַעל וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ִמ ָ ֖שּׁם ְק ֵ ֥צה ָה ָ ֽעם׃
ִ וַ יְ ִ ֣הי ַב ֔בֹּ ֶקר וַ יִּ ַ ֤קּח ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
In the morning, Balaq took Balaam and led him up Bamot-Baval,
whence he saw the periphery of the people.
(Num 22:41)
שׁר ִתּ ְר ֶ ֣אנּוּ ִמ ָ֔שּׁם ֶ ֚א ֶפס ָק ֵ ֣צהוּ ִת ְר ֶ֔אה
֣ ֶ ל־מ ֤קוֹם ַא ֵח ֙ר ֲא
ָ אמר ֵא ֜ ָליו ָבּ ֗ ָלק לך* ֨ ָ־נא ִא ִ֜תּי ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
ל־ר ֹאשׁ ַה ִפּ ְס ָ ֑גּה
֖ הוּ ְשׂ ֵ ֣דה צ ֔ ִֹפים ֶא
֙ נוֹ־לי ִמ ָ ֽשּׁם׃ וַ יִּ ָקּ ֵ֨ח
֖ ִ וְ ֻכ ֖לּוֹ ֣ל ֹא ִת ְר ֶ ֑אה וְ ָק ְב
And Balaq said to him, “Please come with me to another place from
which you can see it—only its periphery will you see, and the whole of
it you will not see—and curse it for me from there.” And he took him
(to) Sede-S9ophim, to Rosh-Pisga…
(Num 23:13–14a)
ֹלהים
ִ֔ יני ָה ֱא
֣ ֵ ישׁ ֙ר ְבּ ֵע
ַ ִאוּלי י
֤ ַ ל־מ ֖קוֹם ַא ֵ ֑חר
ָ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ְל ָכה־נָּ ֙א ֶא ָ ֣קּ ֲח ָ֔ך ֶא
ִ אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
מן׃
ֹ ֽ ל־פּ ֵ ֥ני ַהיְ ִשׁי
ְ ת־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם ֣ר ֹאשׁ ַה ְפּ ֔עוֹר ַה ִנּ ְשׁ ָ ֖קף ַע
ִ וְ ַק ֥בֹּתוֹ ִ ֖לי ִמ ָ ֽשּׁם׃ וַ יִּ ַ ֥קּח ָבּ ָ ֖לק ֶא
And Balaq said to Balaam, “Please come, I will take you to another
place; perhaps it will be right in the eyes of (the) Elohim (that you)
curse it for me from there.” And Balaq took Balaam to Rosh-Pevor,
which overlooks the waste.
(Num 23:27–28)

These citations, and in particular Balaq’s own statement prior to the second oracle
(Num 23:13), emphasize the ritual significance of Balaam’s ability to see the people of
Israel.225 According to Levine’s suggestion, the change of venue after the first oracle
represents Balaq’s attempt to confine Balaam’s view to the periphery of the people
(א ֶפס ָק ֵצהוּ,
ֶ Num 23:13), in response to Balaam’s explicit reference in the first oracle
to the magnitude of Israel’s numbers (Num 23:10), which evidently was predicated by
his being overwhelmed by the size of the population.226 This perspective appears to
carry through to the next change of venue as well, since aside from the oblique
reference to the sense of sight in the word “ ְבּ ֵע ֵיניin the eyes of” in Num 23:27, this
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third location appears to remove Balaam from the sight of the people, and faces the
wasteland instead (ל־פּ ֵני ַהיְ ִשׁימֹן
ְ ה ִנּ ְשׁ ָקף ַע,
ַ Num 23:28).
In short, from these passages it seems that each time Balaam fails to utter a
curse against Israel, Balaq interprets the failure as an indicator that their current
location is not propitious for such an act. Indeed, in this regard Balaq appears clearly
to understand that Balaam’s power to bless or curse does not originate with him, but
functions only on the basis of factors entirely outside of human control. He states this
explicitly after the second oracle, when he leads Balaam to a third location in the hope
that ֹלהים וְ ַקבֹּתוֹ ִלי ִמ ָשּׁם
ִ ישׁר ְבּ ֵע ֵיני ָה ֱא
ַ ִאוּלי י
ַ “perhaps it will be right in the eyes of hā'ĕlōhîm227 (that you) curse it [i.e., Israel, in the collective sense] for me from there”
(Num 23:27).
Thus, Balaq’s perspective on Balaam’s failure to curse Israel takes two
simultaneous and yet wholly incongruous trajectories over the course of the pericope.
The result is a dual satire, in which Balaq is presented on the one hand as materialistic
to the extent that the most meaningful incentive he can provide Balaam is riches and
fame, and on the other hand as pursuing a meticulous lock-step with ritual activities of
the very sort condemned explicitly in Balaam’s oracles (see especially Num 23:23)
and implicitly in their ultimate rejection by Balaam, the professional seer. In
combination, these two facets of Balaq’s character speak to a deeper polemic,
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As noted previously (pp. 363–364), this term is ambiguous in itself. Since it is tucked conveniently
away inside a construct phrase as a nomen rectum, no verbal or adjectival complement is available to
clarify whether or not the term is to be taken as a singular or a plural. On the one hand, it may be
equivalent here, as in Num 22:10, to ֹלהים
ִ א,
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kind of deference to Balaam’s repeated association of himself with Yahweh, “the God.” On the other
hand, here it may be a plural noun (“the gods”), which would indicate Balaq’s willingness to accept
divine assistance from any quarter, not just that of Yahweh. Thus, in this word we encounter another
example, albeit a considerably less significant one, of a gap in the pericope that results in unresolved
ambiguity.
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according to which abhorrent magical practices are extended the same negative
valuation as material wealth. This point stands in the service of a major theme running
through the entire pericope: God has blessed Israel, and his will cannot be
countermanded by human agency, magical or otherwise.228

Repetition and Variation
In point of fact, repetition has manifested already in the form of literary
devices already discussed above. Sound echo involves the repetition of identical or
similar sounds; keywords constitute repeated roots, synonyms, or concepts; the
complex of names and epithets associated with a given character generally involves
the reuse of the same or similar phrases; and so on. From this standpoint, it is
appropriate to understand repetition in general, like parallelism, as a manifestation of
the “seconding” impulse in biblical literature.229
Having said this, however, we nevertheless are faced with a conceptual
challenge as we consider this device in the context of a body of literature whose
characteristic reticence might be expected to result in its avoidance of tools as boldly
redundant as repetition. Sternberg’s chapter on the subject opens as follows:
The way of repetition seems to clash with one biblical principle…and
to fall under another. In its aspect as superfluity, it will not easily
cohere with the dominant logic of gapping. How does loquacity go with
reticence, overtreatment with undertreatment? In its aspect as
recurrence, on the other hand, it will no more easily escape assimilation
to analogy. Still, one of the main aims of this chapter is to demonstrate
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the interplay of these three structural logics: how repetition forms a
whole with elision and more than a part within similitude.230

The magnitude of the task that Sternberg set himself is considerable, as demonstrated
by the length and painstaking detail of his study. But the questions he raised are
legitimate, and in addressing the matter of repetition in an exceptionally terse context,
we encounter an explanation of how repetition functions as more than mere
redundancy, and actually serves to develop meaning with each successive iteration.
Alter effectively encapsulated this point in his identification of what these
issues demand of our perspective on repetition in the Bible: “When…you are
confronted with an extremely spare narrative, marked by formal symmetries, which
exhibit a high degree of literal repetition, what you have to look for…is the small but
revealing differences in the seeming similarities, the nodes of emergent new meanings
in the pattern of regular expectations created by explicit repetition.”231 Indeed, this
point prompted Alter to hypothesize an organic connection between narrative
repetition and poetic parallelism:
[T]he parallelism of biblical verse constituted a structure in which,
though the approximately synonymous hemistichs, there was constant
repetition that was never really repetition. This is true not just
inadvertently because there are no true synonyms, so that every
restatement is a new statement, but because the conscious or intuitive
art of poetic parallelism was to advance the poetic argument in seeming
to repeat it—intensifying, specifying, complementing, qualifying,
contrasting, expanding the semantic material of each initial hemistich
in its apparent repetition. … [I]n both [prosaic and poetic] cases, I
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would suggest, the ideal [audience] is expected to attend closely to the
constantly emerging differences….232

Ironically, the truth of Alter’s observation suggests that our real topic of conversation
here, strictly speaking, is the variation of repeated elements, not simply their repetition
in and of itself. But the point remains: our ability to interpret biblical repetition as a
device that imbues the text with deeper meaning revolves around the isolation and
examination of minute shifts and developments that occur from one repeated element
to the next.
Moreover, since these elements can be words, phrases, entire sentences, or less
linguistically static features such as entire narrative sequences, the range of variables,
both small and great, across which such variations can take place is remarkably broad.
The length and detail of Sternberg’s study attest to this fact, and the table he provided
gives a general idea of the kinds of variables in question, according to the following
categories:






232

Object of presentation: the repeated element can be verbal (a
quotation, cited again elsewhere) or nonverbal (an action or event).
First source of presentation: The initial occurrence can take place
in the narrator’s voice, or in that of any of the characters.
Source of retelling: Likewise, the repeated version(s) may occur in
the narrator’s voice, or in that of any of the characters.
Mode of retelling: The subsequent versions can present a variation
on the original, or a (near-) verbatim recreation of it, which itself is
likely to bear some significance.
Motivation for mode of retelling: The relationship between the
original expression and its subsequent occurrence(s) can constitute

Alter 1981: 97.
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a deliberate linkage, or (for the characters) a nondeliberate
connection illuminating a new layer of meaning.233

In addition to these factors, the precise fashion in which the various iterations of a
repeated element are combined can vary in significant ways. For example, Sternberg
noted that recurring accounts of the same event often are deployed in some
combination of three aspectual phases: the chronological angles of past, present, and
future are embodied respectively in narrative types that may be identified as forecast,
enactment, and report.234 Various patterns employing two or three of these types are
attested, as in the following examples:235







forecast  enactment — The creation story in Genesis 1 presents
God’s speech on each successive day, after which the things that he
speaks come into being. This pattern also occurs frequently as the
“command and fulfillment” motif, an extremely lengthy example of
which is the instructions for building the tabernacle and its
subsequent construction (Exodus 35–40).
enactment  report — Israel is defeated by the Philistines and
loses the Ark (1 Sam 4:10–11), after which these events are
reported to Eli (1 Sam 4:17).
forecast  enactment  report — Aaron’s request for gold to
make the golden calf (Exod 32:2) is met by the people’s compliance
(Exod 32:3), after which God presents a paraphrased account of
these events to Moses (Exod 32:8).
forecast  report  enactment — When the plague of locusts
afflicts Egypt, the chronological progression first presents God’s
words to Moses (Exod 10:1–2), followed by a lengthy dialogue in
which God’s message is relayed to Pharaoh (Exod 10:3–11), and
concludes with the visitation of the plague (Exod 10:12–15).
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Seemingly every detail of a given repetitive sequence can be employed as fodder for
producing significant changes in tone or meaning, and indeed the typology of biblical
repetition could be extended far beyond these examples. Moreover, the phenomenon
as a whole operates as an integral component of the larger narrative canvas. For
example, Licht articulated various ways in which the recurrence of the same elements
at various points across a section of narrative can serve a structural function.236 At
present, however, our concern is to examine the ways in which repetition moves,
through variation, from iteration to iteration in a manner that enriches the meaning of
the text in question.
Thus, having called attention to the practically limitless versatility of
repetition, it remains to demonstrate how these factors are put into play in biblical
narrative. To this end, I recall here a demonstrative example adduced by Alter,
namely, the story of the meeting of Saul’s commander, Abner, and the usurper David
in 2 Sam 3:21–24. The repetitive element upon which Alter’s analysis focused is
presented here in bold type, with the corresponding words italicized in translation:
ת־כּל־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֗אל
ָ ל־אד ֨ ִֹני ַה ֶ֜מּ ֶלְך ֶא
ֲ וּמה ׀ ְ ֽו ֵא ֡ ֵל ָכה וְ ֶא ְק ְבּ ָצ ֩ה ֶא
ָ ל־דּ ִ ֡וד ָא ֣ק
ָ אמר ַא ְב ֵ ֣נר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֣יּ
ת־א ְב ֵ ֖נר וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך
ַ א ֖וּה נַ ְפ ֶ ֑שָׁך וַ יְּ ַשׁ ַ ֥לּח ָ ִדּ ֛וד ֶא
ֶ ַ ר־תּ
ְ וּמ ַל ְכ ָ֔תּ ְבּ ֥ ֹכל ֲא ֶשׁ
֣ ָ וְ יִ ְכ ְר ֤תוּ ִא ְתּ ָ֙ך ְבּ ִ ֔רית
יננּוּ
֤ ֶ יוֹא ֙ב ָ ֣בּא ֵ ֽמ ַה ְגּ ֔דוּד וְ ָשׁ ָ ֥לל ָ ֖רב ִע ָ ֣מּם ֵה ִ ֑ביאוּ וְ ַא ְב ֗ ֵנר ֵא
ָ ְְבּ ָשׁ ֽלוֹם׃ וְ ִהנֵּ ֩ה ַע ְב ֵ ֨די ָ ִד ֤וד ו
ר־א ֖תּוֹ ָ ֑בּאוּ וַ יַּ ִ ֤גּדוּ
ִ ל־ה ָצּ ָ ֥בא ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ יוֹאב וְ ָכ
֛ ָ ְם־דּוִ ֙ד ְבּ ֶח ְב ֔רוֹן ִ ֥כּי ִשׁ ְלּ ֖חוֹ וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך ְבּ ָשׁ ֽלוֹם׃ ו
ָ ִע
יוֹא ֙ב
ָ ל־ה ֶ֔מּ ֶלְך ַ ֽו יְ ַשׁ ְלּ ֵ ֖חהוּ וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך ְבּ ָשׁ ֽלוֹם׃ וַ יָּ ֤ב ֹא
ַ א־א ְב ֵ ֤נר ֶבּן־נֵ ֙ר ֶא
ַ מר ָ ֽבּ
ֹ ֔ יוֹא ֙ב ֵלא
ָ ְל
ה־זּה ִשׁ ַלּ ְח ֖תּוֹ וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך ָה ֽלוְֹך׃
֥ ֶ ה־בא ַא ְבנֵ ֙ר ֵא ֔ ֶליָך ָל ָמּ
֤ ָ ֵיתה ִהנּ
ָ אמר ֶ ֣מה ָע ִ ֑שׂ
ֶ ֹ ל־ה ֶ֔מּ ֶלְך וַ ֖יּ
ַ ֶא
And Abner said to David, “Let me rise and go and gather to my lord the
king all of Israel, that they might establish with you a covenant, and
you will rule over all that your soul desires.” And David sent Abner
away, and he went in peace. And behold David’s servants and Joab
coming from the front, and they brought much booty with them; and
Abner was not with David in Hebron, since he had sent him away and
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he went in peace. And Joab and the whole host with him came, and
Joab was told, “Abner son of Ner came to the king, and he sent him
away, and he went in peace.” And Joab came to the king and said,
“What have you done? Behold, Abner came to you; why then did you
send him away and he went indeed?”

When Joab learns that his enemy counterpart, the commander of Saul’s army, has been
admitted into David’s presence as freely as he himself might be, he is unable to
restrain his anger. The intensity of his emotion is driven home by his departure from
the repeated use of the phrase וַ יֵּ ֶלְך ְבּ ָשׁלוֹם, which occurs both in the narrative voice and
in the direct speech of an unnamed informant, by replacing the word  ְבּ ָשׁלוֹםwith the
emphatic infinitive  ָהלוְֹך, which Alter described as “fall[ing] like the clatter of a dagger
after the ringing of bells.”237 The upshot is twofold. One the one hand, his emphatic
phraseology indicates that he is incredulous that David actually has let Abner go,
without lifting a finger to stop him. On the other hand, ever the strategist with no fear
of bloodying his own hands, Joab abandons the word “peace,” indicating “his own
steely intention…to make sure that this going off will not be in peace”238 at all.
Indeed, this foreshadowing is brought to fruition when, mere verses later, he summons
Abner back to Jerusalem and kills him (2 Sam 3:27).
This small example, manifested in a single changed word, demonstrates the
potency with which a relatively minute instance of variation in a repeated pattern can
be charged. In this case, we see with new clarity what lies beneath Joab’s exterior; but
the device might just as easily be applied to produce a change in perspective, a
heightening of symbolic meaning, or some other kind of elaboration beyond the
superficial content of the text. Alter proceeded to call attention to the active
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participation in the narrative that is required of the audience, in order for this device to
achieve such a profound effect so effortlessly: “Language in the biblical stories is
never conceived as a transparent envelope of the narrated events or an aesthetic
embellishment of them but as an integral and dynamic component—an insistent
dimension—of what is being narrated.”239 Attention to even the smallest shifts in the
language of biblical narrative, therefore, is a crucial part of coming to terms with the
layers of meaning that it conveys. With this in mind, in a moment we will turn to
instances of repetition arising in Sefer Bilvam, in order to glean from them whatever
enrichment of the narrative they can provide.
First, however, it is important briefly to call attention to two other matters in
the realm of repetition. The first involves direct speech that is quoted by a character
other than the original speaker. Berlin noted that there are times when the original
statement never occurs in the text, but is only cited secondarily. She highlighted the
way in which this fact stands as a clear representation of the selectivity of biblical
narrative: “Not every scene or event need be represented in full; some may be
summarized and some may be omitted altogether.”240 On the other hand, in his volume
Telling and Retelling, George W. Savran also examined quotations where the
precedent is attested, exploring both their formal and functional aspects.241 Without
rehashing the minutiae of his study, we simply may note that the phenomenon of
quoted direct speech provides remarkable insight into the inner workings of the
characters at play, “bring[ing] one set of words into contact and/or conflict with
another. The speaker of the quote engages in a temporal dialogue between past and
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present, as well as in an interpersonal encounter with his fellow characters; his
relationship to his audience in the story is revealed in the way he uses the quotation to
evoke a response, verbal or otherwise.”242 To be sure, this may well be true of other
forms of repetition as well, hence the inclusion of quoted direct speech under the
rubric of that larger phenomenon. But it is worthwhile to recognize the distinctive
character of this kind of repetition, which does not engage the narrative voice on any
level, in precedent or in subsequent reiteration. As such, we shall pay particular
attention to the use of this subcategory of repetition in our pericope.
Second, it would be a mistake to overlook the possibility of repetition, or more
accurately of variation, as a component motivated by a purely aesthetic sensibility. In
their study on Song of Songs, Scott B. Noegel and Gary A. Rendsburg coined the term
“polyprosopon” to refer to this device,243 and addressed it as follows:
If we can envision a group of ancient Israelites assembled to hear the
Song of Songs read (sung?) aloud—in whatever setting one might
envision—we may rightly ask: how does one continue to engage the
attention of the gathered throng as the poetry proceeds through its eight
chapters? …[O]ne might argue that not much is needed beyond the
surface reading of the text…and yet the human mind does require
exercise to stay attuned at all times. It is our belief that the writers of
ancient literature intentionally varied their language, where possible,
specifically to engage the listener and to demand his or her absolute
attention when the text was read aloud.244

In practical terms, then, if no clear significance can be determined for a given
variation in a repeated or conventional pattern, it is better to accept it simply as an
embellishment than to wrestle it into the service of some deeper meaning. For that
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matter, even in cases where such a deeper meaning is detectable, we also may consider
as a legitimate motivating factor variation purely for its own sake. Indeed, this may
explain otherwise inconsequential variation throughout the biblical corpus, such as
alternation between the prepositions - ְלand ( ֶאלat the authorial level), mālē' versus
h9āsēr spellings (presumably by the hand of a later copyist), and so on. In this way,
repetition with variation represents a marriage of aesthetic and informative modes of
communication, and it is important for us to be attentive to both aspects, to the extent
that each example of variation addressed here should be conceived as a legitimate
aesthetic observation, even outside of the associated argument regarding its deeper
meaning. To this end, I make brief mention at the end of this section of a number of
instances of polyprosopon in Sefer Bilvam.

( זֶ ה ָשֹׁלשׁ ְר ָג ִליםNum 22:28, 32, 33); ( זֶ ה ָשֹׁלשׁ ְפּ ָע ִמיםNum 24:10)
Previously, we have encountered two instances of repetition and variation in
other parts of this study. The first arose in Chapter 3, where I identified the use of the
word  ֶר ֶגלwith the meaning “time, instance, iteration” as a dialectal feature.245 In Num
24:10, where the text changes from  ְר ָג ִליםto SBH פּ ָע ִמים,
ְ the success of this shift in
highlighting the prior usages of the alternative lexeme, and also in linking the
encounter between Balaam and Balaq with the earlier episode involving the jenny and
Yahweh’s messenger, springs directly from its variation of the thrice-repeated pattern
that occurred in Numbers 22.

245

See above, pp. 80–83.

412

Divine Appearance Followed by Speech (Num 22:9, 20; 23:4)
The second instance of repetition mentioned previously is the pattern
according to which God’s appearance to Balaam is followed immediately by speech.
As noted above,246 the third instance of this pattern makes effective use of ambiguous
subject and object pronouns to generate surprise, heightening the jarring effect of the
fact that unlike the previous occasions, this time around after God appears it is
Balaam, not God, who is the first to speak. Although the non-explicit subject and
object momentarily constitute gaps in our knowledge, the effectuality of this instance
of gapping rests on its arrival in the context of a repeated pattern. Thus, in this
instance we have a remarkable case of gapping and repetition working in tandem.

Communication Between Balaq and Balaam (Num 22:5b–17)
As an aside, the early portion of Sefer Bilvam offers multiple examples of
quoted direct speech. Of the messages sent to Balaam by Balaq, the second is an
instance of what Savran called “unverifiable speech,”247 since the only version that
exists is in the mouths of the messengers themselves (Num 22:16b–17), without any
explicit precedent appearing in the direct speech of Balaq.
The first such communication, however, appears in multiple slightly different
versions. When it is first spoken, its content is as follows:
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ה־נּא
ָ ֨ ת־עין ָה ָ֔א ֶרץ וְ ֥הוּא י ֵ ֹ֖שׁב ִמ ֻמּ ִ ֽלי׃ וְ ַע ָתּ ֩ה ְל ָכ
֣ ֵ ֠ ִהנֵּ ה ַ ֣עם יָ ָ ֤צא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֨ריִ ֙ם ִה ֵ ֤נּה ִכ ָסּ ֙ה ֶא
ן־ה ָ ֑א ֶרץ ִ ֣כּי
ָ ה־בּוֹ וַ ֲאגָ ְר ֶ ֖שׁנּוּ ִמ
֔ אוּכל֙ נַ ֶכּ
ַ אוּלי
֤ ַ הוּא ִמ ֶ֔מּ ִנּי
֙ י־ע ֥צוּם
ָ ת־ה ָ ֣עם ַה ֶ֗זּה ִ ֽכּ
ָ ה־לּי ֶא
ִ ֜ ָ ֽא ָר
יוּאר׃
ֽ ָ אר
ֹ ֖ ר־תּ ָב ֵר ְ֙ך ְמב ָ ֹ֔רְך וַ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ָתּ
ְ יָ ַ ֗ד ְע ִתּי ֵ ֤את ֲא ֶשׁ
“Behold, a people has come out from Egypt; behold, it has covered the
eye of the land,248 and it dwells opposite me. And now, please come,
curse for me this people, for it is stronger than I; perhaps I will be able
to strike it, that I might drive it from the land; for I know that whom
you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.”
(Num 22:5b–6)

The king’s envoys deliver this message verbatim, to all practical appearances: וַ יְ ַד ְבּרוּ
“ ֵא ָליו ִדּ ְב ֵרי ָב ָלקand they spoke to him Balaq’s words” (Num 22:7b). Where significant
change arises, however, is in Balaam’s repetition of this message to God, when
prompted. His version runs as follows:
אוּכל
֛ ַ אוּלי
֥ ַ ה־לּי א ֹ֔תוֹ
֙ ִ ת־עין ָה ָ ֑א ֶרץ ַע ָ֗תּה ְל ָ ֤כה ָ ֽק ָב
֣ ֵ יְכס ֶא
֖ ַ ִַה ֵ ֤נּה ָה ָע ֙ם ַהיּ ֵ ֹ֣צא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם ו
ְל ִה ָ ֥לּ ֶחם ֖בּוֹ וְ גֵ ַר ְשׁ ִ ֽתּיו׃
“‘Behold the people coming out from Egypt: it has covered the eye of
the land! Now, come, damn it for me; perhaps I will be able to battle
against it, and drive it out.’”
(Num 22:11)

Certain minor variations occur here, such as the omission of the word  ִהנֵּ הbefore the
second clause, slightly different verbal forms in the words ( י ֹ ֵצאhere a participle) and
וַ יְ ַכס, the shift in imperative from  ָא ָרהto  ָק ָבה, the omission of the particle נָ א, and so
on. In large part, these are to be regarded as inconsequential, or to be more precise, as
reflective of the aesthetic of variation for its own sake, to which Savran called
attention: “In terms of change in repetition, both conciseness and variation in language

248

On the phrase עין ָה ָא ֶרץ,
ֵ see below, p. 513.

414

are high priorities in quoted direct speech. Quotations rarely appear in a form identical
to their source….”249
The one major difference between the original message and Balaam’s
recitation of it is the absence in the latter version of Balaq’s entire concluding
statement: יוּאר
ָ אר
ֹ ר־תּ ָב ֵרְך ְמב ָֹרְך וַ ֲא ֶשׁר ָתּ
ְ “ ִכּי יָ ַד ְע ִתּי ֵאת ֲא ֶשׁfor I know that whom you
bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.” At first glance, this omission
might be perceived as pious censorship on the part of Balaam, who ought to
understand that the power of blessing and cursing lies with God and not himself. On
the other hand, however, in other instances Balaam is quick to correct Balaq—or his
messengers—when the king misspeaks, as in Num 22:18, 38, and so on; but here he
does no such thing.
Moreover, his repetition of Balaq’s message comes as a response to God’s
question: “ ִמי ָה ֲא ָנ ִשׁים ָה ֵא ֶלּה ִע ָ ֽמְּךWho are these men with you?” (Num 22:9). Balaam
misinterprets this as a simple request for information, which it surely is not, since God
certainly knows who the men are. Rather, it is a rhetorical device of a kind attested
elsewhere in the Bible, as, for instance, in the story of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4). In
Chapter 4, I called attention to Sternberg’s citation of two verses from this story (Gen
4:6–7) as a demonstration of God’s omniscience as a key component of the Bible’s
ideology.250 Bearing this principle in mind, he went on to observe that as the story
goes on, God’s omniscience, which “the reader now takes for granted[,] Cain has to
learn the hard way in the ensuing confrontation. Playing by human rules against a
divine opponent, Cain mistakes God’s rhetorical question (‘Where is Abel thy
brother?’) for a demand for information, and he therefore pleads ignorance (‘I do not

249
250

Savran 1988: 36.
See above, pp. 243–244.
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know; am I my brother’s keeper?’).”251 This and other examples like it, such as God’s
inquiring after Adam’s location in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:9), provide the human
thus questioned an opportunity, as it were, to demonstrate his or her ignorance of
God’s omniscience by attempting to hide facts or color the truth in some fashion, and
in so doing, inadvertently calls the audience’s attention to the central concern of the
story. For Cain, what is at stake is the matter of his brother’s murder; and for Adam,
he deflects the issue of his disobedience entirely by confining his answer to the matter
of nakedness.
In regard to our present case, therefore, it is critical to pay close attention to
precisely which words Balaam chooses to omit in recounting Balaq’s message to God.
On the basis of the precedents just cited, it would seem that the crucial issue for
Balaam is that he is flattered by Balaq’s words—which doubtless was their intent—
and is content to allow the king’s notion, that he himself wields true power, to persist.
In fact, he may even aim to maintain this illusion by attempting to obtain God’s
permission to fulfill Balaq’s request: if God will allow Balaam to do so, can he not
take some responsibility for the end result, which thereby would be tantamount to his
own genuine possession of the power to curse?
Despite this suggestion, however, Balaam’s response to the messengers after
the theophany provides an important check on the hypothesis that he is motivated by
flattery alone. In the morning, the Aramean approaches the emissaries and says, ְלכוּ
ל־א ְר ְצ ֶכם ִכּי ֵמ ֵאן יְ הוָ ה ְל ִת ִתּי ַל ֲהֹלְך ִע ָמּ ֶכם
ַ “ ֶאGo to your land, for Yahweh has refused to
allow me to go with you” (Num 22:13). Thus, notwithstanding his initial willingness
to explore the possibility of agreeing to Balaq’s request and his implied acceptance of
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the attribution of genuine cursing power, he nevertheless submits to divine direction.
This important aspect of his perspective is not applied to the other parties in the
arrangement. The envoys’ repetition to their king of Balaam’s response after the
theophany further demonstrates the persistent view, which is extended here to
encompass both Balaq and his messengers, that the power to bless and curse resides
with Balaam himself. Although their wording is remarkably similar to Balaam’s own
statement, the refusal is attributed to Balaam himself: “ ֵמ ֵאן ִבּ ְל ָעם ֲהֹלְך ִע ָמּנוּBalaam
refused to go with us” (Num 22:14). The envoys’ omission of Yahweh’s name
indicates that they hold Balaam accountable for the decision not to accompany them,
either because they do not recognize or understand Yahweh, or because they perceive
Balaam as acting according to his own preference, regardless of the content of the
divine order. But in the end there is little distinction between these alternatives, since
the implication is the same: from their standpoint, the ultimate responsibility for the
decision not to perform the requested curse rests solely on Balaam’s shoulders. Here,
then, the initial suggestion that Balaam’s actions are predicated solely on his favorable
response to Balaq’s compliment is tempered by his deference to God’s instructions, a
deference that the king and his messengers neither share nor recognize.

Encounters with Yahweh’s Messenger in the Jenny Episode
The early portion of the episode in Num 22:21–35 presents a tight threefold
repeating pattern in which the jenny perceives the appearance of Yahweh’s messenger,
whom Balaam cannot yet see, and deviates from its course in order to avoid the
messenger, thus drawing a beating from its rider. As the following table indicates,
each repetition presents the same four elements:
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Passage
Num
22:22b–23

Num
22:24–25

Num
22:26–27

Table 8: Repeating Pattern in the Jenny Episode
Messenger Appears
Jenny Sees
Jenny Responds Balaam Reacts
ַ וַ ֵתּ ֶרא ָה ָאתוֹן ֶא
ת־מ ְל ַאְך וַ יִּ ְתיַ ֵצּב ַמ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ ה
:… יְ הוָ ה נִ ָצּב ַבּ ֶדּ ֶרְך וְ ַח ְרבּוֹ ַבּ ֶדּ ֶרְך ְל ָשׂ ָטן לוֹ
לוּפה ְבּיָ דוֹ
ָ ְשׁ
And a messenger of And the jenny saw
Yahweh stationed
Yahweh’s
himself in the road, messenger, his
as an obstacle for
sword of flame in
him….
his hand;
ַ וַ ֵתּ ֶרא ָה ָאתוֹן ֶא
ת־מ ְל ַאְך וַ יַּ ֲעמֹד ַמ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ ה
ְבּ ִמ ְשׁעוֹל ַה ְכּ ָר ִמים ָגּ ֵדר
יְ הוָ ה
ִמזֶּ ה וְ ָג ֵדר ִמזֶּ ה׃
And Yahweh’s
And the jenny saw
messenger stood in Yahweh’s
a vineyard path,
messenger;
fences this way and
that.
וֹסף ַמ ְל ַאְך־יְ הוָ ה ֲעבוֹר
ֶ ת־מ ְל ַאְך וַ יּ
ַ וַ ֵתּ ֶרא ָה ָאתוֹן ֶא
וַ יַּ ֲעמֹד ְבּ ָמקוֹם ָצר ֲא ֶשׁר
יְ הוָ ה
ֵאין־ ֶדּ ֶרְך ִלנְ טוֹת יָ ִמין
וּשׂמ ֹאול׃
ְ
And Yahweh’s
And the jenny saw
messenger persisted Yahweh’s
in opposing, and
messenger;
stood in a narrow
place, where there
was no way to veer
right or left.

ן־ה ֶדּ ֶרְך
ַ וַ ֵתּט ָה ָאתוֹן ִמ
וַ ֵתּ ֶלְך ַבּ ָשּׂ ֶדה
And the jenny
veered aside from
the road, and went
into the field;

ת־ה ָאתוֹן
ָ וַ יַּ ְך ִבּ ְל ָעם ֶא
ְל ַהטּ ָֹתהּ ַה ָ ֽדּ ֶרְך׃
And Balaam beat
the jenny for its
veering (from) the
road.

וַ יּ ֶֹסף ְל ַהכּ ָֹתהּ׃
ל־ה ִקּיר וַ ִתּ ְל ַחץ
ַ וַ ִתּ ָלּ ֵחץ ֶא
ת־ר ֶגל ִבּ ְל ָעם
ֶ ֶא
ל־ה ִקּיר
ַ ֶא
And he persisted in
And it pressed
against the wall, and beating it.
crushed Balaam’s
foot against the
wall;
וַ ִתּ ְר ַבּץ ַתּ ַחת ִבּ ְל ָעם
ר־אף ִבּ ְל ָעם וַ יַּ ְך
ַ וַ יִּ ַח
ת־ה ָאתוֹן ַבּ ַמּ ֵקּל׃
ָ ֶא
And it lay down
beneath Balaam;

And Balaam’s anger
flared, and he beat
the jenny with the
cane.

Overall, the first iteration is the most expansive, and provides in the first and fourth
elements phrases indicating the purpose of the characters’ actions: “ ְל ָשׂ ָטן לוֹas an
obstacle for him” in the first element, and “ ְל ַהטּ ָֹתהּfor its veering” in the fourth. In
addition, the first instance of the first element has appended to it the unrepeated clause
וּשׁ ֵני נְ ָע ָריו ִעמּוֹ
ְ “ וְ הוּא ר ֵֹכב ַעל־ ֲאתֹנוֹand he was riding his jenny, and two of his lads
(were) with him,” which is ellipsed in the table. This element not only provides scenic
detail for the encounter, but also serves to balance the first occurrence of the repeated
pattern against the second and third, both of whose first elements are considerably
longer. The first iteration of the sequence also expands the second element, which is
otherwise identical in all three instances (notwithstanding the Masoretic accents), by
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adding a description of the messenger. The unvarying repetition of this element may
be seen as reflective of the steadfastness of the jenny, to which I have made reference
above.252
The three versions of the fourth element in the sequence, while decidedly less
verbatim than those of the second element, still attest some similarity, largely
revolving around the recurring verbal root נכה, here in the Hiphvil meaning “strike,”
and the explicitly indicated direct object ת־ה ָאתוֹן
ָ “ ֶאthe jenny” in the first and third
occurrences. In addition, the third attestation of this concluding element resounds as a
forceful climax to the pattern under scrutiny, by means of the added phrases ר־אף
ַ וַ יִּ ַח
“ ִבּ ְל ָעםand Balaam’s anger flared” and “ ַבּ ַמּ ֵקּלwith the cane.”253
With the second and (to a lesser degree) fourth elements in the sequence
remaining static across all three repetitions, it falls to the first and third elements to
generate an escalation of the situation that will move the plot forward to the
subsequent events, in which the jenny speaks, Balaam finally sees the messenger, and
so on. These two elements, the messenger’s repeated appearances and the jenny’s
repeated attempts to avoid this figure, are in dialogue: the donkey responds in each
case by refusing to approach the messenger unless some suitable way of getting
around him presents itself; and the venues chosen by the messenger become
successively narrower in response to the donkey’s repeated attempts to move around
him. The core of the sequence’s humor resides in this repeated confrontation between
jenny and messenger, not least because it relegates Balaam—ostensibly the main
character of the episode—to a peripheral role, in which his actions do nothing to affect
the story, despite his repeated attempts to assert his will on the course of events.
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His impotence in this situation is amplified in two ways, both neatly
encapsulated in the expansive phrase יּוֹסף ַמ ְל ַאְך־יְ הוָ ה ֲעבוֹר
ֶ ַ“ וand Yahweh’s messenger
persisted in opposing,” which opens the third iteration of the repeated sequence. In the
immediately preceding phrase, “ וַ יּ ֶֹסף ְל ַהכּ ָֹתהּand he persisted in beating it,” Balaam is
the subject, and the use of the verb  יסףcreates a link between Balaam’s persistence
here and Balaq’s earlier persistence in Num 22:15, such that both figures come across
as intent on pushing their own agendas, irrespective of the circumstances arrayed
against them. Here in Num 22:26, the association of this same verb with Yahweh’s
messenger further emphasizes the futility of Balaam’s efforts, indicating his stubborn
insistence on fighting a battle of wills with the divine. The use of the keyword עבר
here in association with Yahweh’s messenger serves further to highlight this conflict,
as noted previously.254 Thus, in this compact clause we encounter two words, יּוֹסף
ֶ ַ וand
עבוֹר,
ֲ that work in tandem to link this episode with other parts of the pericope, as well
as calling attention to one of its overarching themes.

Ritual Preparations Preceding Oracular Speech (Num 22:41b–23:3, 6; 23:14–15, 17;
23:28–30)
Each of the first three oracles is preceded by a series of preparatory acts
leading up to Balaam’s encounter with God and subsequent poetic utterance. The
pattern proceeds as indicated in the table on the following page:255
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Table 9: Pattern of Ritual Preparations Preceding Oracular Speech
Step 1

Step 2

ל־בּ ָלק
ָ אמר ִבּ ְל ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
ה־לי ָבזֶ ה ִשׁ ְב ָעה ִמזְ ְבּחֹת
ִ ְֵבּנ
וְ ָה ֵכן ִלי ָבּזֶ ה ִשׁ ְב ָעה ָפ ִרים
וְ ִשׁ ְב ָעה ֵא ִילים׃
And Balaq took Balaam And Balaam said to
and brought him up
Balaq, “Build for me here
Bamot-Baval, and he saw seven altars, and provide
from there the edge of
for me here seven bulls
the people.
and seven rams.”
(Num 22:41b)
(Num 23:1)

ת־בּ ְל ָעם רֹאשׁ
ִ וַ יִּ ַקּח ָבּ ָלק ֶא
ל־פּ ֵני
ְ ַה ְפּעוֹר ַהנִּ ְשׁ ָקף ַע
מן׃
ֹ ַה ְי ִשׁי

And Balaam said to
Balaq, “Station yourself
beside your sacrifice,
that I may go….” And
he went to a bare height.
(Num 23:3)

ל־בּ ָלק ִה ְתיַ ֵצּב כֹּה … וַ יִּ ֶבן ִשׁ ְב ָעה ִמזְ ְבּחֹת וַ יַּ ַעל
ָ אמר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
@ַעל־ע ָֹל ֶתָך וְ ָאנ ִֹכי ִא ָקּ ֶרה כֹּה׃ ָפּר וָ ַאיִ ל ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵבּ ַח

ø

(Num 23:14a)

Num
23:28–30

And Balaq did as
Balaam had spoken, and
Balaq and Balaam
offered up bull and ram
on the altar.
(Num 23:2)

ל־בּ ָלק
ָ אמר ִבּ ְל ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
ה־לי ָבזֶ ה ִשׁ ְב ָעה ִמזְ ְבּחֹת
ִ ְֵבּנ
וְ ָה ֵכן ִלי ָבּזֶ ה ִשׁ ְב ָעה ָפ ִרים
וְ ִשׁ ְב ָעה ֵא ִילים׃
And Balaq took Balaam And Balaam said to
to Rosh-Pevor, which
Balaq, “Build for me here
overlooks the waste.
seven altars, and provide
for me here seven bulls
and seven rams.”
(Num 23:28)
(Num 23:29)

…And he built seven
And he said to Balaq,
altars, and he offered up “Station yourself as
bull and ram on the altar. before beside your
sacrifice, and I shall
appear as before.”
(Num 23:14b)

A N Y

Sede-S9ophim, to RoshPisga…

אמר ִבּ ְל ָעם ְל ָב ָלק ִה ְתיַ ֵצּב וַ יַּ ַעשׂ ָבּ ָלק ַכּ ֲא ֶשׁר ִדּ ֶבּר ִבּ ְל ָעם
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
וּב ְל ָעם ָפּר וָ ַאיִ ל
ִ וַ יַּ ַעל ָבּ ָלק
ַעל־ע ָֹל ֶתָך וְ ֵא ְל ָכה … וַ יֵּ ֶלְך
ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵבּ ַח׃
ֶ ֽשׁ ִפי׃

Step 5

H
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וַ יִּ ָקּ ֵחהוּ ְשׂ ֵדה צ ִֹפים ֶאל־רֹאשׁ
Num
…ַה ִפּ ְסגָּ ה
23:14–15,
17
And he took him (to)

Step 4

(Num 23:15)

וַ יַּ ַעשׂ ָבּ ָלק ַכּ ֲא ֶשׁר ָא ַמר
ִבּ ְל ָעם וַ יַּ ַעל ָפּר וָ ַאיִ ל ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵבּ ַח׃
And Balaq did as
Balaam had said, and he
offered up bull and ram
on the altar.
(Num 23:30)

Ø

וַ יָּ ָשׁב ֵא ָליו וְ ִהנֵּ ה נִ ָצּב
ל־שׂ ֵרי
ָ ַעל־ע ָֹלתוֹ הוּא וְ ָכ
מוֹאב׃
ָ
And he returned to him,
and behold, he was
standing beside his
sacrifice, he and all the
officers of Moab.
(Num 23:6)
וַ יָּ בֹא ֵא ָליו וְ ִהנּוֹ נִ ָצּב ַעל־ע ָֹלתוֹ
אמר לוֹ
ֶ ֹ מוֹאב ִאתּוֹ וַ יּ
ָ וְ ָשׂ ֵרי
ה־דּ ֶבּר יְ הוָ ה׃
ִ ָבּ ָלק ַמ
And he came to him and
behold, he was standing
beside his sacrifice, and
the officers of Moab
with him; and Balaq said
to him, “What did
Yahweh speak?”
(Num 23:17)

Table 9: Pattern of Ritual Preparations Preceding Oracular Speech

ת־בּ ְל ָעם וַ יַּ ֲע ֵלהוּ
ִ וַ יִּ ַקּח ָבּ ָלק ֶא
ָבּמוֹת ָבּ ַעל וַ יַּ ְרא ִמ ָשּׁם ְק ֵצה
ָה ָעם׃

Step 3

T H E O P

Passage
Num
22:41b–
23:3, 6

Each iteration takes place according to some version of the following five
steps: 1) Balaq leads Balaam to a location that provides an optimal view for the task;
2) Balaam instructs Balaq to build altars and provide sacrificial animals; 3) Balaq
complies, and sacrifices are performed; 4) Balaam orders Balaq to wait by the
sacrifices until he returns; 5) Balaq complies. Notification of the fifth step’s
completion generally comes later, after Balaam has gone aside and has experienced a
theophany, then returns to find Balaq where he had left him.
The changes that take place in the second iteration, as against the first, serve
primarily to highlight Balaq’s reboubled eagerness to achieve the desired curse, after
the first attempt fails. Thus, this time he proceeds to build altars and perform sacrifices
without explicit instruction from Balaam; and after the theophany, the addition of his
question ה־דּ ֶבּר יְ הוָ ה
ִ “ ַמWhat did Yahweh speak?” further emphasizes Balaq’s renewed
feeling of urgency. At the same time, however, despite the absence of step 2 in the
second deployment of the pattern, its identical wording—that is, its lack of variation—
in the first and third iterations emphasizes the prescribed formality of the ritual actions
involved. Other variations here involve small changes in the language of steps 4 and 5
(Num 23:15, 17), as against their earlier counterparts (Num 23:3, 6), in ways that call
attention to the repetition underway here, such as the use of the word  כֹּהin Num
23:15, here translated “as before.” We need not dwell on the omission in Num 23:15
of Balaam’s lengthy explanation of the reasoning behind his instruction to Balaq in the
first occurrence of step 4 (Num 23:3, partially ellipsed in the table): Balaam need not
repeat it here, since he has given it already in the prior iteration of the pattern.
Most significant in the development between the first two iterations is that
Balaam himself no longer participates in sacrificing the animals provided. This
persists through the third iteration (Num 23:28–30) as well, which presents a version
of steps 1 through 3 that otherwise is remarkably similar to that appearing in the first
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iteration (Num 22:41–23:2): step 1 bears the identical phrase ת־בּ ְל ָעם
ִ “ וַ יִּ ַקּח ָבּ ָלק ֶאAnd
Balaq took Balaam,” step 2 is an exact replication of the original, and aside from the
omission of Balaam’s name, step 3 attests only the change of the word  ִדּ ֶבּרto א ַמר.
ָ
This leaves the initial presentation of this pattern as the only one in which he is
involved directly in the sacrificial part of the process.
It is in the third iteration, which at first meticulously produces a near-perfect
duplicate of the original pattern, that the most significant change occurs. After steps 1
through 3, the pattern aborts, and the following two verses introduce the third oracle in
a drastically different fashion than the previous two:
ם־בּ ַ ֖פ ַעם ִל ְק ַ ֣ראת
ְ א־ה ַ ֥לְך ְכּ ַ ֽפ ַע
ָ ֹ יני יְ הוָ ֙ה ְל ָב ֵ ֣רְך ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל וְ ל
֤ ֵ וַ ַיּ֣ ְרא ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם ִ ֣כּי ֞טוֹב ְבּ ֵע
ת־ע ֗ ָיניו וַ יַּ ְר ֙א ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל שׁ ֵ ֹ֖כן ִל ְשׁ ָב ָ ֑טיו
ֵ ל־ה ִמּ ְד ָ ֖בּר ָפּ ָנֽיו׃ וַ יִּ ָ֨שּׂא ִב ְל ֜ ָעם ֶא
ַ נְ ָח ִ ֑שׁים וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׁת ֶא
ֹלהים׃
ֽ ִ וַ ְתּ ִ ֥הי ָע ָ ֖ליו ֥ר ַוּח ֱא
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set
his face toward the wilderness. And Balaam lifted his eyes and saw
Israel dwelling in its tribes, and the spirit of Elohim was upon him.
(Num 24:1–2)

In addition to constituting a dramatic break from the established pre-oracular pattern,
these verses describe a radical shift in Balaam’s perspective on Israel and on his own
task. Here, the insight that compels Balaam to speak the third oracle derives not from
his divinatory “sight”—note the unexpected mention of his abandonment of nəh9āšîm,
which I addressed in the section on gapping256—but from his literal, physical sight of
the people of Israel. It is significant that this occurs here, despite Balaq’s repeated
attempts in step 1 to pick ritual venues according to his desire to optimize Balaam’s
physical view of Israel, as expressed in Num 22:41; 23:13, 27, which were discussed
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previously.257 This implicitly drives home the point that no human attempt at
controlling the relationship between divinatory and literal sight will have any effect on
the end result, whose nature is determined solely by God. Thus, the break in the
repeated pattern of ritual preparation coincides precisely with a new paradigm for the
employment of Balaam’s talents and the subject of his poetic speech.
Finally, it is worthwhile to note Balaq’s response to Balaam’s third oracular
blessing of Israel, which begins with the phrase ר־אף ָבּ ָלק
ַ ( וַ יִּ ַחNum 24:10). This is
identical to the phrase used to describe Balaam’s own reaction to the behavior of his
jenny, who already has been beaten twice but still insists on laying down when
Yahweh’s messenger appears for the third time: ר־אף ִבּ ְל ָעם
ַ ( וַ יִּ ַחNum 22:27). This
simple verbal link stands as one of many parallels between the account of Balaam and
his jenny and the subsequent confrontation between Balaam and Balaq, a relationship
whose significance will undergo examination in the following chapter.258.

Recurring Expressions of Balaam’s Connection to the Divine
The tightest and most extensive pattern of repetitions that runs through the
pericope involves a series of statements expressing the specific nature of Balaam’s
relationship to the divine.259 Two statements to this effect occur in the pericope, both
in multiple attestations. Most often, they occur in the mouth of Balaam, although God
is the speaker in two places (the second and third rows in the table below), with the
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second of these two instances occurring by way of Yahweh’s messenger. These data
are arranged according to the schema A, B, B, A'+B, B, B, A+B:
Table 10: Statements Expressing Balaam’s Connection to the Divine
Verse
Type A
Type B
ל
אוּכ
ַ
א
ֹ
ל
ב
ה
ָ
ָז
ְו
ף
ס
ֶ
כּ
ֶ
יתוֹ
ב
ֵ
ֹא
ל
מ
ְ
ק
ל
ָ
ב
ָ
י
ן־ל
ִ
תּ
ֶ
ִם־י
א
ִ
Num 22:18
ֹלהי ַל ֲעשׂוֹת ְק ַטנָּ ה אוֹ
ָ ת־פּי יְ הוָ ה ֱא
ִ ַל ֲעבֹר ֶא
דוֹלה
ָ ְג
If Balaq were to give me the fullness of
his house, silver and gold, I would be
unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh
my God to do (anything,) small or great.

Num 22:20
Num 22:35
Num 22:38
Num 23:12

Num 23:26
Num 24:13

ר־א ַד ֵבּר ֵא ֶליָך אֹתוֹ ַת ֲע ֶשׂה
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָבר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ וְ ַאְך ֶא
But just the word that I speak to you—it
shall you do.
ר־א ַד ֵבּר ֵא ֶליָך אֹתוֹ ְת ַד ֵבּר
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָבר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ וְ ֶא ֶפס ֶא
But only the word that I say to you—it
shall you speak.
אוּמה
ָ אוּכל ַדּ ֵבּר ְמ
ַ ֲהיָ כוֹל
ֹלהים ְבּ ִפי אֹתוֹ ֲא ַד ֵבּר
ִ ַה ָדּ ָבר ֲא ֶשׁר יָ ִשׂים ֱא
Am I truly able to speak anything?
The word that Elohim puts in my
mouth—it shall I speak.
ֲהלֹא ֵאת ֲא ֶשׁר ָי ִשׂים יְ הוָ ה ְבּ ִפי אֹתוֹ ֶא ְשׁמֹר
ְל ַד ֵבּר
Is it not whatever Yahweh puts in my
mouth (that) I should take care to speak?
כֹּל ֲא ֶשׁר־יְ ַד ֵבּר יְ הוָ ה אֹתוֹ ֶ ֽא ֱע ֶשׂה
All that Yahweh speaks—it shall I do.
ֲא ֶשׁר־יְ ַד ֵבּר יְ הוָ ה אֹתוֹ ֲא ַד ֵבּר
אוּכל
ַ ן־לי ָב ָלק ְמל ֹא ֵביתוֹ ֶכּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָהב לֹא
ִ ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
טוֹבה אוֹ ָר ָעה ִמ ִלּ ִבּי
ָ ת־פּי יְ הוָ ה ַל ֲעשׂוֹת
ִ ַל ֲעבֹר ֶא
If Balaq were to give me the fullness of What Yahweh speaks—it shall I speak.
his house, silver and gold, I would be
unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh
my God to do (anything,) good or ill, on
my own.

The extended statements of type A bracket the entire sequence, which is made up,
significantly, of seven segments. The final segment attests not only the bracketing A
component, but also a final instance of the B type, thus concluding the pattern with a
collocation of both statements. In the precise midpoint of the sequence we encounter a
similar collocation, but here we find the drastically shortened A' statement rather than
its lengthier A counterpart.
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Within the bracketed structure formed by the opening and closing occurrences
of the A type, there occurs an internal bracket formed by the first and last of the
central five segments (Num 22:20; 23:26), which attest as their final word the verb
“ עשׂהdo,” rather than “ דברspeak” as in the other instances. Indeed, this is a trait
shared by the larger A brackets as well, and so the following verbal pattern is evident
across the overall sequence:
do
do
speak
speak + speak
speak
do
do + speak

The effect is that the concepts of action and speech are drawn into a relationship that
stands in pronounced juxtaposition to the connection between ritual action and
divinatory speech, with which Balaq is so deeply concerned. Whereas the above
discussion of that pattern ultimately revealed the futility of ritual as a means of
exerting control over the divinatory process,260 we encounter in the present sequence a
series of expressions that address Balaam’s fulfillment of God’s will in both action
and speech.
The pattern begins with verbal confirmation from both Balaam and God that
Balaam must act in accordance with God’s instruction (Num 22:18, 20). Yet despite
the fact that Balaam is able to articulate this principle in his own words, he fails to
abide by it, instead heading off to Moab on his donkey. The episode precipitated by

260

See the previous subsection, pp. 420–424.

426

this misstep concludes in Num 22:35 not by correcting his actions—he has freely
offered to return home, after all—but by focusing on a different aspect of Balaam’s
relationship to the divine, namely, speech. This is entirely appropriate given the
content of the subsequent section, in which Balaam speaks his poetic oracles; and in
fact this is reflected in the B-type statements that occur in this later part of the
pericope. Prior to the first and second oracles, in Num 22:38 and 23:12, Balaam says
that he must speak “ ) ֵאת( ֲא ֵשׁר יָ ִשׂים ֱאֹל ִהים\יְ הוָ ה ְבּ ִפיwhatever Elohim/Yahweh puts in
my mouth;” and in the theophany that occurs shortly after each of these verses (Num
23:5, 16), this is precisely what occurs, as expressed in the repeated clause (וַ יָּ ֶשׂם )יְ הוָ ה
( ָדּ ָבר ְבּ ִפי ִב ְל ָעםin the latter verse,  ְבּ ִפי ִב ְל ָעםis replaced with )בּ ִפיו.
ְ Then, following the
second oracle, the verbal pattern shifts back from speech to action in the sixth portion
of the repeating sequence (Num 23:26). This occurs almost precisely at the moment
that Balaam adjusts his own actions by abandoning nəh9āšîm, a practice that evidently
was a part of the ritual preparations leading up to the previous oracles. As a result, he
is able to speak additional oracular material without recourse to divination, and so the
pattern comes full circle: by conforming his actions to the will of God, as he himself
explained he must at the beginning of this pattern, he attains full status as a conduit of
divine will, transmitting it through speech in the third, fourth, and subsequent oracles.
This marks the completion of the process by which Balaam is transformed from
diviner to prophet, the end result of which is highlighted by his reiteration of the
earlier type A statement, this time in combination with one of type B as well (Num
24:13).
The wording of this reiteration is almost identical to the original in Num 22:18.
It is possible that this might inspire some skepticism about my proposal that Balaam
actually has changed over the course of the pericope, since his statements at the
beginning and end of the repeated sequence under examination here are near-perfect
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copies. I suggest, however, that the situation here is similar to that in Genesis 37,
where the words “ ַחיָּ ה ָר ָעה ֲא ָכ ָל ְתהוּa wicked beast has devoured him!” in verses 20 and
33 occur with vastly different connotations, first in the mouths of the brothers as they
plot, and later in the mouth of Jacob when he is informed of Joseph’s disappearance.
Although that context involves two different speakers, Fokkelman’s comments
nevertheless are applicable to the situation in Sefer Bilvam as well: “Whereas the
choice of words and their meaning remain unchanged, the sense and value of the
utterance have been changed and expanded in an intriguing way: the context has been
drastically altered….”261 Indeed, although Fokkelman’s statement that “it is a different
character speaking the clause”262 is intended literally in the context of his discussion, it
may be transferred with a figurative sense to our examination of Balaam, whose
development as a character has rendered him quite distinct at the end of the pericope
from what he was at its beginning.
The important shift thus reflected in this near-copy of the previous statement is
amplified by the significant change in wording at its end, where the phrase ְק ַטנָּ ה אוֹ
דוֹלה
ָ “ ְגsmall or great” in Num 22:18 is changed to טוֹבה אוֹ ָר ָעה
ָ “good or ill” in Num
24:13. This change reflects Balaam’s revised thinking, whereby a new, value-laden
merism replaces the earlier magnitude-oriented one. In addition, his dependence on
God’s direction is emphasized by the addition of the word מ ִלּ ִבּי,
ִ literally “from my
heart,” which I have rendered “on my own.” Finally, the addition of the type B
statement as the final portion of this concluding expression of Balaam’s relationship to
the divine brings the entire repeating sequence to a forceful and momentous close.
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Polyprosopon: Variation for the Sake of Variation
To conclude our examination of repetition with variation in Sefer Bilvam, I
offer here an assortment of examples of polyprosopon in the pericope. With the
exception of a few items that I have addressed above in other contexts, the constituents
of the following list may be conceived as representative of the range and variety of
aesthetically-motivated variation present in the text. These items do not constitute a
comprehensive list, but nevertheless convey a sense of the ubiquity of this feature:











263

Three different neutral terms are used for Israel in Num 22:2–3: ְבּ ֵני
“ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלthe children of Israel,” “ ָה ָעםthe people,” “ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלIsrael”
Verb “ אמרsay” takes the preposition  ֶאלin some places (Num 22:4,
8, 10, etc.), but - ְלin others (Num 22:16, 20, 29, etc.)
The Moabite emissaries are called “ ָשׂ ִריםofficers” throughout (Num
22:8, 13, 14, 18, 35), except in Num 22:18, where they are called
“ ַע ְב ֵדי ָב ָלקservants of Balaq”
Varying forms of the root “ קבבcurse,” such as ( ָק ָבהNum 22:11,
17); ( ַקבֹּהNum 23:8); ( ַקבנוֹNum 23:13), etc.263
God “comes” ( )וַ יָּ ב ֹאto Balaam in Num 22:9, 20, but “appears”
( )וַ יִּ ָקּרto him in Num 23:4, 16
Free interchange of ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאand יְ הוָ ה, as in Num 23:4, 16
Before the first oracle, the group accompanying Balaq is called
מוֹאב
ָ ל־שׂ ֵרי
ָ “ ָכall the officers of Moab” (Num 23:6); but before the
second oracle, they are מוֹאב ִאתּוֹ
ָ “ ָשׂ ֵריthe officers of Moab with
him” (Num 23:17)
“ ָלקֹב אֹיְ ַבי ְל ַק ְח ִתּיָךto curse my enemies I brought you” (Num 23:11);
but אתיָך
ִ איְ ַבי ְק ָר
ֹ ֽ “ ָלקֹבto curse my enemies I summoned you” (Num
24:10)
The titulary opening the third oracle includes “ ֲא ֵשׁרwho” (Num
24:4b); but the fourth oracle omits this word in the same colon
(Num 24:16c), while adding before it the colon “ וְ י ֵֹד ַע ַדּ ַעת ֶע ְליוֹןand
knower of the knowledge of Elyon” (Num 24:16b)

See Table 4, above, p. 295.
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To be sure, I have incorporated some of these items into my discussions of other
literary devices and themes in the pericope. Nevertheless, they function also on the
level of polyprosopon, just as effectively as the items in this list that I have not
previously adduced. Thus, these instances of repetition with variation demonstrate the
degree to which such literature invited a high level of active involvement and close
attention to detail on the part of the audience, and likewise calls for careful
examination and appreciation of the minutiae of the text in modern study.

Structure – Prose
Earlier, I observed that most of the literary features here might be considered
in some sense to be manifestations of the phenomenon of repetition. By the same
token, the same features, and especially repetition itself, often operate on a structural
level in biblical literature. Repetition in particular provides a remarkably versatile tool
that can serve multiple purposes, simultaneously reinforcing important themes in a
given pericope, demarcating its various pieces or stages, drawing those stages
together, and/or indicating the new developments that have taken place at the point of
each stage’s arrival. With regard to prose, then, it is no surprise that both Fokkelman
and Jerome T. Walsh presented extended treatments of repetition in their studies of
narrative structure in the Bible.264
Walsh’s volume amounts to a meticulous typology of the various types of
structural symmetry in biblical narrative. The level of detail in the study is evident in
the range of subdivisions applied therein to symmetrical phenomena: the work begins
by examining “reverse symmetry,”265 which includes both chiastic (ABxB'A') and
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concentric (ABB'A') patterns, and in his estimation is the most common form of
symmetry in the Bible.266 From there, Walsh proceeded to explore “forward
symmetry”267 (ABCA'B'C' or AA'BB'CC'), “alternating repetition”268 (ABA'B'A''B''),
“partial symmetry”269 such as inclusio, complex overlays of symmetrical structures
that he termed “multiple symmetry,”270 and asymmetry.271 The remainder of the
volume is concerned with the ways in which literary units, which themselves usually
evince some form of symmetry, relate to one another, either disjunctively or
conjunctively.272 Copious examples serve to flesh out each section.
The range of perspectives offered by Walsh on the variety and significance of
the various patterns is indeed a useful reference tool, and it also led him to some
valuable general observations.273 Of particular note in the present context are two of
these remarks. First, “[s]ymmetry can occur on any linguistic level from small-scale
phonetic patterns in phrases and sentences to large-scale verbal and thematic patterns
comprising narrative complexes of many chapters.”274 This accords with my above
observation that the full range of literary devices already examined here, from
alliteration upward, can serve a structural or demarcating function in a given text.
Second, the structural qualities of biblical narrative argue insistently that
“[i]nterpretation should not limit itself to a linear reading of the text. Intratextual
comparisons of corresponding elements and sequences can offer fruitful additional
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avenues for discovering deeper or more complex levels of meaning.”275 This already
has begun to become apparent with regard to Sefer Bilvam, particularly on the level of
the elements that constitute the various repeating patterns in the pericope. We have an
opportunity to explore this principle further in this section, particularly in our synoptic
examination of these repetitive sequences, and also in the next section, as we map the
structure of the poetic oracles.
Walsh’s typology is a highly useful tool, and encourages careful consideration
of the full range of structural nuances of whatever piece of biblical narrative one might
wish to study. It offers a multitude of demonstrative examples whose analyses, though
cursory at times, reckon effectively with the unique challenges of each of the texts
discussed. A shortcoming of Walsh’s study, however, is that it lacks a clear synthetic
extrapolation of a set of principles characterizing the contributions of structural
devices to the overall effect of biblical narrative generally. In this regard, Fokkelman’s
volume meets with somewhat more success because of its organization not according
to structural types, but according to the most basic elements of storytelling: action,
plot, quest, and hero;276 space and time;277 points of view, knowledge, and values;278
and so on. By approaching the text in this fashion, Fokkelman was able to integrate his
structural observations in such a way as to indicate their augmentation of the text’s
narrative fundamentals and their potency.
Given Fokkelman’s approach, a review of only two of his examples is
insufficient to demonstrate the entire range of possibilities in this regard. But at the
least, it provides a sense of the versatility and expressive potential of the structural
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arrangement of a given narrative, and of some of the ways in which this aspect can
work in tandem with other literary features as a tool for the communication of
meaning. For this reason, I intend for the demonstrations I present here to stand not as
representative of the entire breadth of the Bible’s structural artistry, but rather as a
concise yet suggestive sampling of some of the ways that structure is utilized in
biblical narrative, in the hope that increased sensitivity to its employment in these
instances will increase appreciation of it more generally. The first example speaks to
the intentionality of narrative structure in the Bible, and also reveal how a structural
pattern can facilitate the presentation of multiple layers of significance in a single
narrative. The second example shows how structure can serve as a support for the
deployment of a story’s spatial aspect.
I have had occasion previously to refer to Genesis 37:18–33,279 which deals
with Joseph’s brothers, their plot to rid themselves of Joseph, and their deception of
Jacob regarding his fate. The chapter opens, we recall, with Joseph recounting to his
brothers two dreams whose symbolism suggests their subservience to him. In this
latter portion of the chapter, the brothers are shepherding in Dothan, where Joseph
comes to find them. The brothers, still smarting from his recounted dreams, plot to kill
him and deceive their father by telling him “ ַחיָּ ה ָר ָעה ֲא ָכ ָל ְתהוּA wicked beast has
devoured him!” (Gen 37:20). Reuben has compassion on his brother, however, and
proposes simply throwing him in a pit and abandoning him, a plan to which the
brothers acquiesce. When a caravan happens by, however, Judah suggests that even
this may be too strong an action against their own flesh and blood, and that they
should sell him into slavery instead. After the transaction is completed, Reuben, who
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apprarently has been absent, returns to the pit and is horrified to discover that Joseph
is gone. The brothers dip Joseph’s coat in blood and, upon returning home, present it
to their father, who in his devastation proclaims that “ ַחיָּ ה ָר ָעה ֲא ָכ ָל ְתהוּA wicked beast
has devoured him!” (Gen 37:33).
After drawing attention to certain enigmatic features in the story, such as
Reuben’s twofold appearance and the repetition of the key phrase חיָּ ה ָר ָעה ֲא ָכ ָל ְתהוּ,
ַ
Fokkelman pointed out that such features fall into place when considered as parts of
the following concentric structure:280
A

18–20
B
21–22
C
23–24
D
25
X 26–27
D' 28
C'
29
B'
30
A'
31–33

Brothers plot to kill Joseph ()חיָּ ה ָר ָעה ֲא ָכ ָל ְתהוּ
ַ
Reuben speaks: “Throw him in this pit.”
Brothers throw Joseph in a pit
Caravan passes
Judah suggests selling Joseph
Joseph sold to caravan
Reuben discovers that Joseph is missing from pit
Reuben speaks: “What am I to do?”
Brothers return to Jacob with coat ()חיָּ ה ָר ָעה ֲא ָכ ָל ְתהוּ
ַ

This formation stands as a clear indicator of authorial forethought in the construction
of the tale, as Fokkelman indicated: “There is not only linear progress, but circular
coherence, which has been made possible by the narrator’s grip on his material.”281
This is not to say, however, that the story’s structure represents nothing more
than a mere aesthetic flourish. On the contrary, as I have noted previously, there is
extraordinary richness in the juxtaposition of the brothers’ and Jacob’s identical
exclamations, which move from one party’s hypothetical plan to another party’s
aggrieved misperception. Indeed, it is striking that the brother’s intention to deceive
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their father with this statement actually is never carried out: they mislead him, to be
sure, but they never speak the words themselves, and Jacob unwittingly plays into
their plan by reaching the desired conclusion on his own. This richness is amplified by
the cyclical plotline that runs between these two critical endpoints of the episode,
since it maps out the sequence by which we gradually experience the shift in
significance from the key phrase’s first utterance to its second.
We may go a step further, however, and note that this episode’s structural
characteristics also fall into line with an ongoing goal in this portion of Genesis,
whereby the narrative importance of Reuben, the firstborn, is diminished gradually in
favor of Judah’s ascendancy as the brothers’ leader. In this story there already is an
unmistakable juxtaposition between the two figures.282 Each suggests a unique course
of action to the brothers, and ultimately it is Judah’s proposal that wins out, leading to
Reuben’s dismay in Gen 37:29–30. Several chapters later, Judah’s prominence comes
to eclipse fully that of Reuben during the brothers’ dealings with their as-yetunrecognized brother Joseph in Egypt. In Genesis 42–45, his involvement in the story
suggests that he is experiencing a gradual process of growth, which culminates in a
lengthy speech of great sensitivity and eloquence. His words lead to the momentous
resolution of this major story arc, with Joseph revealing his identity and the family
reuniting in Egypt.283
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Needless to say, we encounter in Genesis 37 an early stage in Judah’s rise. But
even though there is much more still to be revealed in this regard, the structure of our
story renders undeniable the fact that the process already is underway. First and
foremost, the placement of Judah at the center of the concentric structure, in a
structural element that is not repeated elsewhere in the episode, draws attention to his
leadership and to the fact that his brothers respond to his direction. Fokkelman’s
observation regarding Genesis 38, the story of Judah and Tamar, is equally applicable
here: “This extra attention for Judah…sets him up for his major role as the brothers’
spokesman in Genesis 44, and prepares us for Judah’s crucial speech (44:18–34) at the
Egyptian court.”284 Moreover, Reuben’s appearances are set at some distance from this
pivotal central point in the story, confined almost entirely to the B–B' “ring” of the
concentric pattern. In this way, the story’s structure works in tandem with its content
to deepen the significance of the events recounted, to link this story into a much larger
narrative theme in this portion of the book, and to presage a final outcome that
remains several chapters in the future.285
A second example drawn from Fokkelman’s volume is the story of Saul’s
anointing in 1 Samuel 9–10, in which the structure of the episode facilitates and
heightens its spatial aspect. Chapter 9 begins with Saul setting out from his home in
Benjamin to seek his father’s donkeys, which have gone astray. After a lengthy
journey with no success, Saul reaches the area around Zuph, and his servant suggests
that they consult a seer who happens to be there. As they are climbing the ascent, they
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come across a group of girls, who inform them that the seer has just arrived and can be
found in town. A portentous meeting between Saul and Samuel ensues, after which
Samuel honors Saul at the head of the town’s sacrificial meal. Their conversation
following the meal ultimately leads to the prophet’s secret anointing of Saul at the
beginning of chapter 10, and then his delivery to the new king of a lengthy series of
instructions and foretellings, including word of the lost donkeys. Saul’s journey home
involves a brief stint as a participant in a band of ecstatic prophets, which results in the
proverbial saying “ ֲהגַ ם ָשׁאוּל ַבּנְּ ִב)י( ִאיםIs Saul too among the prophets?” (1 Sam 10:11,
12), and concludes when he arrives home and converses with his uncle, telling him
that the donkeys have been found but not revealing anything about the anointing.
Fokkelman observed the neat segmentation of the story into the following
series of distinct pieces:286
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I

9:1–4
9:5–10

Introduction of Saul; search for donkeys unsuccessful
Servant proposes new quest; they set out to find the seer

9:11–14
9:15–21
9:22–24
9:25–26
9:27–10:8

Girls provide word that seer is in town
First conversation between Samuel and Saul
Samuel honors Saul at sacrificial meal
Second conversation between Samuel and Saul
Private anointing of Saul and instructions from Samuel

10:9–13 Journey home; Saul’s ecstatic experience
10:14–16 Conversation with uncle

I preserve here an important element of Fokkelman’s layout, namely, the blank spaces
between the opening and closing sections, AB and HI, and the lengthy central portion
C through G. Accordingly, Fokkelman viewed the story as viewed into three distinct
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parts, “journey there—reception—journey back.”287 Although the story focuses on
Saul, it is Samuel who drives the central “reception” portion of the tale.
Several of Fokkelman’s segments are demarcated by explicit spatial referents,
such as (“ ֵה ָמּה ָבּאוּ ְבּ ֶא ֶרץ צוּףWhen) they had come into the land of Zuph…” (1 Sam
9:5) or יוֹר ִדים ִבּ ְק ֵצה ָה ִעיר
ְ (“ ֵה ָמּהWhen) they had descended to the edge of the city…”
(1 Sam 9:27). These markers sprinkled throughout the narrative provide the key to
Fokkelman’s mapping of the episode’s nine scenes onto a concise structural pattern:
“When we take a closer look at the space, the nine scenes prove to have been arranged
in a compelling order. We find an underlying structure of concentric symmetry, which
shows that this long story is based on an itinerary of the hero’s: the route of his
journey.”288 It is particularly important to recognize that the concentric arrangement to
which he referred is not one of narrative content, as in the above example from
Genesis 37. Rather, it is an arrangement of the various spaces in which the nine
segments occur, with the spatial culmination occurring at the highest point both
geographically and symbolically, that is, the site of the sacrificial meal:289
E
D — in town — F
C — entering/leaving town — G
B — entering/leaving land of Zuph — H
A — leaving/returning to home in Benjamin — I

Laying out the locations of the various scenes in this fashion reveals the remarkably
elegant relationship between the construction of the various pieces of the story and the
physical travels undertaken by its hero as the narrative proceeds. This relationship is
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housed in a specific textual element—the phrases indicating the location of each
successive scene—that represents the total merging of the structural and spatial
aspects of this story.
Again, it is impossible in two examples to encompass the entire range of
biblical narrative’s structural potential. However, these two examples from
Fokkelman’s study provide a sense of the device’s versatility, and also call attention to
the degree to which the stories in the Bible are arranged carefully and deliberately,
both internally and in relation to each other. With this in mind, we turn now to Sefer
Bilvam, where we begin at the opening of the pericope and discuss certain structural
aspects in the prose that accentuate the richness of the text as a literary composition. In
doing so, however, it is important to recall that as with the other literary devices
explored in this chapter, although biblical poetry characteristically evinces a tight and
orderly contruction, this does not mean that prose never exhibits similar patterns of
formal order. Indeed, the careful arrangement of the prose examples cited above
attests this fact; and as a consequence, we should resist the urge to label as poetry
every passage exhibiting some kind of meticulously organized structural aspect.

The Concentric Pattern in the Opening Verses of Sefer Bilvam
A case in point presents itself at the very beginning of the pericope. For our
purposes here, it is helpful to break down Num 22:2–4 into individual clauses, as
follows:
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2a
ן־צ ֑פּוֹר
ִ וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ָבּ ָ ֖לק ֶבּ
b ר־ע ָ ֥שׂה יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ָ ֽל ֱאמ ִ ֹֽרי׃
ָ ל־א ֶשׁ
ֲ ֵ ֛את ָכּ
3a
אד
ֹ ֖ מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֥ני ָה ָ ֛עם ְמ
ָ֜ וַ ָ֨יּגָ ר
b
ב־הוּא
֑ ִ ֣כּי ַר
c
מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֖ני ְבּ ֵ ֥ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
ָ֔ וַ ָיּ֣ ָקץ
4a
מוֹאב ֶאל־זִ ְק ֵ ֣ני ִמ ְד ָ֗ין
ָ֜ אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
b
ַ֙ע ָ֞תּה יְ ַל ֲח ֤כוּ ַה ָקּ ָהל
ל־ס ִ ֣ביב ֵֹ֔תינוּ
ְ ת־כּ
ָ ֶא
c ִכּ ְל ֣חְֹך ַה ֔שּׁוֹר ֵ ֖את ֶי֣ ֶרק ַה ָשּׂ ֶ ֑דה
d
מוֹאב
֖ ָ ן־צ ֛פּוֹר ֶ ֥מ ֶלְך ְל
ִ ָוּב ָ ֧לק ֶבּ
ָבּ ֵ ֥עת ַה ִ ֽהוא׃

And Balaq son of S9ippor saw
all that Israel had done to the Amorite(s).
And Moab feared the people much,
for it was great;
And Moab dreaded the children of Israel.
And Moab said to the elders of Midian,
“Now the throng will lick up
everything around us,
as the ox licks up the grass of the field.”
And Balaq son of S9ippor was king of Moab
at that time.

As the indentations demonstrate, this portion of the pericope’s prose introduction
exhibits an extensive complex of significant structural features. Perhaps most obvious
is the bracketing of the section, at beginning and end, with clauses whose subject is
“Balaq son of S9ippor” (Num 22:2, 4d), while statements of which “Moab” is the
subject occupy the central portion (Num 22:3–4abc). Turning to this central section
first, we note that it may be divided into two blocks of three lines each (Num 22:3abc,
4abc).
The first of these triads is regularly invoked as evidence of the composite
nature of the text, based on the assumption that the synonymous statements in 3a and
3c cannot have come from the same source.290 This view is undercut, however, by the
remarkably close parallelism of the two clauses in question, as follows:
ְמאֹד
│
┌───┘

ballast
variant
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ָה ָעם
║
╔══╝

synonymous

║
┌───╨──┐
יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל
ְבּ ֵני

ִמ ְפּ ֵני
║
║

identical

║
║
ִמ ְפּ ֵני

See, e.g., Noth 1968: 171.
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מוֹאב
ָ
║
║

וַ יָּ גָ ר
║

║
מוֹאב
ָ

║
וַ יָּ ָקץ

synonymous;
identical morphologically
║
identical

I made reference to the phonetic relationship between the first words of the two
clauses in my discussion of sound echo, above.291 This and the other relationships
indicated here draw the two clauses together, forming the outer “ring” of a concentric
structure that foregrounds the intervening clause “ ִכּי ַרב־הוּאfor it was great,” which
refers to Israel.
In the second triad (Num 22:4abc) as well, a statement of Israel’s greatness
occupies the most prominent position (Num 22:4b). Here, it is set off not by flanking
parallel clauses, but by two other factors: its occurrence in direct speech, and the
supporting simile immediately following it in Num 22:4c. These six lines, then, follow
the pattern ABAABC, where the A lines (Num 22:3ac, 4a) are those of which Moab is
the subject, the B lines (Num 22:3b, 4b) are foregrounded statements of Israel’s
greatness, and the C line (Num 22:4c) provides metaphorical support for the second of
the two B lines.
The central “Moab section” (Num 22:3–4abc) is flanked by clauses of which
Balaq is the subject (Num 22:2a, 4d), the first of which is followed, once again, by an
embedded statement of the preeminence of Israel (Num 22:2b). It is noteworthy that
although Balaq is the grammatical subject in these places, he is not presented as an
active figure: in Num 22:2a he is the subject of the verb “ ראהsee,” and Num 22:4d is
merely a copulative clause with no verb expressed at all. Against this, we encounter
the statement in 2b, in which occurs the only active verb appearing in either of the two
bracketing sections Num 22:2 and Num 22:4d, namely “ עשׂהdo,” of which, one notes,
Israel is the subject. Thus, the content of the section Num 22:2–4 is laid out according
to the following schematic:
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Table 11: Structural Schematic of Num 22:2–4
Background
Foreground
Num 22:2a
Balaq
Num 22:2b
Israel is great
Num 22:3ac Moab (chiasm)
Num 22:3b
Israel is great
Num 22:4a
Moab
Num 22:4bc
Israel is great (+ simile)
Num 22:4d Balaq

The clear symmetry of this concentric pattern is remarkable, especially with regard to
the prominent central location of the already tersely forceful proclamation ִכּי ַרב־הוּא
“for it was great” that occurs in Num 22:3b. We see also that the three statements of
Israel’s greatness are arranged in a chronological progression: Num 22:2b describes
Israel’s past action; Num 22:3b indicates the present state of Israel, as perceived by
Moab; and Num 22:4b specifies Moab’s fear of Israel’s future activity. Moreover,
Moab’s fear of Israel’s effect on “all that surrounds [them]” (ל־ס ִביב ֵֹתינוּ
ְ ת־כּ
ָ א,
ֶ Num
22:4) is amplified by the text’s formal quality: the references to Moab, which occur in
Num 22:3–4a, are “surrounded” by references to Israel in Num 22:2b and 4bc.
These types of structural features, especially the parallelism evident in Num
22:3ac and the pastoral metaphor in Num 22:4c, led Milgrom to suggest a possible
“original poetic substratum” underlying the text here.292 Against this hypothesis,
however, stands Kugel’s erudite suggestion that prose and poetry are not diametric
opposites, but rather the two ends of a spectrum along whose length fall the sundry
biblical texts. In other words, his view allows for prose texts to exhibit characteristics
traditionally associated with poetry. Consequently, it is inappropriate to apply the
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poetic label liberally to all texts that manifest some kind of formalized literary
character such as parallelism:
…[T]here is little doubt that Israel did have some [poetic] saga texts
that have not survived. But to see in every instance of
parallelism…another fragment of some “long-lost original” seems all
too convenient. … Furthermore, one wonders why an ancient, sacred,
“poetic” text would be abandoned and recast as “prose”—and this at a
time when reading and writing were still relatively rare commodities!
Certainly literary history of later periods abounds in examples of the
precise opposite.293

Instead, then, it is appropriate to recognize the structural qualities identified here as
heightening elements in a highly formalized introduction that sets the pericope off as a
new direction in the narrative progression of the book of Numbers, and to set in
motion the key factors around which the story of Balaam will unfold.

Two Structural Patterns Presaging Balaam’s Encounter with Balaq
Licht pointed out that Numbers 22 exhibits two overlapping or “nested”
structural patterns.294 The first is evident in the sequence of Balaam’s encounters with
the divine, and the second appears in the similar sequence of the jenny’s sightings of
Yahweh’s messenger on the road to Moab. Since the second of these sequences occurs
in a more compact form and exhibits the clear repetition discussed previously,295 I
simply recall its three elements, as described respectively in Num 22:23, 25, 27, in
each of which the jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger and responds in systematically
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escalating fashion, until it simply refuses to proceed in the climactic final instance.
This ultimately results in Balaam’s encounter with the messenger in Num 22:28–35.
This encounter, as it happens, is the third component of the other sequence of
interest here. Its first two components appear respectively in Num 22:9–12, 20, both of
which are descriptions of incubated nighttime theophanies in which God instructs
Balaam. This third instance, then, is of a considerably different character: it occurs
during the day, and it involves not God directly, but a divine messenger. Nevertheless,
the instruction given to Balaam by the messenger in Num 22:35 is so similar to that
given by Elohim in Num 22:20 (the only difference being the shift of the final word
“ ַת ֲע ֶשׂהyou shall do” to “ ְת ַד ֵבּרyou shall speak”) that one encounters no intuitive
difficulty in seeing it as part of the same complex of theophanic encounters
experienced by Balaam. These two sequences, then, are overlain in Numbers 22:296
A1 Balaam’s first revelation
A2 Balaam’s second revelation
B1 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the first time
B2 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the second time
B3 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the third time
A3 Balaam sees Yahweh’s messenger (thus third revelation)

As is clear in this layout, the entire pattern involving the jenny is nested between the
second and third components of that involving Balaam.
Both of these sequences are of limited significance, however, if they are not
understood in conjunction with what follows in Balaam’s encounter with Balaq.297
This encounter likewise involves theophanic experiences as part of the material
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leading up to each of Balaam’s poetic oracles (Num 22:41–23:6; 23:14–17; 23:28–
24:2). Here, however, whereas the first two iterations of the pattern fall into line with
one’s expectations, in the third instance the pattern is broken: the preparatory activity
prior to the third oracle is aborted, as Balaam turns from divinatory practices to
prophetic inspiration. Thus, we may expand the above layout to include this additional
sequence:298
A1 Balaam’s first revelation
A2 Balaam’s second revelation
B1 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the first time
B2 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the second time
B3 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the third time
A3 Balaam sees Yahweh’s messenger (thus third revelation)
C1 Balaam receives first oracle
C2 Balaam receives second oracle
C3 Balaam abandons nəh9āšîm, speaks third and subsequent oracles
without theophany

In sum, each of these gradually climaxing tripartite sequences is to be seen not as an
isolated pattern, but as part of a larger three-times-three structure whose final element
attains dramatically increased significance by breaking from the expectation
established by its predecessors. By this point it hardly is surprising that we encounter
here, therefore, yet another piece of evidence pointing to the dramatic shift at the
opening of Numbers 24 as a key turning point both in the narrative and in Balaam’s
career.
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Structure – Poetry
Needless to say, the close attention to structural arrangement exhibited in
biblical prose is even more readily apparent in poetry, whose tightly figured concision
may be its most immediately perceptible feature. Fitzgerald, for instance, asserted that
“[t]his consistent use of measured building blocks, short sentences [i.e., cola], is the
criterion by which OT verse is distinguished from OT prose.”299 This assessment
would appear to be somewhat of an oversimplification,300 but it does highlight a
frequently debated question with regard to the structure of Hebrew poetry, namely, the
identity and nature of the fundamental units out of which it is built. Fitzgerald’s
statement that the basic unit is the colon is met, for instance, by the view of Berlin,
who characterized parallelism as “the constructive principle on which a poem is
built,”301 thereby intimating that the colon actually is a sub-unit of which the true
building blocks, parallel complexes of cola, are comprised.
Despite formal differences of opinion on this matter, however, there is general
consensus regarding how biblical poetry operates on a structural level, particularly
with respect to the larger complexes comprised of whole sequences of lines and
couplets. James Muilenberg effectively expressed a view now widely accepted,
arguing in defense of the term “strophe” for blocks of bicola and/or tricola,302 and
effectively making the case for viewing these strophes as an integral part of the
compositional system of Hebrew poetry.303 Specifically, he called attention to the
simultaneously conjunctive and disjunctive operation of strophic construction, which
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marks, “on the one hand, the sequence and movement of the pericope, and on the
other, the shifts or breaks in the development of the writer’s thought.”304 His argument
proceeded to call attention to both the more obvious strophic delineations, such as
refrains, and the subtler divisions recognizable in a given poem’s various shifts in
content or sense. Subsequent to articulations such as Muilenberg’s, Fokkelman
developed this kind of structural perspective still further, and pointed out that extended
poems comprising several strophes can exhibit an even higher level of segmentation
according to which strophes are assembled in groups that he termed stanzas.305
The range and inconsistency of the terminology employed in scholarly
discourse on the structure of biblical poetry have the potential to produce significant
confusion. The following table demonstrates this, and also details the terms that I
employ as consistently as possible in this dissertation:
Table 12: Structural Terms Applied to Biblical Poetry
Terms commonly
Terms used
employed in scholarship
in the present study
colon
line
verset
stich
hemistich
bicolon/tricolon
couplet/triplet
distich/tristich
line
stich
verse
strophe
stanza
strophe
stanza

304
305

colon

bicolon/tricolon
couplet/triplet
(less frequently: line)

strophe
stanza

Muilenberg 1969: 10.
See Fokkelman 2001: 117–140.
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Most commonly, these units are grouped into twos and threes: lines typically are
constructed of two or three cola (hence my preference here for terms like
“bicolon/tricolon” and “couplet/triplet” in lieu of the less specific “line”); strophes
typically consist of two or three lines; and stanzas generally contain two or three
strophes.
Having addressed these fundamental aspects of biblical poetry in general
terms, we turn now to a close analysis of Balaam’s oracles. The first portion of this
analysis identifies elements linking the poems to the prose narrative in which they are
set. The second portion deals at length with the formal concepts just discussed, as it
examines a series of specific relationships between the oracles themselves.

Connections Between Balaam’s Poetic Oracles and the Surrounding Prose
Although the links between the prose and poetry of Sefer Bilvam do not fall
neatly into a clear structural pattern, it is worthwhile here to observe briefly a number
of interlocking cross-references that demonstrate the unified thrust of the pericope as a
whole. As Milgrom noted, the poems not only refer back to the preceding narrative in
Numbers 22, but also interact directly with their immediate prose context.306 The
following important points in the prose are engaged in Balaam’s oracular speech:
1. Balaq summons Balaam from Aram (Num 22:5–20, 36–40)
2. God alone determines blessing or cursing (Num 22:18, 20, 35, 38;
23:12, 26; 24:13)
3. Balaam does not share his donkey’s ability to see Yahweh’s
messenger, until God uncovers his eyes (Num 22:22–31)
4. Balaam sees some or all of the people of Israel from a high vantage
point (Num 22:41; 23:14; 24:2)
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5. Balaq seeks to elicit a different response from God, either directly
(Num 23:27) or by directing Balaam toward a new course of action
(Num 22:16–17; 23:13)
6. Balaq eagerly requests word of God’s response to Balaam (Num
23:17)
7. Yahweh puts words in Balaam’s mouth (Num 23:5, 16)
8. Balaam sees the orderly arrangement of Israel’s multitude (Num
24:2)

Some of these points find emphasis in Balaam’s oracular speech, while others are
developed or even reversed in some fashion. I proceed here through each oracle,
identifying the key points of contact with these matters expressed in the prose of the
pericope.
The first oracle begins with explicit reference to point 1, Balaq’s summons and
request that Balaam perform a curse on Israel (Num 23:7). In response, Balaam
reiterates point 2, a key theme in the overall narrative, here expressed in tight poetic
diction (Num 23:8). Point 4 finds similar oracular expression in the subsequent verse
(Num 23:9), as Balaam describes his position at an elevated viewpoint overlooking
Israel.
Milgrom interpreted Balaam’s direct address of Balaq in the opening verse of
the second oracle (Num 23:18) as a response to the king’s eager question ה־דּ ֶבּר יְ הוָ ה
ִ ַמ
“What did Yahweh speak?” moments before, identified here as point 6.307 Moreover,
the immediately following statements in this poem (Num 23:19–20) emphasize the
fact that God does not change his mind as man does, a notion that Balaq appears to
have some difficulty grasping, since as point 5 indicates, even after this oracle he
again seeks to elicit a different divine reaction to his request for a curse. Point 2
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likewise finds emphasis in Num 23:20, where Balaam indicates that he is powerless to
circumvent the directive to bless Israel.
In the third oracle, Balaam’s comparison of Israel’s dwellings (Num 24:5cd) to
the serene and orderly floral imagery presented in the subsequent verse is predicated
on Balaam’s visual encounter with the Israelite camp according to point 8, where its
regimented organization is described as “ שׁ ֵֹכן ִל ְשׁ ָב ָטיוresiding according to its tribes”
(Num 24:2). Both this oracle and the subsequent one begin (Num 24:3–4, 15–16) with
explicit responses to point 7 on the above list, since Balaam’s inspiration in these latter
poems comes not from God’s direct implantation of words in his mouth, but from true
prophetic insight: as the phrase “ נְ ֻאם ִבּ ְל ָעם ְבּנוֹ ְבעֹרUtterance of Balaam son of Bevor”
and the subsequent lines indicate, these are Balaam’s own words. This introductory
sequence opening the third and fourth poems also refers directly to God’s opening of
Balaam’s eyes, by means of the phrase “ ְגלוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ םuncovered of eyes” (Num 24:4, 16)
and other expressions, thus recalling Balaam’s inability to see in point 3, which is
remedied directly by God in Num 22:31, using precisely the same terminology: וַ יְ ַגל
ת־ע ֵיני ִב ְל ָעם
ֵ “ יְ הוָ ה ֶאAnd Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes.”
In addition to these poetic echoes of the surrounding prose material, the
dialogue goes the other direction as well. Indeed, Milgrom called attention to the
degree to which Balaam’s “step-by-step development from seer to prophet,”308 which
we already have traced by examining the recurring statements of Balaam’s role as a
transmitter of divine will that appear in the pericope’s prose,309 can be traced also in
the development of his oracles’ content.310 Most notably, Balaam closes the first
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oracle with a statement of admiration toward Israel, and expresses his own desire to
identify with them (Num 23:10). Thus, upon recognizing in the second oracle that
God’s will is imparted to Israel without recourse to divination (Num 23:23), he brings
to fruition his alignment with Israel by similarly abandoning such practices in favor of
direct inspiration (Num 24:1). Thus, we may trace the development of his
understanding across the first two oracles, and then see him act on it in the subsequent
prose material. Moreover, the process continues in the third oracle, as he recognizes
that “blessing or curse is empowered to redound to its author”311 (Num 24:9), an
observation that reasonably may be conceived as springing from Balaam’s own
experience as one who has acquiesced fully to God’s decision to bless Israel. Finally,
the predictions in the fourth oracle detailing Israel’s conquest of Moab return
“measure for measure”312 Balaq’s desire for a curse against Israel: “Balak of Moab
who hired Balaam to enable to him to conquer Israel [Num 22:5 and 12, both in prose]
is now informed by Balaam that Israel will conquer Moab.”313
These interconnections between the poetry and the prose in Sefer Bilvam speak
to the unified quality of the pericope as it stands. This is not to say that the entire
Balaam narrative sprang full-fledged from the mind of the author or authors, since in
all likelihood it incorporates various older materials. But it is one thing to suggest
vestiges of pronounced antiquity in the pericope, and another thing entirely to jump
from this suggestion to the assumption that the work of crafting the present version of
the text involved little or no authorial activity. As Milgrom stated, “the fusion is so
thoroughgoing and skillful that the original seams are no longer visible: The redaction
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is a new artistic creation.”314 The ongoing interaction between the overarching prose
narrative and Balaam’s poetic insets, which supports and propels the major themes in
the text, provides ample demonstration of the success of the pericope in its entirety as
an expressive endeavor.

Balaam’s Oracles: A Series of Progressive Expansions
The poetic portions of Sefer Bilvam themselves warrant close structural
attention. Traditionally, Balaam’s first two oracles have been associated with E, the
third and fourth poems are viewed as “obvious doublets” of the first two poems and
thus are connected with J, and the subsequent short sections are seen as “obvious
additions.”315 My aim here is to set these assertions aside and to examine the poems as
a complete assemblage, an endeavor that will demonstrate a variety of systematic
continuities and developments linking oracle to oracle. In other words, I address the
unifying aspects in the collection of poetry presented here, rather than the various
oracles’ disjunctive qualities. For this reason, prior source-critical suppositions in this
regard are rather superfluous for our purposes here; but in addition, I believe that the
evidence reveals the degree to which such notions actually detract from a full
appreciation of the connective artistry at work in the poetic portions of Sefer Bilvam.
As part of this discussion, it is useful briefly to consider the overall
construction of each poem. With this in mind, we turn to the first oracle, which begins
with an introductory couplet (Num 23:7ab) that establishes the context for the
utterance of the poem.316 It is intimately linked with the first full strophe (Num
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23:7cd–8), which opens with the direct speech of Balaq in a manner that would be
unintelligible if not for the preparatory information in the opening couplet.317 This first
strophe, like the two that follow it (Num 23:9; Num 23:10), consists of two couplets,
and thus after the introductory bicolon the poem as a whole is neatly segmented into
three balanced strophes of equal length. After recounting Balaq’s commands to
Balaam in its initial couplet, the first strophe concludes with a pair of parallel
rhetorical questions indicating Balaam’s inability to defy God’s wishes by cursing
Israel. The second strophe expands on this idea, providing a verbal description of
visual details that demonstrate the people’s manifestly blessed status. This strophe is
flanked by bicola consisting of rhetorical questions: the third strophe begins as the first
ended, with a pair of such questions, which are expanded by an expression of
Balaam’s aspiration to share the fate of Israel. The breakdown runs thus:
7a
b

ִמן־֠ ֲא ָרם יַ נְ ֵ֨ח ִני ָב ָ ֤לק
י־ק ֶדם
֔ ֶ ְך־מוֹא ֙ב ֵ ֽמ ַה ְר ֵר
ָ
ֶ ֽמ ֶל

From Aram Balaq leads me,
the king of Moab, from the mountains of the east:

c
ה־לּי יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
֣ ִ ְל ָכ ֙ה ָ ֽא ָר
d
ְוּל ָ ֖כה ז ֲֹע ָ ֥מה יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
8a
ָ ֣מה ֶא ֔קֹּב ֥ל ֹא ַק ֖בֹּה ֵ ֑אל
b הוֽה׃
ָ ְוּמה ֶאזְ ֔עֹם ֥ל ֹא זָ ַ ֖עם י
ָ֣

“Come, curse for me Jacob,
and come, damn Israel.”
How can I doom when El has not doomed,
and how can I damn what Yahweh has not damned?

9a
b
c
d

For from the top of peaks I see him,
and from hills I apprehend him:
Behold, a people who dwells alone,
and among the nations is not reckoned.

י־מ ֤ר ֹאשׁ ֻצ ִר ֙ים ֶא ְר ֶ֔אנּוּ
ֵ ִ ֽכּ
וּמגְּ ָב ֖עוֹת ֲאשׁוּ ֶ ֑רנּוּ
ִ
ן־ע ֙ם ְל ָב ָ ֣דד יִ ְשׁ ֔כֹּן
ָ ֶה
גּוֹים ֥ל ֹא יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁב׃
֖ ִ וּב
ַ
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10a
ִ ֤מי ָמנָ ֙ה ֲע ַ ֣פר יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
b
וּמ ְס ָ ֖פּר ֶאת־ ֣רֹ ַבע יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ִ
c
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
d
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר
ְ

Who can count the dust of Jacob,
indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel?
May my soul die an upright death,
and may my posterity be like it.

Balaam’s second oracle exhibits a remarkable series of expansions on the first,
which is evident only on the basis of a clear understanding of the poem’s strophic
construction.318 Rather than restating the background information expressed at the
outset of the first poem, here the introductory couplet (Num 23:18) defines the entire
oracle as Balaam’s response to Balaq.319 The content of this response begins with the
subsequent three-line strophe (Num 23:19–20), which exhibits a concentric ABA'
formation in which the foregrounded central element is a couplet consisting of parallel
rhetorical questions. This strophe emphasizes the powerlessness of human efforts to
alter God’s course once it is determined. There follows another three-line strophe
(Num 23:21–22) that articulates what that immovable course is in this case, namely,
God’s unwavering favor toward Israel. The next two-line strophe returns to the theme
of the first strophe, developing the idea of the ineffectuality of human action into an
expression of its superfluity, by indicating that Israel’s direct contact with the divine
eliminates their need resort to divination. Likewise, the two-line strophe concluding
the poem develops the animal imagery and royal tone of the second strophe into a fullfledged simile detailing the leonine might of Israel. According to this ABA'B' scheme,
the second oracle reads as follows:
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18a
b

֤קוּם ָבּ ָל ֙ק וּֽ ֲשׁ ָ֔מע
ַה ֲא ִ ֥זינָ ה ָע ַ ֖די ְבּנ֥ וֹ ִצ ֽ ֹפּר׃

19a
b
c
d
20a
b

יכ ֵ֔זּב
ַ ֣ל ֹא ִ ֥אישׁ ֵאל֙ ִ ֽו
ן־א ָ ֖דם וְ יִ ְתנֶ ָ ֑חם
ָ וּב
ֶ
ַה ֤הוּא ָא ַמ ֙ר וְ ֣ל ֹא יַ ֲע ֶ֔שׂה
ימנָּ ה׃
ֽ ֶ וְ ִד ֶ ֖בּר וְ ֥ל ֹא יְ ִק
ִה ֵ ֥נּה ָב ֵ ֖רְך ָל ָ ֑ק ְח ִתּי
יבנָּ ה׃
ֽ ֶ וּב ֵ ֖רְך וְ ֥ל ֹא ֲא ִשׁ
ֵ

Rise, Balaq, and hear;
attend my testimony, son of S9ippor:
El is neither a man to deceive,
nor a mortal to regret.
Does he say but not do,
or speak but not establish it?
Behold, I have received (instruction to) bless;
and (when) he has blessed, I cannot revoke it.

21a
א־ה ִ ֥בּיט ָ֨אוֶ ֙ן ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ִ ֹ ֽל
b
א־ר ָ ֥אה ָע ָ ֖מל ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ָ ֹ וְ ל
c
ֹלה ֙יו ִע ֔מּוֹ
ָ הוה ֱא
֤ ָ ְי
d
רוּעת ֶ ֖מ ֶלְך ֽבּוֹ׃
֥ ַ וּת
ְ
22a
יאם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִם
֣ ָ מוֹצ
ִ ֵ ֖אל
b
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֽלוֹ׃
ֲ ְכּ

One perceives no misfortune in Jacob,
and sees no distress in Israel:
Yahweh his god is with him,
and a king’s acclaim is in him.
El, their liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.

23a
b
c
d

א־נ ַח ֙שׁ ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ַ ֨ ֹ ִ ֤כּי ל
א־ק ֶסם ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
֖ ֶ ֹ וְ ל
ָכּ ֗ ֵעת יֵ ָא ֵ ֤מר ְליַ ֲעק ֹ֙ב
ה־פּ ַעל ֵ ֽאל׃
֖ ָ וּליִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל ַמ
ְ

For there is no augury in Jacob,
and no divination in Israel:
At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob
and to Israel what God has done.

24a
b
c
d

ן־ע ֙ם ְכּ ָל ִ ֣ביא יָ ֔קוּם
ָ ֶה
וְ ַכ ֲא ִ ֖רי יִ ְת ַנ ָ ֑שּׂא
אכל ֶ֔ט ֶרף
ַ ֹ ד־י
֣ ֤ל ֹא יִ ְשׁ ַכּ ֙ב ַע
ם־ח ָל ִ ֖לים יִ ְשׁ ֶ ֽתּה׃
ֲ וְ ַד

Behold, a people who like a lion rises,
like a lion320 rouses itself:
It does not rest until it devours prey
and drinks the blood of the slain.

A synoptic examination of these first two poems reveals a careful system of
expansion whereby each line of the first two strophes in the initial oracle (Num
23:7cd–8; Num 23:9) is expanded into a full strophe (or, in one case, two strophes) in
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the second oracle. Laying out the Hebrew text of the two poems side by side aids in
the recognition of this pattern:
First Oracle

Second Oracle

23:7a
מן־ארם ינחני בלק
b
מלך־מואב מהררי־קדם
———
c
ה־לי יעקב
לכה ארה
d
ולכה זעמה ישראל:
לכ

ושמע
 23:18aקום בלק שמע
האזינה עדי בנו צפר:
b
———
לא איש אל ויכזב
19a
ובן־אדם ויתנחם
b
ההוא אמר ולא יעשה
c
ודבר ולא יקימנה:
d
הנה ברך לקחתי
20a
וברך ולא אשיבנה:
b
———
לא־הביט און ביעקב
21a
ולא־ראה עמל בישראל
b
יהוה אלהיו עמו
c
ותרועת מלך בו:
d
אל מוציאם ממצרים
22a
כתועפת ראם לו:
b
———
כי לא־נחש ביעקב
23a
ולא־קסם בישראל
b
כעת יאמר ליעקב
c
ולישראל מה־פעל אל:
d
———
הן־עם כלביא יקום
24a
וכארי יתנשא
b
לא ישכב עד־יאכל טרף
c
ודם חללים ישתה:
d

8a
מה אקב לא קבה אל
ומה אזעם לא זעם יהוהb :

———

כי־מראש צרים אראנו
ומגבעות אשורנו

9a
b

הן־עם לבדד ישכן
ובגוים לא יתחשב:

c
d

———
10a
מי מנה עפר יעקב
b
ומספר את־רבע ישראל
c
תמת נפשי מות ישרים
d
ותהי אחריתי כמהו
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This synoptic layout amply demonstrates the range of connections between the two
oracles, each of which warrants specific comment here. As an introductory line, the
second oracle’s opening couplet (Num 23:18) bears a functional correspondence to the
opening bicolon of the first poem (Num 23:7ab), which is strengthened somewhat by
the similar use in both lines of parallel referents for Balaq. These two couplets attest
wholly unrelated content, however; and an examination of the bicolon opening the
initial oracle’s first full strophe (Num 23:7cd) demonstrates that this, in fact, is the true
analogue for the second oracle’s introductory line. On the one hand, the earlier line
presents Balaq’s direct speech to Balaam, replete with imperative forms bearing final
hê: “Come, curse for me Jacob, / and come, damn Israel.” On the other hand, the line
from the second poem stands as a direct counterpoint, with speaker and addressee
reversed, and similarly attests several imperatives including another with final hê:
“Rise, Balaq, and hear; / attend my testimony, son of S9ippor.”
The remainder of the first oracle’s initial strophe (Num 23:8) presents a
response to Balaq’s commands in the previous couplet in the form of two parallel
rhetorical questions. In effect, this couplet expresses the key point in this poem, which
is expanded in the strophe to follow. Likewise, the first full strophe in the second
oracle (Num 23:19–20) offers an extended version of much the same statement,
foregrounding in its central line another set of parallel rhetorical questions. Moreover,
like Num 23:8, the couplet concluding this strophe (Num 23:20) is in the first person,
and describes Balaam’s personal inability to countermand God’s will with regard to
blessing and cursing.321
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An alternative interpretation might be to see this as a two-line strophe, with the first line (Num
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Upon reaching the initial couplet of the first oracle’s second full strophe (Num
23:9ab), first we encounter the particle “ ִכּיfor,” which serves to mark a shift in the
poem whereby the thrust of the preceding material is explained by way of the evidence
presented in what follows; thus, Balaam’s inability to obey Balaq by acting against
God’s wishes, expressed in the previous strophe, is explained here by way of his
visual witnessing of Israel’s unique character in this strophe. Turning to the second
oracle, however, we discover that the couplet marking this shift in the first poem, Num
23:9ab, is expanded here into two strophes. First, there appears a three-line strophe
(Num 23:21–22) that opens with a line attesting two verbs referring to sight, הביט
“perceive” and “ ראהsee,” just as Num 23:9ab exhibits the roots “ ראהsee” and שׁור
“apprehend.” Following this, there appears a two-line strophe (Num 23:23) similarly
demarcated by the particle כּי,
ִ which undertakes a similar shift from the statements in
the two preceding strophes—no human, not even Balaam, is capable of changing the
course that God has set (Num 23:19–20); Israel is secure in their connection with their
God (Num 23:21–22)—to elaborate on these respective points in this strophe and the
one that follows (Num 23:24).322 In addition to recasting features from the single
bicolon Num 23:9ab, these two strophes in the second oracle (Num 23:21–22; Num
23:23) share another highly suggestive connection in the similar wording of their
opening couplets:  לֹא ___ ְבּיַ ֲעקֹב/ “ ל ֹא ___ ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלNo ___ in Jacob; no ___ in Israel.”
Moreover, it is noteworthy that in the exact center of the five lines comprising these

oracle, including Num 23:7cd. However, in my view the content of Num 23:19ab fits better with the
two couplets that follow it, hence my inclusion of it in the three-line strophe Num 23:19–20.
322
In both of these poems, Tosato 1979: 100–101 and 103–104 recognized  ִכּיas demarcating the
beginning of a new strophe, but failed to observe its function as an indicator of the shift between each
respective poem’s two rhetorical “halves.” This is of particular concern in the second poem, which
Tosato divided into five strophes, not four, attributing to them a rather forced concentric ABCB'A'
structure on the basis of tenuous and ultimately unpersuasive evidence. Thus, his analysis likely would
have benefited from closer attention to this particular detail.
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two strophes, we encounter the refrain תוֹעפֹת ְר ֵאם לוֹ
ֲ יאם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָריִ ם \ ְכּ
ָ מוֹצ
ִ “ ֵאלEl, their
liberator from Egypt, / is like the horns of a wild ox for him” (Num 23:22), which is
repeated again in the third oracle.
The first oracle’s second strophe ends with a couplet (Num 23:9cd) that calls
attention to the distinctive quality of the people of Israel, by way of the opening
expression ן־עם
ָ “ ֶהBehold, a people….” The couplet concludes with the passive
Hitpavel “ יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁבis (not) reckoned,” which was discussed in Chapter 3.323 Turning to
the second oracle, we encounter a two-line strophe (Num 23:24) whose first line
parallels Num 23:9cd in both of these aspects: it begins with the identical phrase ן־עם
ָ ֶה
“Behold, a people…,” and it concludes with the Hitpavel “ יִ ְת ַנ ָ ֑שּׂאrouses itself.” The
remainder of the strophe expands the lion metaphor by graphically describing its
killing and consuming of prey (Num 23:24cd).
Thus, the first two strophes of Balaam’s initial poetic utterance are adapted and
expanded, line by line, to form the entire content of the second oracle. This
remarkably systematic series of connections stands as compelling evidence of a single
unifying compositional impetus. The only significant section in the first oracle that
lacks an analogue in the second is the concluding strophe (Num 23:10), in which
Balaam responds to the clear prosperity of Israel by wishing the same fate upon
himself. As it turns out, however, the analogue is to be found not in Balaam’s poetic
utterance, but in the action following the second oracle: having declaimed within the
oracle itself the absence of divinatory practices in Israel, he proceeds in Num 24:1 to
reaffirm his alignment with Israel by himself abandoning these very practices. Thus,
the connection that Balaam draws between himself and Israel is expressed first
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through speech, and then through action—a dichotomy whose significance in this
pericope I have examined elsewhere.324
A shift occurs in the third and fourth oracles, whereby the introductory couplet
of the previous two poems becomes a full strophe in which Balaam ascribes to himself
a range of prophetic titles. In the third oracle, this strophe consists of a bicolon and a
tricolon (Num 24:3–4). The remainder of the poem consists of a series of three-line
strophes.325 In the first (Num 24:5–6), Israel’s dwellings are described by means of a
series of lush floral similes. The next strophe (Num 24:7–8ab) picks up on this series
and on the concurrent references to water, replacing simile with metaphor in stating
the bounty experienced byIsrael. Beginning with this opening bicolon (Num 24:7ab),
the strophe presents an escalating series of couplets that move from Israel’s internal
prosperity to its success over and above other nations (Num 24:7cd), and thence to a
slightly altered repetition of the refrain introduced in the second oracle (Num 24:8ab).
The final strophe (Num 24:8cde–9), whose opening colon is loosely linked to that of
the preceding strophe by means of some phonetic similarities, returns to an expression
of domination by force, again employing lion imagery in its second line, and
concludes with a recasting of the well-known formula from Gen 12:3: \ ְמ ָב ֲר ֶכיָך ָברוְּך
“ וְ א ְֹר ֶריָך ָארוּרThose who bless you are blessed, / and those who curse you are cursed”
(Num 24:9cd). Thus, the poem breaks down as follows:
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3a
b
4a
b
c

נְ ֻ ֤אם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ְבּנ֣ וֹ ְב ֔עֹר
וּנְ ֻ ֥אם ַה ֶ ֖גּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻ ֥תם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן׃
י־אל
֑ ֵ נְ ֻ֕אם שׁ ֵ ֹ֖מ ַע ִא ְמ ֵר
ֲא ֶ֨שׁר ַמ ֲח ֵ ֤זה ַשׁ ַדּ֙י ֶי ֱֽח ֶ֔זה
נ ֵ ֹ֖פל ְוּג ֥לוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ ם׃

Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor,
and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye;
utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El,
who sees the vision of Shadday,
prostrate and uncovered of eyes.

5a
b
6a
b
c
d

ַמה־ ֥טֹּבוּ א ָֹה ֶ ֖ליָך יַ ֲע ֑קֹב
ִמ ְשׁ ְכּנ ֶ ֹ֖תיָך יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
ִכּנְ ָח ִ ֣לים נִ ָ֔טּיוּ
ְכּגַ ֹ֖נּת ֲע ֵ ֣לי נָ ָ ֑הר
הוה
֔ ָ ְַכּ ֲא ָה ִל ֙ים נָ ַ ֣טע י
י־מיִ ם׃
ֽ ָ ַכּ ֲא ָר ִ ֖זים ֲע ֵל

7a
b
c
d
8a
b

ל־מיִ ֙ם ִמ ָ ֣דּ ְל ָ֔יו
ַ֨ ִַ ֽי זּ
וְ זַ ְר ֖עוֹ ְבּ ַ ֣מיִ ם ַר ִ ֑בּים
וְ יָ ֤ר ֹם ֵ ֽמ ֲאגַ ֙ג ַמ ְל ֔כּוֹ
וְ ִת ַנּ ֵ ֖שּׂא ַמ ְל ֻכ ֽתוֹ׃
יאוֹ ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם
֣ מוֹצ
ִ ֵ ֚אל
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֑לוֹ
ֲ ְכּ

Water drips from his boughs,
and his seed is in many waters.
And his king shall be exalted above Agag,
and his kingdom shall be lifted up.
El, his liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.

c
d
e
9a
b
c
d

גּוֹים ָצ ָ ֗ריו
֣ ִ אכל
ַ֞ ֹ י
יהם יְ גָ ֵ ֖רם
֛ ֶ וְ ַע ְצמ ֵֹת
וְ ִח ָ ֥צּיו יִ ְמ ָ ֽחץ׃
ָכּ ַ ֨רע ָשׁ ַ ֧כב ַכּ ֲא ִ ֛רי
ימנּוּ
֑ ֶ וּכ ָל ִ ֖ביא ִ ֣מי יְ ִק
ְ
ְמ ָב ֲר ֶ ֣כיָך ָב ֔רוְּך
וְ א ְֹר ֶ ֖ריָך ָא ֽרוּר׃

He consumes nations, his oppressors,
and their bones he devours,
and (with) his arrows smites.
He crouches, laying in wait like a lion;
and like a lion, who will rouse him?
Those who bless you are blessed,
and those who curse you are cursed.

How good are your tents, O Jacob,
your dwellings, O Israel!
Like palm trees they are stretched out,
like gardens along a river;
like aloes Yahweh has planted,
like cedars along water.

Although the connections between this oracle and the prior one are less
systematic than those between the first and second oracles, nevertheless we find here a
number of important formal developments that draw on the material presented in the
preceding poem. Specifically, in view of the second poem’s ABA'B' structure, it is the
B and B' strophes (Num 23:21–22, 24) that provide the basis for the third oracle’s
expansions. Again, a synoptic layout of the two poems is helpful:
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Third Oracle
24:3a
b
4a
b
c

נאם בלעם בנו בער
ונאם הגבר שתם העין:
נאם שמע אמרי־אל
אשר מחזה שדי יחזה
נפל וגלוי עינים:
———

5a
b
6a
b
c
d

מה־טבו אהליך יעקב
משכנתיך ישראל:
כנחלים נטיו
כגנת עלי נהר
כאהלים נטע יהוה
כארזים עלי־מים׃
———
יזל מים מדליו
וזרעו במים רבים
וירם מאגג מלכו
ותנשא מלכתו:
אל מוציאו ממצרים
כתועפת ראם לו

7a
b
c
d
8a
b

c
d
e
9a
b
c
d

Second Oracle
23:18a
קום בלק ושמע
b
האזינה עדי בנו צפר:

———
לא איש אל ויכזב
ובן־אדם ויתנחם
ההוא אמר ולא יעשה
ודבר ולא יקימנה:
הנה ברך לקחתי
וברך ולא אשיבנה:
———
לא־הביט און ביעקב
ולא־ראה עמל בישראל
יהוה אלהיו עמו
ותרועת מלך בו:
אל מוציאם ממצרים
כתועפת ראם לו:
———
כי לא־נחש בי
ולא־קסם בישראל
כעת יאמר ליעקב
ולישראל מה־פעל אל:
———
הן־עם כלביא יקום
וכארי יתנשא

———
יאכל גוים צריו
יאכל
ועצמתיהם יגרם
וחציו ימחץ:
כרע שכב כארי
וכלביא מי יקימנו
מברכיך ברוך
וארריך ארור:

עד־יאכל טרף
לא ישכב
יאכל
ודם חללים ישתה:

19a
b
c
d
20a
b
21a
b
c
d
22a
b
23a
b
c
d
24a
b
c
d

In terms of content, the link between these two poems is considerably less
direct than that between the first and second oracles. Nevertheless, a variety of
significant connections present themselves. As shown here, the second full strophe of
the second oracle (Num 23:21–22) is expanded in the third oracle into two strophes
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(Num 24:5–6, 7–8ab) by way of the recurrence of a series of four elements in
precisely the same order that they occur in the earlier poem: first, the parallel pair יַ ֲעקֹב
// “ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלJacob // Israel;” second, the divine name Yahweh; third, a reference to
kingship by way of the root  ;מלךand fourth, the refrain, which constitutes the
concluding line of a three-line strophe in both poems.
Likewise, the final strophes of both poems exhibit a number of similarities. In
the second oracle, this strophe (Num 23:24) consists of a couplet in which parallel lion
similes appear, and a second couplet expressing overwhelming destructive might,
partially by means of the word “ אכלdevour.” The third oracle’s reworking of this
material inverts this order, beginning with a tricolon (Num 24:8cde) detailing the
destruction of enemies that similarly utilizes the root אכל, and then proceeding with a
bicolon employing additional lion imagery in which the two words used for “lion”
( ָל ִביאand )א ִרי
ֲ are reversed,326 but as before,  ָל ִביאis associated closely with the root
קום. Note also that both strophes prominently attest the root  שׁכבin their figurative
speech.
Above, I noted that the B' strophe in the second oracle (Num 23:24) develops
the theme expressed in the B strophe (Num 23:21–22), namely that Israel’s connection
with Yahweh provides them with inviolable security. In that poem, the B' strophe’s
development consists of an extension of internal security to external dominance. The
theme explored in these two strophes is expanded in the third oracle into three
strophes: in addition to presentations of Israel’s serene and luxurious existence
(internal) and its formidable might (external) in the first and third strophes, the
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This may be considered an instance of Seidel’s Law, whereby an earlier passage is cited at a later
point with certain aspects presented in reverse. See Seidel 1978, which is a reprint of the original 1955–
1956 publication in which Moshe Seidel first described the device. His approach has undergone
refinement in subsequent scholarship. See, e.g., the literature cited in Levinson 2002: 18–19 n. 51.
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intervening strophe creates a bridge between the two, indicating both Israel’s
prosperity and its supremacy over other nations.
Aside from its introductory strophe, which expands that of the previous poem
by adding a single colon, the fourth oracle deviates entirely from the connective
pattern established in Balaam’s earlier utterances. It is important to recall that the
surrounding narrative calls explicit attention to this, by way of Balaam’s statement that
unlike his prior poems, this prophetic speech as a whole will be devoted to the
prediction of future events:
יע ְצ ָ֔ך ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יַ ֲע ֶ֜שׂה ָה ָ ֥עם ַה ֶ ֛זּה ְל ַע ְמָּך֖ ְבּ ַא ֲח ִ ֥רית ַהיָּ ִ ֽמים׃
֣ ָ הוֹלְך ְל ַע ִ ֑מּי ְל ָכ ֙ה ִא
֖ ֵ וְ ַע ָ֕תּה ִהנְ ִ ֥ני
“And now, behold, I go to my people. Come, I will counsel you
(regarding) what this people will do to your people in the end of days.”
(Num 24:14)

From this perspective it is unsurprising that the poem bears a less clear connection to
the other oracles, since the only statement in the preceding three poems that appears to
refer to future events is the couplet Num 24:7cd in the third oracle. That said,
however, there remain in this poem a few noteworthy links to the prior ones.
The oracle as a whole breaks down into three strophes, the first of which (Num
24:15–16) is the aforementioned expansion on the introductory sequence attested
previously in the third oracle. Here, the addition of the colon “ וְ י ֵֹד ַע ַדּ ַעת ֶע ְליוֹןand
knower of the knowledge of Elyon” (Num 24:16b) results in a series of three bicola,
rather than the bicolon–tricolon combination attested in the earlier attestation. This is
facilitated further by the omission of the relative pronoun  ֲא ֶשׁרin Num 24:16c, which
renders this colon more suitable as the A-component of the final couplet. Following
this strophe appears another of two lines (Num 24:17abcd) that explicates the futureoriented temporal character of the poem, and then declares the theme of the oracle by
describing a ruler who will arise from Jacob/Israel. The translation of the phrase ָדּ ַרְך
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כּוֹכב ִ ֽמיַּ ֲעקֹב
ָ as “A sprout from Jacob shall rule” is based on the two-part interpretation
of Shelomo Morag.327 First, he suggested that the root  דרךexhibits a semantic
development from “trample, tread” to “rule,” as in Ugaritic; and second, he
highlighted a semantic relationship across the Semitic languages between the realms
of light and flora, comparing the word כּוֹכב
ָ to Arabic L0, which means both “star” and
“grass, low herb,” and also pointing out that “ נבטbud” corresponds etymologically to
Akkadian nabāt[u “be(come) bright, shine.” This enabled him to propose the meaning
“sprout” for כּוֹכב,
ָ
which stands as a better parallel for “ ֵשׁ ֶבטstaff.” In any case,
however one interprets the implications of the parallel metaphors in this couplet, the
poem’s concluding three-line strophe (Num 24:17ef–19) clarifies the intent of the
image by presenting a series of exploits involving forcible conquest and destruction.
According to this scheme, the poem reads as follows:
15a
נְ ֻ ֤אם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ְבּנ֣ וֹ ְב ֔עֹר
b
וּנְ ֻ ֥אם ַה ֶ ֖גּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻ ֥תם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן׃
16a
י־אל
ֵ֔ נְ ֻ֗אם שׁ ֵֹ֨מ ַ ֙ע ִא ְמ ֵר
b
וְ י ֵ ֹ֖ד ַע ַ ֣דּ ַעת ֶע ְלי֑ וֹן
c
ַמ ֲח ֵ ֤זה ַשׁ ַדּ֙י ֶי ֱֽח ֶ֔זה
d
נ ֵ ֹ֖פל ְוּג ֥לוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ ם׃

Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor,
and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye;
utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El,
and knower of the knowledge of Elyon;
seer of the vision of Shadday,
prostrate and uncovered of eyes.

17a
b
c
d

I see it, but not now,
I apprehend it, but not soon:
A sprout from Jacob will rule,
and a staff from Israel will rise.

327

ֶא ְר ֶ֨א ֙נּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ַע ָ֔תּה
שׁוּרנּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ָק ֑רוֹב
֖ ֶ ֲא
כּוֹכב ִ ֽמיַּ ֲע ֗קֹב
ָ֜ ָדּ ַ ֨רְך
וְ ָ ֥קם ֵ֨שׁ ֶב ֙ט ִמיִּ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל

This interpretation is presented in Morag 1995: 60–62.
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e
מוֹאב
ָ֔ וּמ ַח ֙ץ ַפּ ֲא ֵ ֣תי
ָ
f
י־שׁת׃
ֽ ֵ ל־בּ ֵנ
ְ וְ ַק ְר ַ ֖קר ָכּ
18a
וְ ָה ָ֨יה ֱא ֜דוֹם יְ ֵר ָ֗שׁה
b
וְ ָהָ ֧יה יְ ֵר ָ ֛שׁה ֵשׂ ִ ֖עיר אֹיְ ָ ֑ביו
c
וְ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ֥עֹ ֶשׂה ָ ֽחיִ ל׃
19a
וְ ֵ ֖י ְר ְדּ ִ ֽמיַּ ֲע ֑קֹב
b
וְ ֶ ֽה ֱא ִ ֥ביד ָשׂ ִ ֖ריד ֵמ ִ ֽעיר׃

And he will smite the corners of Moab
and the region of all the children of Seth;
and Edom shall be an inheritance,
and an inheritance shall be Sevir—his enemies.
And Israel does valorously,
and descends from Jacob,
and destroys the remnant from the city.

In addition to the expanded version of the previous oracle’s introductory
strophe, this poem proceeds to open the next strophe with a couplet (Num 24:17ab)
that employs precisely the same word pair attested in the first oracle (Num 23:9ab),
namely  ראה// “ שׁורsee // apprehend.” The subsequent strophe brings to a climax the
descriptions of destructive might that occur in the prior two poems, even reusing the
word “ מחץsmite” (Num 24:17e) from the third oracle (Num 24:8e); but here, the lion
imagery is abandoned in favor of a specification of the targets of Israel’s domination
by force.
Although the oracles’ historical implications occupy our attention elsewhere,328
it is worthwhile as we examine the schematic layout of these four major poems to
consider a set of potential chronological referents within this material that appears to
constitute a significant organizational principle. I refer specifically to the various
references to kingship that occur across Balaam’s poetic utterances. In the first oracle,
no such reference exists; rather, Israel is praised instead for its sheer numbers. The
second oracle refers to kingship only obliquely, with the word  מלךoccurring only as a
nomen rectum: רוּעת ֶמ ֶלְך בּוֹ
ַ וּת
ְ “and the acclaim of a king is in him” (Num 23:21d).
This suggests that, as a consequence of Yahweh’s support as indicated in the
preceding colon, there is something kingly or regal in Israel’s character, perhaps even
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The most direct examination of this matter will appear in Chapter 7.

466

the propensity to be a successful monarchy. In the third oracle, direct statements
appear in parallel cola (Num 24:7cd) that speak of the success of Israel’s king and
kingdom, specifically referring to the king’s exaltation over the Amaleqite king Agag,
who was defeated by Saul. Finally, the references to כּוֹכב
ָ “sprout” and “ ֵשׁ ֶבטstaff” in
the fourth oracle (Num 24:17cd) were interpreted by Rashi and Ibn Ezra as referring to
David, partially on the basis of the immediately following references to “smiting the
corners of Moab” (מוֹאב
ָ וּמ ַחץ ַפּ ֲא ֵתי,
ָ Num 24:17e) and to the conquest of Edom/Sevir
(both are called a “ יְ ֵר ָשׁהinheritance” in Num 24:18ab).329 Indeed, David’s subjugation
of the two regions identified explicitly here is recorded in 2 Sam 8:2, 12, 14.
Moreover, Morag called attention to the idiomatic possibilities in the word כּוֹכב
ָ
“sprout,” which, he proposed, could bear the figurative meaning “offspring” or even
“successor.”330 This latter rendering accords beautifully with an interpretation of the
fourth oracle as referring to David, and all the more so in light of the prior oracle’s
implicit reference to Saul.331
To be sure, this evidence likely should be viewed not as representative of the
poems’ major thrust, whether individually or collectively, except perhaps in the case
of the fourth oracle, whose content is dominated by references to the conquest of
specific nations adjacent to Israel. Rather, it is to be seen as a series of subtler points
that provide touchstones according to which the oracles’ thematic development can be
traced. For this reason, it is important to exercise caution as we evaluate the
significance of this pattern.
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Katzenelenbogen et al. 1986–1993: 6:225. See also Milgrom 1990: 207 and 322 n. 51.
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Nevertheless, it is striking that this aspect of Balaam’s four oracles, when
taken in this way, presents in perfect sequence a chronological schema of Israel’s premonarchic and early monarchic history as envisioned in the narratives of the Bible.
Accordingly, the first oracle may be seen as representative of the Wandering Period,
during which Israel was a numerous people without an established system of rule. The
second oracle could represent the period of Israel’s incursions into the Promised Land,
with the lion imagery of Num 23:24 standing as an indication of their ferocity as a
conquering force, and the statement in Num 23:21d referring to their first steps along
the path toward monarchy. The third oracle’s implicit reference to the reign of Saul
would represent Israel’s initial proto-monarchy, together with both the concomitant
establishment of internal security as expressed in the figurative language of Num 24:6,
and the still greater force of Israel’s might reflected in the expansion of the lion
imagery in Num 24:9. Finally, the fourth oracle would appear to focus on the arrival of
the great King David, whose firmly established kingdom permits the concern of the
poem to rest solely on the conquest of neighboring nations, in the most aggressive
formulations of Israel’s might presented anywhere in the pericope (Num 24:17ef–19).
With this in mind, it is worthwhile to take a moment to consider the floral
imagery that occurs in the third oracle, which would refer to the first inception of a
true monarchy for Israel according to the above scheme. Each of the four forms of
plant life mentioned in Num 24:6, palms–gardens–aloes–cedars, contributes a unique
angle to the verse’s overall picture of lush serenity. Palm groves typically grow in arid
regions where groundwater or surface water is present, such as wadis and desert
oases.332 According to Michael Zohary, a date palm “[b]egin[s] to bear fruit at the age
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of five years,”333 and Christopher J. Eyre indicated that the tree takes “about twenty
years to reach full productivity.”334 From this standpoint, the palms of Num 24:6a
suggest not only fertility and abundance, but also the stability and longevity that a
people would look to its king to provide and maintain. The gardens of the next colon
(Num 24:6b), whose location “ ֲע ֵלי נָ ָהרalong a river” represents a different type of
terrain, call to mind a significant investment of resources purely for the sake of luxury:
this is not a crop to be harvested, but a carefully cultivated landscape intended for
human enjoyment. Likewise, the aloes in Num 24:6c would have been prized for their
aromatic resin, and hence would constitute a luxury item. Moreover, Israel’s primary
access to the succulent plant and products made from it would have been via trade,
since it is “an exotic plant not found in Israel”335 growing instead in the dry, rocky
terrain of Yemen and Soqotra. Finally, the cedars in the verse’s final colon grow at
elevations above 5000 feet336 and did not lend themselves to intensive agricultural
production per se, but still were in extremely high demand, for resin and oil as well as
timber.337
This particular array of plant life, then, felicitously suggests a carefully
selected and uniquely balanced combination of fertility, security, longevity, and
luxury. In addition, the range of terrain types to which this sequence alludes—oasis,
flood plain, desert, and mountain—appears thoughtfully calculated to depict a large
and diverse geographical area, which works together with this verse’s sense of stable
security to suggest the domain of a firmly established monarchy. The couplet that
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follows (Num 24:7ab) presents further statements of water in excess, thereby
reinforcing the notion of abundance and prosperity. But in addition, the second colon
of this pair, which reads “ וְ זַ ְרעוֹ ְבּ ַמיִ ם ַר ִבּיםand his seed is in many waters,” and which
normally is understood as a simple indicator of abundance,338 might be taken with a
slightly different nuance. Specifically, in line with the range of different kinds of
terrain implied in the previous verse, one might interpret “many waters” here as a
reference to a similar range of water “types,” such as groundwater, river water,
irrigation, dew, rainwater, and so on. In this way, the couplet in Num 24:17ab would
express neatly parallel expressions of prosperity, with the first clause, ל־מיִ ם ִמ ָדּ ְליָו
ַ ַיִ זּ
“Water drips from his boughs,” indicating an excess of water (quantitative), while the
second suggests unrestricted access to a variety of different water sources
(qualitative).
In sum, the floral imagery in the third oracle is not a simple assortment of
ornamental references to plant life, but rather a carefully constructed sequence that
transmits a rich and multilayered network of meanings. This sequence serves
effectively in the employ of the staged chronological trajectory that I am proposing for
the oracles, by simultaneously presenting in the third oracle a reference to Israel’s first
monarchy (Num 24:17cd) and a series of expressions pointing to the internal peace
and prosperity associated with that development (Num 24:16, extended in 17ab).
Again, this inward focus is replaced in the fourth poem, where the perspective shifts
outward to conquest beyond the bounds of Israel. If indeed the fourth oracle refers to
David, this shift in focus may imply that according to the perspective suggested here,
by the time of David’s reign the kingdom experienced such internal success that it
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does not warrant additional mention in the fourth oracle, in which Israel’s attention is
directed, therefore, entirely to external matters.
The three brief codas concluding Balaam’s series of prophetic utterances are
not long enough to exhibit significant poetic structure in themselves. However, if we
continue with the hypothesis I have just described regarding the longer poems,
according to which they proceed to a climax in the fourth oracle’s references to
David’s exploits in the vicinity of Israel, we see that these brief sections pick up on the
chronological theme in a particularly meaningful way. For the sake of reference, I
present here these three brief poetic statements:
אשׁית גּוֹיִ ֙ם ֲע ָמ ֔ ֵלק
֤ ִ ֵר
יתוֹ ֲע ֵ ֥די א ֵ ֹֽבד׃
֖ וְ ַא ֲח ִר

וֹשׁ ֶ֔בָך
ָ יתן ֽמ
֙ ָ ֵא
וְ ִ ֥שׂים ַבּ ֶ ֖סּ ַלע ִק ֶ ֽנּ ָך׃
ִ ֥כּי ִאם־יִ ְהֶ ֖יה ְל ָ ֣ב ֵ ֽער ָ ֑קיִ ן
ד־מה ַא ֥שּׁוּר ִתּ ְשׁ ֶ ֽבּךָּ ׃
֖ ָ ַע

֕אוֹי ִ ֥מי יִ ְח ֶ ֖יה ִמ ֻשּׂ ֥מוֹ ֵ ֽאל׃
וְ ִצ ֙ים ִמַיּ֣ד ִכּ ִ֔תּים
נּוּ־ע ֶבר
֑ ֵ וְ ִענּ֥ וּ ַא ֖שּׁוּר וְ ִע
ם־הוּא ֲע ֵ ֥די א ֵ ֹֽבד׃
֖ ַוְ ג

First of the nations is Amaleq,
but its fate (goes) to destruction.
(Num 24:20)
Permanent are your dwellings,
and your nest is placed in the crevice.
Nevertheless, Qayin will be for a conflagration,
when Assyria captures you.
(Num 24:21–22)
Alas, who can live apart from El’s determination?
Though boats (come) from the direction of Kittim,
and afflict Assyria, and afflict Eber,
even he (goes) to destruction.
(Num 24:23–24)

These three short oracles are notoriously challenging, even termed by Milgrom
“among the most difficult in all Scripture.”339 Their inherent obscurity
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notwithstanding, I submit the following suggestion as a basis for their interpretation.
In Chapter 3, I proposed a date for this pericope somewhere in the latter half of the 8th
century BCE.340 If we take up this hypothesis once again and apply it to this material,
we find that like the four longer poems, the utterances concluding Sefer Bilvam exhibit
a chronological scheme. Here, however, the three sections correspond respectively to
past, present and future. The prophecy against Amaleq takes up the theme of David’s
conquests introduced in the immediately preceding oracle, and looks back to his reign
by referring to his success against yet another people, as documented in 1 Samuel 30,
and later in 2 Sam 8:12.
In the Samuel account of Israel’s defeat of the Amaleqites, the Kenites are
among those allowed to share in the spoils (1 Sam 30:29), which may help explain
Balaam’s concern with them in his next utterance. Here, the Kenites are described
positively, but also warned of their destruction and captivity at the hands of Assyria.
In Judg 4:11 we are informed of a group of Kenites living north of the Galilee, who
certainly would have been under threat from the Assyrians around the time of TiglathPileser III’s annexation of Damascus in 732. Given our working hypothesis for the
dating of Sefer Bilvam, this utterance is eminently suitable as a reference to present
time, regardless of whether or not one believes the content of the utterance, Assyria’s
capture of the Kenites, to have happened already at the time of composition.
This perspective is strengthened still further by the final utterance. Here, the
reference to “ ִצים ִמיַּ ד ִכּ ִתּיםships from the direction of Kittim” likely should be
interpreted not as a literal reference to residents of the island of Cyprus itself, but
rather as a more general idiom broadly designating Mediterranean peoples, as in the
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Arad letters341 and also in later biblical342 and postbiblical literature.343 One notes in
particular that the ships are not identified as coming from Cyprus specifically, but
rather “ ִמיַּ ד ִכּ ִתּיםfrom the direction of Kittim.” The thrust of the utterance seems to be
that even if a future conqueror is able to overcome the greatest known military power,
that is, Assyria, he still will be subject to the will of El. The nonspecific character of
this statement, combined with the implied heralding of Assyria as a consummate
destructive force, suggests that we see here the limit of the author’s historical
knowledge, and that the utterance presents a theologicized outlook on whatever future
events may transpire.344
Thus, according to the interpretive hypotheses I have offered, all of Balaam’s
oracles, which significantly number seven in all,345 are mapped along a chronological
pattern that moves stage by stage through time, as follows:
First oracle: Wandering
Second oracle: Pre-monarchy
Third oracle: Early Monarchy
Fourth oracle: David’s Reign

Fifth oracle: Past (David’s reign)
Sixth oracle: Present (Assyrian threat)
Seventh oracle: Future (unspecified events)
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In addition, it is worthwhile to consider the geographical implications of the peoples
referenced in the oracles, and specifically those who are presented as enemies of
Israel. These are:









Moab
the “children of Seth”
Edom/Sevir
Amaleq (and their king Agag)
the Kenites
Assyria
the “ships from the direction of Kittim”
Eber

Of this group, three may be set aside immediately. The phrase י־שׁת
ֵ ל־בּ ֵנ
ְ “ ָכּall the
children of Seth” in Num 24:17 comes across as a collective term for many peoples.
Milgrom described it as “a general designation for all the nomadic groups descended
from Abraham,”346 and as such it contributes little to an examination of the specific
peoples in question here. The Kenites are presented in a positive light, and the identity
of Eber, though somewhat obscure, may refer to the area west of the Euphrates, that is,
((“ ֵע ֶבר ) ַהנָּ ָהרthe land) across the river (from Assyria),” and accordingly would
designate the area occupied by the westward-expanding Assyrian empire.347 Thus we
are left with Moab, Edom/Sevir, Amaleq, Assyria, and the ships from the West.
The use of style-switching and setting-switching in Sefer Bilvam led me to
propose in Chapter 3 that the pericope is of Judahite origin.348 Balaam’s fourth oracle
may provide additional support for this notion in its reference only to Moab and
Edom/Sevir, since the account of David’s victories over these peoples in 2 Samuel 8
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also refers to other groups, notably including the Arameans of Syria and the
Ammonites. Consequently, it is striking that Balaam’s fourth oracle refers only to
peoples neighboring Judah, and makes no mention of those who are more distant and
share borders with the northern kingdom.349 If we take Judah as the center of the
pericope’s perspective on this basis, the groups specifically identified as enemies of
Israel present a remarkable geographical picture: Moab is to the east of Judah;
Edom/Sevir is to the south; Assyria’s activities in the region would have begun in the
north; Amaleq was a group residing primarily in areas internal to Judah; and the ships
represent a general reference to peoples to the west across the Mediterranean. Thus,
the oracular material concluding the pericope, beginning with the fourth of the longer
poems, presents a holistic geographical schema by making explicit mention of Israel’s
adversaries in all directions, including internally. Assuming this suggestion is correct,
this feature would stand side-by-side with the proposed chronological arrangement
discussed above as yet another striking organizational principle in Sefer Bilvam.
At this point it is important to highlight an entirely different perspective on
these brief poetic sections. Milgrom presented all of the relevant data, although he
stopped short of a firm statement of the view in question.350 This interpretation
revolves around a different identification of two of the peoples named in the fourth
and subsequent oracles, namely, י־שׁת
ֵ ל־בּ ֵנ
ְ ( ָכּNum 24:17) and ( ַאשּׁוּרNum 24:22, 24). In
the first case, Milgrom indicated that the “children of Seth” are “[p]robably [to be]
identified with the tribal Shutu mentioned in the Egyptian execration texts of the early
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second millennium B.C.E. as a nomadic group somewhere in Canaan.”351 This group
also may receive indirect mention in the Ugaritic epic of 'Aqhat (see CAT 1.18:IV:6
[partially broken], 27; 1.19:IV:53, 57). In all but the last of these places, the word št
appears as part of the title mhr . št, applied appositively to Yat[pan. According to
Margalit, the phrase is to be translated “warrior of Shutu,”352 a reading accepted by
Simon Parker, who glossed the title “the Sutean warrior.”353 As for the term אשּׁוּר,
ַ
Milgrom suggested that this name refers to a nomadic group called the Asshurim,
mentioned elsewhere only in Gen 25:3, 18 and Ps 83:9.354
If these suggestions are correct, then all of the peoples named by Balaam in
these sections would be desert peoples in the vicinity of Judah. Such an interpretation
would suggest that this material points not to the historical circumstances of the 8th
century BCE, but rather to encounters between the Israelites and other peoples in the
region before the establishment of the United Monarchy. This would permit the entire
pericope to be dated as early as the 10th century BCE; and it also would appear to
comport with J. C. de Moor’s contention that the “ ִצים ִמיַּ ד ִכּ ִתּיםships from the
direction of Kittim” (Num 24:24) refers to the activities of the Sea Peoples at the end
of the Late Bronze Age (12th century BCE).355 This assessment stands as an elegant
means of understanding the obscure material in Balaam’s final oracles, without
recourse to the literary explanations articulated at length above.
However, there remain several troubling aspects of such a hypothesis. The
Ugaritic references to the Shutu are not at all certain, as demonstrated in DULAT,
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where the word št is understood as “tearing apart, separation, desolation,” and the
phrase mhr . št is glossed accordingly as “the destructive warrior.”356 Aside from these
uncertain references, which themselves predate the biblical material by centuries, the
only other mentions of the group derive from as much as a millennium prior to the text
from Numbers. That a textual witness from the Bible—even one as early as the 10th
century—exists for this group represents an assumption of considerable magnitude. In
addition, this is the only people identified in Balaam’s oracles by means of a phrase,
י־שׁת
ֵ “ ְבּ ֵנchildren of Seth,” rather than the gentonym alone. This suggests that a more
general reading of the term as a broad reference to the inhabitants of the region may be
appropriate. Indeed, as noted above, Milgrom himself appears to have concurred with
this assessment. After his identification of this term with the Shutu, he continued,
“Hence, this is a general designation for all the nomadic groups descended from
Abraham….”357
As for the Asshurim, whose identity in the Bible is an enigma and who are
unattested outside of this corpus, the evidence suggesting that the term  ַאשּׁוּרrefers to
this group in the present context, rather than to Assyria, is entirely circumstantial and
relies on one’s acceptance of the other elements of the larger hypothesis in question.
With respect to both  ַאשּׁוּרand י־שׁת
ֵ ל־בּ ֵנ
ְ כּ,
ָ then, this alternative interpretation
necessitates overlooking the plain surface meaning of these terms—the peshat[, as it
were—in favor of tenuous connections with obscure groups about which nothing
substantial is known.
Moreover, the incompatibility between this hypothesis and the geographical
and chronological schemata evident in the poems’ structure and organization, as
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articulated above, reveals that such an interpretation is more impressionistic than the
position I have espoused in this study, since it does not account for the presentation of
the text as as it stands in as detailed or systematic a fashion. Nor does the alternative
view address the fact that the historical circumstances of the 8th century, to which the
Deir vAllā inscriptions have been dated, represent a felicitous context for the
permeation of traditions about Balaam into the Judahite sphere. Consequently,
although the elegant simplicity of this hypothesis is noteworthy, I maintain that the
interpretation of Balaam’s final oracles that I have expressed above stands as the best
fit between the text and the relevant historical data.

Individual Literary Devices as Building Blocks for the Deployment of Major
Themes
The challenges of Sefer Bilvam, which increase as the pericope proceeds, will
not be solved in the space of a single study. Nevertheless, this sustained examination
of a variety of literary devices evident in the text has yielded a number of unique
interpretive hypotheses that speak to the fruitfulness of a literarily attuned approach to
this material. Although these hypotheses range in generic context from prose to
poetry, in scope from minute to sweeping, and in certainty from undeniable to purely
conjectural, their strength lies in their apprehension of the text as a unified work.
Specifically, I have approached the many cruces, difficulties, and enigmas in the
pericope from the standpoint that they are not “problems” to be attributed to editorial
work or textual corruption, a view that ultimately can amount, at its worst, to the
simple avoidance of the task of finding solutions for such challenges. Rather, I have
attempted to remain open to the possibility that while the material in this pericope
evinces numerous obscurities, the way to their clarification may lie in the discovery of
an overarching system of internal logic, a poetics that has guided the development of

478

the text as it stands. To be sure, irrefutable proof of this kind of guiding principle
remains elusive; but the degree to which the approach undertaken here has facilitated
new perspectives that differ, quite drastically at times, from those offered in prior
discourse indicates that there remains a wealth of untapped interpretive possibilities
that are yet to be explored, in this specific pericope and, by extension, in biblical
literature more generally. The justification for such an approach, therefore, lies in its
provision of access to precisely these kinds of new perspectives.
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CHAPTER 6
LITERARY THEMES AND CONTEXTUAL CONNECTIONS
IN SEFER BILvAM

Introductory Remarks
Having considered the nature and mechanics of the various literary devices
discussed in the previous chapter, we turn now to an examination of literary aspects of
Sefer Bilvam that operate on a larger scale. The first part of this chapter explores
tropes and themes internal to the pericope itself, which frequently build directly upon
the perspectives and concepts intimated by the smaller-scale literary devices discussed
above. The second part of the chapter examines the interaction between this pericope
and its broader biblical context, considering its connections both with the immediately
surrounding material and with passages situated at some distance from Numbers 22–
24.

Themes in Sefer Bilvam
Already, we have encountered important thematic expressions in this text that
are asserted culumatively by means of numerous literary details, and that extend in
some cases across most or all of the pericope, including both prose and poetry, along
arcs whose contours are defined by extensive patterns of recurring and/or rigorously
organized indicators. It is worthwhile here to consolidate and reiterate the broader
synthetic observations resulting from the above examination of these features, in the
form of a concise array of themes attributable to Sefer Bilvam on the basis of this
concrete textual and literary evidence. This discussion, however, is not limited solely
to themes that I have identified previously. Rather, these are incorporated into a
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broader list that includes other important themes, as well as certain additional tropes
recognizable from their attestations elsewhere in biblical literature.

The Greatness of Israel as Indicative of a Unique Connection to the Divine
The affirmation of Israel’s greatness probably is the most immediate theme one
encounters in the pericope as a whole, in large part because it stands as the primary
subject of Balaam’s oracles. In addition, however, I detailed above how the tightly
structured prose introduction to the pericope (Num 22:2–5) pushes this very point to
the foreground.1 Other indicators in the prose guide us in this direction as well, such as
God’s initial response to Balaam in Num 22:12, where he instructs Balaam not to
curse Israel “because it is blessed” ()כּי ָברוְּך הוּא.
ִ But the most pointed and specific
elaborations of Israel’s greatness arise later, in the poetic oracles spoken by Balaam.
There, Israel is identified as enviably numerous (Num 23:10); privy to direct
communications of divine will (Num 23:23); secure and fertile (Num 24:6–7); and
possessed of ferocious military prowess (Num 23:24; 24:8–9, 17–19). All of these
traits are presented as signs confirming Israel’s unique status (Num 23:9) as a people
bearing a special connection to God, which is expressed most directly in the refrain
appearing in the second and third oracles (Num 23:22; 24:8ab), and also in the brief
but explicit statement to this effect in Num 23:21cd. Additional reinforcement is to be
found in Balaam’s oracular statements that Yahweh has blessed Israel, and hence has
no intention of cursing them (Num 23:7–8, 19–20), and in the fourth oracle’s
expression of their overwhelming defeat of their enemies (Num 24:17–19).
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Because the theme of Israel’s greatness is so overt, my isolation of it here may
come across as a statement of the obvious. However, as we proceed through some of
the deeper themes in the text, it will become clear that Israel’s unique connection to
the divine, as evident in these numerous attestations of their success and prosperity,
actually operates as one of the most pertinent underpinnings of the pericope’s
message.

Lampooning the King of Moab
Against Israel’s greatness as expressed in the pericope, there exists an equally
overt balancing element in the satirical portrayal of Balaq, king of Moab. The
combination of his importunate overestimation of the value of wealth and fame (Num
22:16–17; 24:11), his insistence on the meticulous repetition of empty ritual (Num
23:2, 14, 30), and his conviction that all of these things can provide him, or anyone,
with the ability to bend the divine will to his own (Num 22:6, 17; 23:13, 27) result in
an impression of Balaq as a man of exceedingly narrow vision. Despite an endless
stream of divinely originating indicators that his desire to curse Israel will not be
fulfilled, he unwaveringly belabors the same materialistic and worldly practices,
evidently certain in each instance that the denial of his wishes is merely the result,
alternately, of Balaam’s refusal to cooperate or of some minute deficiency in his
preparatory efforts.2 Indeed, by the end of the pericope, all appearances indicate that
Balaq has never moved any closer to an understanding of what has transpired.
As Jacob Milgrom pointed out, Balaq’s status as the story’s antagonist, as
against the protagonist Balaam, provides additional means of lampooning the king.
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Specifically, as the succession of oracles proceeds from one to the next, Balaq is
progressively downgraded in power and significance: “In the first oracle Balak is king
of Moab (23:7); in the second, the son of Zippor (23:18), that is, and ordinary mortal;
and in the third and fourth oracles he disappears entirely.”3 Moreover, the pericope
ends with a final punctuation of this systematic denigration of the king. The encounter
between Balaq and Balaam has transpired in Balaq’s homeland, thus requiring an
extended journey on the part of the Aramean to reach the scene of the action. But in
Num 24:25, we encounter the following statement:
ם־בּ ָ ֖לק ָה ַ ֥לְך ְל ַד ְר ֽכּוֹ׃
ָ ַוַ ָיּ֣ ָקם ִבּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ֵ ֖יּ ֶלְך וַ ָיּ֣ ָשׁב ִל ְמק ֹ֑מוֹ וְ ג
And Balaam rose and went and returned to his place, and Balaq also
went on his way.

Robert Alter recalled that the statement “so-and-so returned to his place” is a
formulaic way of indicating a character’s departure from the narrative, and indeed it
serves here to demarcate the conclusion of Sefer Bilvam.4 But it is striking that
Balaam, who has traveled so far to reach the present location, is describe quite simply
as returning to his place, while it is Balaq, in whose homeland the bulk of the story has
unfolded, who goes on his way. Thus, the denigration of Balaq concludes with his
being deprived, literarily speaking, of a place to which to return, while the man he had
hoped to hire to do his bidding, who has come from a distant land, is elevated above
the king and awarded the final destination that the king is denied.
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Negative Assessment of Divination and Empty Ritual Practices
Obsession with correct ritual procedure is criticized forcefully in Sefer Bilvam.
In the previous chapter, I closely examined the sequence of formalized activities
preceding the first two oracles, and also the third in truncated form.5 This pattern is
presented as utterly ineffectual in producing the desired effect, or indeed any effect, on
the divine message to follow. This is the case despite Balaq’s repeated attempts to find
a propitious location at which to follow the prescribed series of protocols. The pattern
is so unproductive that Balaam abandons it mid-stream after the second oracle, setting
aside divination in favor of direct prophetic inspiration (Num 24:1).
It is no coincidence that this verse intimately links divination with empty ritual.
While it is never explicitly condemned, such human-initiated contact with the divine is
presented as inferior to true prophecy, which is initiated by God. Nor can the
expression of this view with respect to Israel in Num 23:23 be taken as an indicator
that true prophecy is unique to Israel, since Balaam’s abandonment of divination is
followed shortly thereafter by the statement that ֹלהים
ִ רוּח ֱא
ַ “ וַ ְתּ ִהי ָע ָליוupon him was
the spirit of Elohim” (Num 24:2), and his subsequent oracles are voiced as genuine
prophetic revelations.
The overall force of the pericope’s perspectives on these matters is not that not
that ritual practices are worthless and divination ineffectual, but rather that neither
constitutes a means by which a human can evoke change in the world. Balaq’s initial
summons of Balaam is predicated on his belief that as a diviner, Balaam wields the
power to bless and curse as he sees fit (Num 22:6). Likewise, his careful attention to
ritual detail before each of the first three oracles betrays his similar belief that if he
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performs the prescribed actions correctly, the divine message will shift to conform
with his will. It is striking that as his repeated efforts in this regard are systematically
thwarted, he only grows more frustrated, while Balaam, in contrast, learns from the
process and adjusts his own actions to accord more closely with those of a true
prophet.

Balaam’s Transformative Journey from Mercenary Diviner to True Prophet
In the previous chapter I called attention to a sequence of repeated statements
extending across the entire pericope that speaks to Balaam’s relationship to the divine,
and traced Balaam’s gradually developing understanding of this relationship as the
story proceeds.6 Recognition of this pattern is essential to an understanding of the full
picture painted by the pericope, not only because it renders Balaam a marvelously rich
and complex character, but because it is the only means for us to understand his
otherwise obscure “vacillations between [the] apparently…diametrically opposed
positions” of mantic and prophet.7 Here I offer a re-examination of this process of
development, incorporating both my analysis of the previously identified pattern and
my earlier discussion of the keyword קרא.8 I present the result as a series of stages,
demarcated to an extent by these two features and further defined by the surrounding
narrative content.
Balaam begins as a mercenary diviner, content to take Balaq on as a business
client, who does not correct misconceptions about his power over reality. In his first
encounter with Balaq’s messengers, whom Balaq has sent to summon ()ל ְקרֹא
ִ him, he
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has an opportunity to contradict the king’s belief, stated in Num 22:6, that ר־תּ ָב ֵרְך
ְ ֲא ֶשׁ
יוּאר
ָ “ ְמב ָֹרְך וַ ֲא ֶשׁר ָתּאֹרwhom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.”
He does not do so in Num 22:8, however, nor does he recount Balaq’s statement to
God in Num 22:10. Even after his first dialogue with God, he informs the emissaries
(Num 22:13) that God will not allow him to go with them, but says nothing about
God’s instruction not to curse Israel. Whether Balaam himself agrees with Balaq’s
assessment remains at this point an open question.
Soon after, Balaq sends a second group of messengers who apparently offer
Balaam an increased payment. Balaam responds by clarifying that the issue is not the
fee, but rather his own obligation to abide by God’s instructions. Thus, although he
remains content to proceed if God allows him to do so, here he admits that his actions
(ל ֲעשׂוֹת,ַ Num 22:18), at least, must conform to God’s will. We may describe Balaam
here as a diviner, somewhat less mercenary since the fee is a non-issue, but still
content to offer his services provided he receives divine permission to do so.
In the theophany to follow, however, Balaam reveals a shortcoming in his
understanding by failing to recognize the rhetorical thrust of God’s communication to
him. Balaam misreads God’s statement (Num 22:20), which says that he may proceed
if the men have come to summon ()ל ְקרֹא
ִ him, as permission to go along, since, after
all, the men did summon ()ל ְקרֹא
ִ him (Num 22:5) in a purely literal sense. But the
weight of the term  קראhere implies something more, since it is not his mere presence
that the men seek on behalf of their king, but the employment of Balaam’s (ostensible)
power to bless and curse. Thus, here Balaam is invited to recognize that since he
himself is not the true source of this power, the messengers’ summons is misdirected
and he should not proceed with them. His failure to grasp this nuance suggests that on
some level he, like Balaq, believes himself to be the object of this request, and thus to
possess within himself some real power over the natural world. This is in spite of the
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additional clue provided by God in the second half of the verse, where he clarifies that
Balaam’s actions (from עשׂה, Num 22:20) must accord precisely with God’s
instructions, which happen to have been provided previously (Num 22:12), and which
have expressly forbidden Balaam not just from going to Moab, but also from cursing
Israel. Here, too, Balaam misses the point, and this failure, together with his simplistic
understanding of the weighted term קרא, suggests that although he understands that
his travel to Moab—his action—is contingent on God’s permission, he shares Balaq’s
mistaken belief that his speech, and the power associated with it, are his to control.
Believing that God has changed his mind, Balaam saddles his donkey and sets off to
Moab. He may be described here as a diviner who recognizes that his actions are
subject to God’s direction, but does not understand that this applies also to his speech.
Balaam’s confrontation with Yahweh’s messenger at the end of the jenny
episode demonstrates a breakthrough in his understanding about these issues. Upon
seeing the messenger in the road and hearing what this figure has to say, he states that
אתי ַבּ ָ ֑דּ ֶרְך
ִ אתי ִכּי לֹא יָ ַד ְע ִתּי ִכּי ַא ָתּה נִ ָצּב ִל ְק ָר
ִ “ ָח ָטI have sinned, for I did not know that you
were stationed to greet me on the road” (Num 22:34). Thus, Balaam finally perceives
the connotative potential of the root קרא, since the messenger has not appeared merely
to greet Balaam in the literal sense, but to obstruct (ל ָשׂ ָטן,ְ Num 22:32) his forward
progress. Moreover, Balaam understands that although the messenger interacted
directly only with his jenny, the call ( )קראwas directed at him; and, indeed, the call
does not originate with the messenger himself, but with God, and only passes through
the messenger on its way ot Balaam. This cluster of relationships is analogous to that
involving himself, God, and Balaq’s messengers: although they interact directly with
him, their summons ( )קראseeks a response that only God can provide. Although
Balaam understands his previous error, however, he still fixates on God’s relationship
to his actions alone, as expressed by his willingness to return if told to do so (Num
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22:34). At this stage, then, Balaam is presented as a diviner who recognizes his earlier
misinterpretation of God’s instructions, but who has not yet grasped that this applies
to speech as well as actions.
Yahweh’s messenger therefore introduces a verbal shift in his repetition of
God’s earlier message, whereby the word “ ַת ֲע ֶשׂהyou shall do” in Num 22:20 is
replaced in Num 22:35 by “ ְת ַד ֵבּרyou shall speak.” The new insight that Balaam has
just acquired renders him more attentive to this new permutation of God’s directive,
and leads to his statement to Balaq in Num 22:38 that he is unable to speak (ַ)דּ ֵבּר
anything other than the precise message that God entrusts to him. In addition, Balaq’s
arrival to greet him ()ל ְק ָראתוֹ
ִ in Num 22:36 emphasizes again the tension between the
two forces, human and divine, whose competition for Balaam’s loyalty is encapsulated
in the word קרא. Nevertheless, as the narrative proceeds, Balaam’s insistence on
performing a series of preparatory rituals (Num 23:1–2) indicates that he still labors
under the assumption that his role as a diviner, that is, a human specifically
empowered to initiate contact with the divine, renders his mediation essential to the
divine–human communication process. This is demonstrated by his statement in Num
23:3, where the root  קראagain bears a deeper connotation, referring not merely to a
call but to a theophany. In this verse, Balaam says that when God appears (expressed
using the root  קרהin the Niphval, playing on the root )קרא, it will be to call to him
(אתי
ִ )ל ְק ָר,
ִ despite his status as the mere conduit for God’s communication with Balaq.
Just as Balaq’s summons (קרא, Num 22:5) should have been directed through Balaam
to God, and just as God’s call (קרא, Num 22:34), transmitted through Yahweh’s
messenger, was directed through the jenny to Balaam, so here Balaam should
understand that God’s call (קרא, Num 23:3) is directed through him to Balaq. Since he
fails to appreciate this point, however, Balaam appears here as a diviner who
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mistakenly believes that his procedural role as mediator is essential to divine–human
communication.
After delivering his first oracle, in which he describes his inability to curse
anyone whom God has not cursed, Balaam responds to Balaq’s disappointment by
reiterating the now oft-repeated statement that he can say only what God directs him
to say (Num 23:12). We are provided here with a subtle clue to the continued growth
of his understanding of God’s ultimate control over this entire process, in Num 23:13,
where he indicates that he will appear ()א ָקּ ֶרה
ִ to Balaq using precisely the same term
employed when God appears to him (יִ ָקּ ֵרה, Num 23:3; וַ יִּ ָקּר, Num 23:4 and, later, 16).
This reflects his recognition that he serves, in fact, as a proxy for God, just as
Yahweh’s messenger did in the jenny episode, calling to Balaam (אתי
ִ ל ְק ָר,ִ Num 22:34)
with a version (Num 22:35) of the same message that God himself delivered in Num
22:20. Balaam thus may be seen in this section as a diviner who is coming to terms
with the true passivity of his role as a conduit for divine communication.
Balaam achieves full awareness of this point after the second oracle. Having
just uttered a message that incudes direct reference to the superfluity of divinatory
practice (Num 23:23), it dawns on him that if he truly is merely a passive conduit, then
neither the amount nor the type of preparatory activity has any bearing on the process
whatsoever. Having thus recognized how extraneous his divinatory activity has been,
he understands that his divinatory speech truly is under God’s control, since no human
action can produce the slightest alteration in it. Thus, his response to Balaq’s evergrowing frustration turns once again to the matter of action, by returning the word
“ ֲא ַד ֵבּרI will speak” to its original “ ֶא ֱע ֶשׂהI will do” (Num 23:26), as in the original
form of the message spoken by God in Num 22:20. Moreover, he goes a step further
by implementing this realization in his subsequent action. He leaves the usual ritual
preparations only partially finished (Num 24:1), and is rewarded with genuine
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prophetic inspiration (Num 24:2), which serves as the impetus for his third oracle.
Thus, Balaam here appears as a former diviner, who undergoes his first true prophetic
experience.
Balaam’s gradual process of growth reaches its climax after the third oracle.
Having learned not to rely on his own efforts to control or even to detect the will of
the divine, he has set aside the practice of divination, and consequently discovered that
in doing so he is open to genuine prophetic revelation. In this way, he comes to
understand that as a transmitter of divine will, he is fully beholden, both in action and
in speech, to the instructions of God. Thus, he utters his final grand summation to
Balaq in Num 24:13:
טוֹבה ֥אוֹ
֛ ָ הוה ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת
֔ ָ ְת־פּי י
֣ ִ אוּכל ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר ֶא
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָה ֒ב ֣ל ֹא
֮ ן־לי ָב ֜ ָלק ְמ ֣ל ֹא ֵב
ִ ֨ ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
הוה א ֹ֥תוֹ ֲא ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
֖ ָ ְָר ָ ֖עה ִמ ִלּ ִ ֑בּי ֲא ֶשׁר־יְ ַד ֵ ֥בּר י
“If Balaq were to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I
would be unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do
(anything,) good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh speaks—it shall I
speak.”

This represents the completion of Balaam’s long transformative journey from
mercenary diviner to true prophet. Having reached the end of this process, Balaam
proceeds to speak his final oracles with all the authority and inspiration of his new
prophetic status, and thus we recognize here that he is a true prophet, fully cognizant
of his relationship to the divine and of the nature and responsibilities of his role as a
facilitator of divine–human communication.
Having laid out this extended theme, I must point out that my perspective on
this matter stands in direct opposition to some views expressed in prior scholarship.
Meshullam Margaliot, for instance, recognized Balaam’s “dilemma between acting as
a qōsēm and his vocation as a prophet [as] the main theme of the B[alaam]

490

N[arrative];”9 but he saw Balaam as “the great antagonist of Moses: what Moses tried
to do—and largely achieved—Balaam tried to undo.”10 In addition, he interpreted the
subsequent negative references to Balaam, particularly that in Jos 13:22 which refers
to him as קּוֹסם
ֵ “ ַהthe diviner,” as indicators that after the story detailed in Sefer
Bilvam, “[h]e in fact reverts to mantic practices of a qosem, extreme in his reactions
against the LORD and his people Israel. The reason of this fundamental change must
have been the very large amount of money and the honour which eluded him [see
Num 24:11].”11
R. W. L. Moberly’s position is a rare exception to this pattern of generally
negative interpretation. He saw in the entirety of Numbers 22 “a story of a prophet
who succumbs to temptation by corrupting his prophetic vocation through ambitious
greed.”12 This view derives from his reading of Balaam’s two responses to Balaq’s
envoys, the first of which he saw as “a negotiating ploy” aimed at eliciting Balaq’s
second offer of a more exorbitant fee.13 The jenny episode, then, marks God’s
response to Balaam’s greed, where the sword-wielding messenger personifies the dire
nature of his self-interested course of action. “On the other hand,” Moberly continued,
“there is a possibility of repentance and a transformation of Balaam’s mission, a
possibility initiated by actions of divine mercy (opening the ass’s mouth, opening
Balaam’s eyes). …[T]his mercy…teaches him the necessary lesson when he
acknowledges his sin, and so enables him to go and speak as a prophet should
speak.”14

9

Margaliot 1990: 81–82.
Margaliot 1990: 82. This view follows that of the rabbis, on which see below, pp. 521–522.
11
Margaliot 1990: 78.
12
Moberly 1999: 16.
13
Moberly 1999: 7 and passim.
14
Moberly 1999: 17.
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Clearly, Moberly’s interpretation of the entire pericope differs from mine in
some significant ways. But his willingness to see Balaam on a trajectory of personal
growth, rather than personal degradation, accords in a general sense with the
perspective I have presented here. In this sense, I stand with Moberly against the
frequently articulated negative view of Balaam.

The Jenny Episode (Num 22:21–35) and Its Function as a Role-reversing Interlude
Most prior scholarship addressing the jenny episode has interpreted it as an
interpolation that was inserted into the narrative at a late date.15 This perspective
derives not only from the content of the episode, which has been perceived as distinct
from the material with which the rest of the pericope is concerned, but also from the
challenging sequence in Num 22:20–22 in which God seemingly grants Balaam
permission to go to Moab, and then is angry at his doing so. This point in the narrative
is perceived, therefore, as an editorial vestige indicative of a seam between different
sources.
In this study, however, I already have pointed out numerous alliterative,
keyword, repetitive, and structural patterns that run the length of the pericope, whose
force would be deeply undermined by the removal of the jenny episode from the
narrative as a whole. To recap briefly, in the previous chapter I highlighted the
following devices, operative across the entire pericope, that manifest also in this
episode:

15

This perspective is expressed in, e.g., Rofé 1979: 54–57; Milgrom 1990: 468–469; Levine 2000: 155;
etc. Martin Noth (1968: 178), on the other hand, believed that this episode predated the rest of the J
material.
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Alliterative pattern on Balaam’s name, including the word  ַבּ ַמּ ֵקּלin
Num 22:2716
Alliterative pattern built around the letter ט, of which the highest
concentration occurs in the messenger’s address to Balaam (Num
22:32–33)17
Emphasis on keyword “ עברoppose, transgress,” including its
appearance in Num 22:2618
Process of gradually developing expressions of Balaam’s
relationship to the divine, one step of which is presented in
Balaam’s exchange with the messenger (Num 22:32–35)19
Two tripartite patterns in Numbers 22 that foreshadow Balaam’s
encounter with Balaq in the subsequent material, of which the jenny
episode is one,20 as demonstrated particularly by the repeated
phrase ( זֶ ה ָשֹׁלשׁ ְר ָג ִליםNum 22:28, 32, 33) ≈ ( זֶ ה ָשֹׁלשׁ ְפּ ָע ִמיםNum
24:10)21

In addition, I have offered a perspective on the notorious crux of God’s apparently
contradictory views as expressed in Num 22:20 and 22, according to which God’s
statement ם־ל ְקרֹא ְלָך ָבּאוּ ָה ֲא ָנ ִשׁים קוּם ֵלְך ִא ָתּם
ִ “ ִאIf it is to summon you that the men
have come, then rise, go with them” in v. 20 is to be viewed not as a literal command,
but as a rhetorical expression that Balaam is invited to interpret. The correct answer,
as it were, is made clear by the second half of the verse, and so God’s anger in Num
22:22 is to be attributed not to divine caprice, but to Balaam’s failure to recognize the
correct course of action.22
Margaliot offered an additional series of points that confirm this episode’s
unity with the rest of the pericope.23 He framed these points as responses to some of
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See above, pp. 284–285.
See above, pp. 301–304.
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See above, p. 314.
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See above, pp. 424–428.
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See above, pp. 443–445.
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On this phrase, see above, p. 412.
22
On this matter, see above, pp. 316–318.
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This material is drawn from Margaliot 1990: 79–80.
17

493

the usual arguments leveled against this view, as follows. First, some have observed
that the episode “does not advance the action of the narrative.”24 Margaliot responded
by stating simply that “[t]his argument could only arise because the main theme of the
BN, namely the attitude of the prophet to the LORD and the relationship between
them, was not properly understood.”25 On this point Margaliot and I are in complete
agreement, as is clear from the examination I have presented above detailing this very
theme and its development across the pericope.26 Without the jenny episode, the
staged development of this theme would have a gaping hole in its center. I might add
also that since the rhetorical thrust of Num 22:20 has gone almost entirely
unrecognized, modern scholarship has remained largely blind to one of the most rich
and subtle clues to this theme.
Second, Margaliot noted that some have raised the issue of the total absence of
Yahweh’s messenger in any other portion of the narrative. His response revolves
around the equation of ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאand מ ְל ַאְך יְ הוָ ה,
ַ according to which God (Elohim), who
has appeared already in Num 22:9, 10, 12 and 20, actually manifests as the “Angel”
( ) ַמ ְל ָאְךwho obstructs Balaam on the road, and thus this figure does in fact appear
elsewhere in the pericope.27 On this point I disagree with Margaliot, since I am
unconvinced that the two figures should be equated. However, it is unclear to me why
the messenger’s absence elsewhere indicates a compositional seam between this
material and the rest of the pericope. Rather, I would submit that the jenny episode is
intentionally set apart as an interlude in the larger narrative, and as such it serves the
overarching aims of the whole pericope, while simultaneously presenting an additional
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Margaliot 1990: 79.
Margaliot 1990: 79.
26
See above, pp. 485–492.
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perspective, unique to this section, that informs our uptake of the surrounding
material. I will explore this matter at length in a moment.
Third, Margaliot called attention to the supposed “folkloristic, rather primitive
level of the Speaking Ass as opposed to the high, almost prophetical level of the
BN.”28 Margaliot’s view was that this is not to be taken literally at all, but actually
represents a literary device by which the dialogue between jenny and rider actually is
“a monologue of Balaam who talks with himself.”29 Here, too, I find Margaliot’s
response entirely unsatisfactory, since its suggestion that in this situation Balaam is
equivocating, even conflicted, drastically diminishes the force of his encounter with
the messenger and his consequent admission of wrongdoing. Where I agree with him,
however, is in his rejection of the “folkloristic, rather primitive” argument, since it
plainly reveals more about its modern claimants and their perception of this literature
than it does about the literature itself. However, if one insists on perceiving a distinct
narrative tone in this section, I repeat that I view this episode as an interlude, set apart
from the surrounding text. It is to this interlude that we now direct our attention.
In his volume on anti-prophetic satire, David Marcus adduced a wide array of
elements in this episode that point to its satirical status.30 He pointed out the following
types of features:


Fantastic situations, such as:
 The appearance of a messenger who is visible to the jenny but
not to Balaam
 The jenny’s ability to talk
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Irony, such as:
 The inability of Balaam, the professional seer, to see what is
obvious to his jenny
 “[T]he man of words is reduced to using brute force, whereas
the brute (his donkey), teaches him with words.”31
Ridicule of Balaam, such as:
 His placement in “undignified situations”32 involving his foot
being crushed and his donkey laying down underneath him
 His apparent obliviousness to the extraordinary fact that he is
having a conversation with his donkey33
Parody, such as:
 Balaam’s failure to live up to his status of a professional seer,
instead being reduced to a passive observer

The data accumulated by Marcus form a concise and informative list of elements that
collectively reveal much about the literary tenor of the story. In his view, “[t]he
purpose of the satire is to belittle Balaam and expose him to ridicule.”34 As noted
above, this kind of negative perspective on Balaam is well attested in modern
scholarship. Alexander Rofé, for example, interpreted the jenny episode in a similar
fashion:
 האם תיתכן נבואה אצל:סיפור האתון…דן בשאלה עקרונית משאלות הנבואה
, לעומת זאת.עמים זרים? המסורת הישראלית העתיקה לא ראתה בכך קושי
 שניתן רק′בשלבי אמונה מאוחרים יותר נחשבה הנבואה לחסד מיוחד של ה
 הבורלסקה. ונשללה ממילא כל אפשרות של התגלות לבני עמים זרים,לישראל
 כפי שהובעה מכללא,על בלעם נועדה אפוא לבטל את ההשקפה שהוא נביא
 כיצד נעדרו מבלעם כל תכונות,; הביטול הובע על־ידי הדגמה″ספר בלעם″ב
 כך ביקשה ההגות הנבואית להיפטר מזכרו.נבואיות בשעה שנתקל במלאך בדרך
!ם″המעיק של נביא עכו
The tale of the jenny…discusses a fundamental question in prophetic
matters: Is prophecy possible among foreign peoples? Ancient Israelite
tradition did not see any difficulty in this. By contrast, in later religious
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stages prophecy was conceived as a unique favor of God given only to
Israel, and in any case all possibility of revelation was revoked from the
descendants of foreign peoples. The burlesque on Balaam [that is, the
jenny episode] was intended therefore to invalidate the view that he
was a prophet, as expressed generally in “Sefer Bilvam;” the
invalidation is expressed by means of a demonstration (of) how all
prophetic qualities were absent from Balaam at the time of his
encounter with the messenger on the road. Thus the prophetic
meditation [presented in this episode] sought to purge the troublesome
memory of him as a pagan prophet!35

Thus, in Rofé’s view, this episode is a later interpolation, inserted into Sefer Bilvam
long after the rest of the pericope had been composed, that derives from the same
negative views of Balaam that are expressed elsewhere in the Bible and in postbiblical
traditions.
In response to a perspective such as Rofé’s, I reiterate my belief, based on a
wealth of evidence already presented in this study, that the jenny episode is an integral
part of the whole pericope, without which numerous literary devices would be
incomplete and ineffective. Here, I would like to go a step further, and offer a
dissenting hypothesis that contrasts directly with the interpretations of Marcus, Rofé,
and others. In my view, the lampooning of Balaam in this episode is not intended to
denigrate him, but rather to highlight his humanness in a way that emphasizes the
complex and compelling qualities of this character, the hero of the pericope, who
gradually develops as the story proceeds. This is achieved by means of a role-reversal
whereby the role occupied elsewhere in the pericope by Balaam, as one who is privy
to divine contact, is occupied by the jenny; and that occupied by Balaq, who resists the
transmitted divine message, is occupied by Balaam. In short, the relationship between
Balaq and Balaam in the surrounding material, namely the beginning of Numbers 22

35

Rofé 1979: 53.
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and Numbers 23–24, is superimposed on Balaam and his donkey in this episode.36
James S. Ackerman put it thus: “Just as the she-ass three times sees what the ‘seer’
cannot…Balaam will three times be given a divine oracle that Balak will not
accept.”37
This kind of role-reversing interlude is attested elsewhere in the Bible.38 Here I
draw attention to two major examples. The first is the incident involving Judah and
Tamar in Genesis 38.39 In the previous chapter, I called attention to an important
subplot in the latter chapters of Genesis whereby Judah is elevated gradually to a
position of leadership over the rest of the brothers, especially including Reuben, the
firstborn.40 This process already is underway in Genesis 37, and so Judah’s status as a
main character in the following chapter corroborates his more general status as the
hero among the brothers in this portion of the book. Here, however, he is shown to be
so lustful that he is happy to divulge his symbols of authority rather than miss a
chance to sleep with Tamar (Gen 38:16–18); concerned more about his reputation than
about making good on his debt (Gen 38:23); and brutally uncompassionate in his order
to have Tamar, his daughter-in-law and a widow, burned for her harlotry (Gen 38:24).
In the end, Tamar reveals her deception by showing him his staff, seal, and cord and
saying “ ַה ֶכּר־נָ אRecognize, please” (Gen 38:25). Judah immediately recognizes ()וַ יַּ ֵכּר
them, and admits his wrongdoing, stating that יה ְל ֵשׁ ָלה ְב ִני
ָ ל־כּן לֹא־נְ ַת ִתּ
ֵ י־ע
ַ ָצ ְד ָקה ִמ ֶמּ ִנּי ִ ֽכּ

36

See, e.g., Alter 1981: 106 and Ackerman 1990: 86. Although they did not voice the entire extent of
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Ackerman 1990: 86.
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Gordon 1978: 60–61.
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See above, pp. 435–436.
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“She is more righteous than I, because I did not give her to Shela, my son” (Gen
38:26).
Thus, in this story Judah, arguably the hero of this section of Genesis, is
portrayed as villainous in the extreme. When his wrongdoing is brought to his
attention, however, he acknowledges it and learns from the experience. But the
function of this episode is not limited to this chapter in itself, since the text here attests
certain key elements connecting it to the surrounding group of chapters. I draw
attention to two particularly significant examples. The first is that the animal he offers
in pledge to Tamar (Gen 38:17) is a kid (י־עזִּ ים
ִ )גּ ִד,
ְ which immediately calls to mind
the animal that the brother slaughtered in the previous chapter (שׂ ִעיר ִעזִּ ים,
ְ Gen 37:31)
in order to dip Joseph’s tunic in the blood and deceive Jacob. The second is the
recurrence in Genesis 38 of the phrase “ ַה ֶכּר־נָ אRecognize, please,” which, as noted
previously, is an important theme across this entire story arc in Genesis: Just as Tamar
says “ ַה ֶכּר־נָ אRecognize, please” to Judah in Gen 38:25 and he recognizes ( )וַ יַּ ֵכּרin the
following verse, the brothers have already said “ ַה ֶכּר־נָ אRecognize, please” to Jacob in
Gen 37:32, when they show him Joseph’s bloody tunic, and he recognized ( )וַ יַּ ֵכּרthat it
belonged to his son in the following verse. Similarly, this keyword plays out later in
Genesis, when the brothers encounter Joseph in Egypt and fail to recognize him,
though he recognizes them (Genesis 42–45). In Genesis 38, the interplay of these two
themes serves to place Judah, the “chief brother” in this portion of Genesis, in the role
of Jacob, the one who is duped. Thus, at the moment of recognition () ִה ִכּיר, “[i]n the
most artful of contrivances, the narrator shows [Judah] exposed through the symbol of
his legal self given in pledge for a kid (gedi vizim), as before Jacob had been tricked
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by the garment emblematic of his love for Joseph which had been dipped in the blood
of a goat (sevir vizim).”41
A second example of this type of role-reversing interlude is that presented in 1
Samuel 25. This chapter, in which David winds up at odds with the landowner Nabal
and ultimately marries his widow Abigail, is sandwiched between two chapters whose
numerous similarities have elicited the opinion in scholarship that they actually are
two different versions of the same story. In the first version (1 Samuel 24), Saul
pursues the fugitive David to En Gedi. David has an opportunity to kill Saul, but does
not do so, and ultimately the two men have an extended conversation in which David
professes his innocence, urging Saul to stop pursuing him, and Saul admits his
wrongdoing (“ ַצ ִדּיק ַא ָתּה ִמ ֶמּ ִנּיYou are more righteous than I,” 1 Sam 24:17 [English:
18]). In the second version (1 Samuel 26), Saul pursues David into the wilderness.
David sneaks into Saul’s camp at night and again forgoes an opportunity to kill the
king, instead retreating to a distant hill, from which he again has an extended
conversation with Saul, who again acknowledges his wrongdoing (אתי
ִ “ ָח ָטI have
sinned,” 1 Sam 26:21).
Between these two stories stands that of David, Nabal, and Abigail in 1 Samuel
25. In his analysis of all three chapters as a coherent narrative triad, Moshe Garsiel
examined how this chapter places David, the innocent fugitive, in the role of Saul, the
impetuous figure who must struggle constantly to keep his vengeful impulses in
check.42 While in the wilderness, David and his men have been protecting the estate of
Nabal, who is very wealthy (1 Sam 25:7, 15–16, 21). When David hears that Nabal is
nearby shearing sheep, he approaches him and asks Nabal to give his men whatever he
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can provide, in honor of the festive occasion (1 Sam 25:8). Nabal is tight-fisted with
his provisions, however, and further insults David, possibly but necessarily
unwittingly, by saying that “ ַהיּוֹם ַרבּוּ ֲע ָב ִדים ַה ִמּ ְת ָפּ ְר ִצים ִאישׁ ִמ ְפּ ֵני ֲאד ָֹניוNowadays there
are many servants who run away, each from before his lord” (1 Sam 25:10). In a rage,
David swears that he will annihilate Nabal’s entire household (1 Sam 25:22). Before
he can enact his plan, however, Nabal’s wife Abigail intercedes, fervently beseeching
David to abandon his destructive course in a lengthy speech (1 Sam 25:24–31). David
hears her entreaty, and blesses her for being the one who ְכּ ִל ִת ִני ַהיּוֹם ַהזֶּ ה ִמבּוֹא ְב ָד ִמים
“ וְ ה ֵֹשׁ ַע יָ ִדי ִליrestrained me this day from coing in blood, and my hand (from) avenging
me” (1 Sam 25:33).
David’s situation in this chapter accords remarkably closely to that of Saul in
the surrounding chapters. Throughout 1 Samuel, Saul pursues David relentlessly, so
much so that his fervor seems to have little to do with whatever original cause sparked
it. In 1 Samuel 24 and 26, he actually comes close enough to catch and kill David, but
at the last minute he is persuaded to let him go in peace. Thus, Garsiel’s assessment is
entirely appropriate: “Chapter 25 relates how David vows to destroy Nabal’s house
and everything he has, and actually sets out to do so. Were it not for Abigail, who
comes to meet him with a gift and a persuasive speech, he would certainly leave no
one alive—and would thereby fail in a most serious matter, qualitatively similar to that
by which Saul is tested.”43 In sum, David’s confrontation with Nabal puts him in the
position that Saul occupies in the surrounding narratives; and like Saul, he turns aside
from vengeance in response to a last-minute entreaty.

43

Garsiel 1983: 123.

501

Are these two stories about Judah and David aimed at “belittling” these figures
and “exposing them to ridicule?”44 In a sense, the answers is yes, since in these
narratives the emotions, impulses, and actions of the two Israelite heroes are presented
as deeply problematic, on both social and theological grounds. Indeed, Gary A.
Rendsburg argued in his study of Genesis 38 that this story not only revolves around
Judah’s questionable behavior, but in fact lampoons David himself: “…[A]t the same
time, there is an undeniable attempt to portray the characters, Judah especially, in a
comical way. According to my analysis, this can be translated as mocking the king
[i.e., David] and his court.”45 On the other hand, however, I believe we go too far if we
perceive these stories as unqualified denigrations of these renowned figures. Rather,
the narrative interludes in Genesis 38 and 1 Samuel 25 serve to complicate and layer
the personalities of Judah and David, working in tandem with the surrounding
narratives—with which they share profoundly intimate links—to present multifaceted
perspectives on the two characters. The overall effect is that their humanity is
displayed poignantly in the tension between their heroic qualities and their flawed
human nature—that “moral stature is not a fixen ‘given’ but is something that a person
must fight for repeatedly, struggling against his emotions and passions.”46
Given these precedents, it is remarkable that the role-reversing interlude has
gone largely unrecognized as a standard trope in biblical literature. Certainly, the
evidence requires us to reevaluate the episode involving Balaam and his jenny, and to
see it, like Genesis 38 and 1 Samuel 25, as a scenario that exposes his human frailty
but ultimately ends with the protagonist’s realization of his own shortcomings. In this

44

Here I borrow the words of Marcus 1995: 41.
Rendsburg 1986: 445.
46
Garsiel 1983: 123.
45

502

sense, Moberly’s assessment of the conclusion of the episode is entirely correct:
Balaam is faced with his failings, but given an opportunity to learn from the
experience and set them right.47 Moreover, the fact that this episode, placed precisely
where it is in the middle of Sefer Bilvam, operates on a clearly defined literary level
stands together with the many features already adduced in this dissertation as a
demonstration that it is an integral part of the pericope as a whole.

Numbers 22 as a Call Narrative
It is useful to examine Sefer Bilvam, specifically in Numbers 22, from the
perspective that it represents what Norman C. Habel termed a “call narrative.”48
Instances of this trope exist in biblical literature for many prophetic figures, such as
Moses (Exodus 3–4), Gideon (Judg 6:11–22), Isaiah (Isaiah 6), and Jeremiah
(Jeremiah 1). In its basic form, it attests the following stages, as delineated by Yairah
Amit:49
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.

Encounter
Appointment
Refusal
Encouragement (possibly more than once)
Request for signs or proof
Fear

As a brief example, we turn to the instance of this pattern that involves Gideon in
Judges 6. Gideon encounters a divine messenger near his father’s home (A, Judg 6:11–
13), who tells him to lead the Israelites against the Midianites (B, Judg 6:14). When
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Gideon objects that he is of too humble an origin to be a leader (C, Judg 6:15), the
figure encourages him with an assurance of victory (D, Judg 6:16). As proof of the
message’s veracity, Gideon asks the figure to stay until Gideon returns with a meal, to
which the figure agrees (E, Judg 6:17–20). When Gideon brings the food, the figure
consumes it with fire from his staff, and Gideon realizes that he has been interacting
with a divine being (F, Judg 6:21–22).
The sequence of the six elements that make up the call narrative can change, as
in Exod 3:6, where Moses’s fear (element F) occurs at the very beginning of his
encounter with God (element A). In addition, certain elements or sequences of
elements can be repeated. Moses, for example, asks for and receives signs (element E,
Exod 4:1–9) prior to expressing reluctance to go and receiving encouragement
(elements C and D, Exod 4:10–17). But the general pattern remains visible.
In the case of Balaam, I would argue, two forms of this pattern arise in
Numbers 22. Both are unusual, as we shall see, but both unmistakably exhibit the
same narrative components just discussed. The first is a sort of anti-prophetic calling,
in which Balaam is not commissioned by God, but by Balaq. Balaam’s encounter with
the king’s messengers (A, Num 22:7–8) incorporates their delivery of Balaq’s request
for his services (B, Num 22:7b, in which they express the message detailed in Num
22:5–6). After consulting with God, Balaam informs the emissaries that he will not be
going with them (C, Num 22:13), to which Balaq reacts by sending an even richer
embassy with the offer of a greater reward (D, Num 22:15–17). In this version of the
pattern, elements E and F do not appear, an alteration that may speak to the
assiduousness with which Balaam packs up and heads off to Moab (Num 22:21), as
well as foreshadowing the fact that Balaq will never get what he desires out of
Balaam.
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Against this striking anti-commission, an altogether different inversion of the
usual pattern is superimposed on the same narrative material. Whereas in this instance
Balaam’s calling does originate from God, it nevertheless is striking in that it is not a
narrative detailing a call to go and do something, but rather one in which Balaam is
instructed not to go. Thus, in addition to the switching of the middle two elements,
each of the six components of the pattern need to be redefined individually, as follows:
A'.
B'.
D'.
C'.
E'.
F'.

Encounter
Prohibition
Repeated prohibition
Refusal to abide by prohibition
Receipt of signs
Insight

Accordingly, Balaam’s initial encounter with God (A', Num 22:9–12) concludes with
God’s prohibition of his participation in cursing Israel (B', Num 22:12). This
prohibition is reiterated in his second theophany (D', Num 22:20), but Balaam heeds
neither of God’s statements and heads off to Moab with the emissaries anyway (C',
Num 22:21). His repeated encounters with Yahweh’s messenger on the road (E', Num
22:22–35) culminate in his acknowledgement of his wrongdoing and his attainment of
a deeper understanding of his relationship to the divine (F', Num 22:34).
This double inversion of the usual call-narrative pattern presents a remarkable
perspective from which to view the competing human and divine forces vying for
Balaam’s cooperation. When seen in this way, the manner in which the narrative
proceeds comes across almost as a foregone conclusion. Thus, Balaq’s “anti-call”
surely must be doomed to fail, since no human can subjugate the work of a prophet to
his own desires; and conversely, even though Balaam acts in direct opposition to
God’s directives throughout the chapter, the second inverted instance of the pattern
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nevertheless moves inexorably toward a conclusion defined by a markedly stronger
accord between Balaam’s understanding and God’s will. This stands, therefore, as a
sophisticated dual-employment of a standard narrative trope, in a remarkably inventive
form, that ultimately bolsters the central themes of the pericope.

Balaam as a Foreign Prophet of Yahweh
Finally, it is important to consider Balaam’s status as a foreigner who bears a
connection with the God of the Israelites. In reality this amounts to two separate
issues, namely, the fact of Balaam’s foreignness and the fact that this non-Israelite
receives inspiration from Yahweh, which I will address in turn.
First, great emphasis is placed in the pericope on Balaam’s foreignness, as
attested by the extensive array of style-switching and setting-switching elements
present in the text, to which I devoted the entire first half of this dissertation.50 Thus, it
is worth considering what is so important about this aspect of the story’s main
character. Whatever one believes about the precise location of Balaam’s homeland, the
biblical account is clear on the matter of his non-Israelite identity; and while the Deir
vAllā inscriptions do not explicitly confirm this, neither do they contradict it.
Unfortunately, however, beyond this fact the question of this individual’s historical
origin is exceedingly murky.51 The texts from Deir vAllā identify him as a prophet
active in the Transjordan, but neither confirm nor deny that he himself comes from the
region in which those narratives take place. All things being equal, the absence of any
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mention of his homeland would seem to suggest that he is as much a resident of that
region as the other people with whom he interacts in the inscriptions.
The Bible, on the other hand, designates Balaam as an Aramean (Num 22:5;
23:7).52 This being the case, we still are left with the complexities involved in
comparing the biblical Balaam, an Aramean, with the Balaam attested at Deir vAllā. It
seems that two possibilities present themselves. Either Balaam was indeed from Aram,
but at some point shifted his sphere of influence to the Transjordan; or he was
associated with the Transjordan, and the authors of the biblical Sefer Bilvam felt
driven to recast him as an Aramean. In either case, it is noteworthy that the biblical
text calls special attention to this fact, both by mentioning it twice, once in prose and
once in poetry, and by appending the phrase י־עמּוֹ
ַ  ֶא ֶרץ ְבּ ֵנin Num 22:5: the messengers
seeking Balaam are not described as going merely to “Pethor, which is on the river
(Euphrates),” but to “the land of [Balaam’s] kinsfolk.”53 This extra emphasis suggests
that Balaam’s Aramean origin is especially significant.
As it turns out, the reason for this may lie in the hypothesis I have detailed
elsewhere, according to which this pericope was crafted during the mid- to late 8th
century BCE, a period marked by intermittent but increasing Assyrian aggression into
the central and southern Levant. If I am correct in this suggestion, then it would seem
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reasonable to suppose that a prophetic voice deriving from the Assyrian heartland that
speaks in unqualified praise of Israel would bear a particularly strong and meaningful
weight for its Israelite (or, as I have suggested, Judahite) audience. The elegance of
this observation lies in the fact that it is not contingent on whether Balaam’s Aramean
origin is factual or merely literary. In either case it would hold true, and thus the text’s
emphasis of this point ultimately would serve the thematic agenda of the pericope,
assuming that the proposed 8th-century date is to be accepted. In sum, regardless of
how one attempts to solve the historical dilemma, from a literary standpoint the
emphasis on Balaam’s foreignness—specifically, on his “Arameanness”—can be seen
as fulfilling a special supporting function in the context of Sefer Bilvam.
This is all the more true given Israelite–Aramean relations in the 8th century,
when Aram stood as the archrival of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. The
antagonism had reached a peak in the late 9th century during the reign of Hazael of
Aram-Damascus, who repeatedly engaged in military confrontations with Israel and
Judah,54 and lingering animosity persisted well after his reign.55 In addition, figures
such as Ah9iqar, an Aramean who served as counselor to Sennacherib and Esarhaddon,
and the Rabshakeh, who served as Sennacherib’s messenger to Hezekiah in 2 Kgs
18:17–37, exemplify the degree to which Arameans had integrated into the Assyrian
Empire, even to the point of holding important court positions.56 No doubt some
would argue, therefore, that it is not possible for a biblical text whose hero is an
Aramean to derive from this period. As a counter to this, however, one need only
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recall the story of Naaman, the Aramean general who is cured of leprosy by the
prophet Elisha and transports loads of Israelite soil back to his home in Assyria in
order properly to worship the God of Israel (2 Kings 5). And, in any case, this only
drives home the point that Balaam’s favorable oracles toward Israel are all the more
potent because they are spoken by one who is supposed to be an enemy, but who
instead identifies himself with Israel repeatedly throughout his prophetic speeches.
Second, we turn to the matter of a foreigner dispensing upon Israel the
blessings of their own god. Under normal circumstances, of course, one would expect
a figure such as Balaam to profess contact with one or more deities from his or her
homeland. For this reason, as I discussed in the previous chapter when I dealt with the
issue of naming, some scholars justifiably have asked whether the core material in this
pericope originally was something other than Yahwistic. Baruch Levine, for example,
devoted special attention to two important questions in this regard. First, he asked, “To
which divine power or powers was Balaam subservient?”57 And second, “By whom
was Israel blessed?”58 Similarly, Harriet Lutzky proposed that she had discovered
evidence of Balaam’s connection with Ashera, both in the Deir vAllā inscriptions and
in the biblical account.59 In my earlier examination,60 I posited that the evidence in
favor of seeing Sefer Bilvam as a Yahwistic reworking of preexisting Canaanite
literature is by no means unequivocal, and that the text instead may evince genuine
syncretism between Yahweh and El. Moreover, I argued that even if one prefers, on
the basis of evidence such as the Deir vAllā inscriptions, to see various underlying
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strands or elements in the biblical material as relating to different deities, one sells the
text short by focusing solely on pulling apart these strands and ignoring the total effect
of the text as a whole.
In other words, ultimately we must reckon with the fact that in its present form,
this pericope presents Balaam, a foreigner, as an individual who explicitly professes a
connection to Yahweh (see, for example, his use of phrases such as ֹלהי
ָ יְ הוָ ה ֱא
“Yahweh my god” in Num 22:18), who communes with the Israelite god on multiple
occasions, and who transmits blessings on Israel that derive from this god. To be sure,
Balaam is not the only non-Israelite character in the Bible to be associated with
Yahweh, and future research that considers this array of figures collectively, including
not only Balaam but also Jethro, Naaman, Ruth, and so on, may yield meaningful
conclusions about Yahweh’s relationship to foreigners. In the absence of such a study,
however, we must consider what purpose or advantage might be achieved by
rendering Balaam a Yahwist.
Balaam aside, the text itself presents an unmistakably Yahwistic perspective.
Thus, Michael L. Barré provided a cogent assessment of one possibility: “One reason
the author ‘Yahwehized’ Balaam may have been to solve a dilemma he faced in his
portrayal of him. If the seer’s positive oracles concerning Israel are true divine
revelations, how could they not come from Yahweh? Conversely, if Balaam divines
by a god other than Yahweh, how could his oracles about Israel be true?”61 In other
words, what is at stake here is the veracity of one of the pericope’s primary assertions,
namely that Yahweh alone possesses the power to bless and curse. If this is the case,
then Balaam’s oracles derive from Yahweh and hence are inherently true. If it is not,
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then not only does the truth of Balaam’s oracles break down, but a central premise of
the pericope is rendered untenable. From this point of view, Yahweh in fact is the only
god that can work in Sefer Bilvam.
In the end, moreover, the perceived incongruity between Balaam’s foreignness
and his Yahwism may be more troubling to us than it would have been to ancient
authors and/or audiences. What might seem to some modern readers to be a rather
forced attempt to render the story essentially self-fulfilling may have come across to
the contemporary biblical audience quite differently: regardless of the fact that Balaam
is a foreigner, Yahweh is our god, so Balaam must be associated with Yahweh. Far
from reflecting a poorly developed system of internal logic in the story, the aspect in
question should be seen instead as a demonstration of the audience’s comfort with
setting aside perceived factual contradictions, in the name of an appreciation of the
story for its own sake, on both aesthetic and didactic levels.

Allusion in Sefer Bilvam
At this point we turn from matters internal to this pericope to an examination
of its relationships with numerous other texts in the biblical corpus. In some cases, this
relationship is allusive in the basic sense, by which I mean that Sefer Bilvam calls
upon formulaic expressions, connotations, themes, and other elements of its precursor,
without affecting the way one understands the earlier material. In other cases,
however, the relationship is more complicated, in that the allusion evident in this
pericope actually affects the reading of the antecedent on which it draws, and thus
one’s reading of both Sefer Bilvam and the parallel text in question is affected by the
relationship between the two.
In a general sense, the connections that I adduce here indicate the degree to
which this pericope is intertwined with the rest of biblical literature. In addition,
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however, many of them provide further support for the various thematic elements of
Sefer Bilvam that I have presented. In this way, these parallels are revealed to be
significant compositional elements that facilitate the text’s transmission of meaning,
rather than rote borrowings intended to invest the Balaam material with a sense of
venerated authority. To put it differently, Sefer Bilvam’s interaction with other points
in the biblical corpus is as much a function of the pericope’s literary character as any
of the other devices or tropes I have presented in this study.

Sefer Bilvam and the Exodus Narrative
The opening of Sefer Bilvam attests a number of parallels with the Exodus
story.62 Specifically, Exodus 1 presents the perspective of Pharaoh and the Egyptians
in terms remarkably similar to those used in reference to Balaq and his people. For
example, we encounter there the statement “ וַ יָּ ֻקצוּ ִמ ְפּ ֵני ְבּ ֵני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלand they dreaded the
children of Israel” (Exod 1:12), a precise analogue to Num 22:3c: מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵני ְבּ ֵני
ָ וַ יָּ ָקץ
“ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלand Moab dreaded the children of Israel.” Likewise, Pharaoh voices this fear
as follows: “ ִהנֵּ ה ַעם ְבּ ֵני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל ַרב וְ ָעצוּם ִמ ֶמּנּוּBehold, the people of the children of
Israel is great, and stronger than us” (Exod 1:9). Likewise, Num 22:3b states simply ִכּי
“ ַרב־הוּאfor it [i.e., Israel] was great,” and Balaq’s message to Balaam in Num 22:5–6
is built around the following clauses: “ ִהנֵּ ה ַעם יָ ָצא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַריִ ם… ָעצוּם הוּא ִמ ֶמּ ִנּיBehold, a
people (has) come out of Egypt…it is stronger than I.” In addition to these parallels in
the first chapter of Exodus, moreover, an additional parallel occurs in Exodus 10,
where the plague of locusts is described using terminology that also is applied to the
people of Israel by Balaq: ת־עין ָה ָא ֶרץ
ֵ “ וְ ִכ ָסּה ֶאit will cover the eye of the land” (Exod
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10:5 ≈ 10:15; compare Num 22:5, 11). The phrase  ֵעין ָה ָא ֶרץplays on the Egyptian
idiom ı'r.t rv “eye of Ra,” which refers to the sun and, by extension, also to the whole
land of Egypt.63
Ackerman offered an astute assessment of this series of similarities connecting
Sefer Bilvam with Exodus:
When the Israelites had celebrated their escape from Egypt at the Sea
of Reeds, they had anticipated the trembling of those peoples who
would be their neighbors in the Promised Land (Exod. 15:14–16). Now
that the people are encamped at the Jordan, ready to begin the assault,
the Balak-Balaam story in [Numbers] 22–24 introduces us to a
trembling Moabite king who appears as Pharaoh redivivus. Like
Pharaoh and the Egyptians, Balak and the Moabites dread Israel as
numerically superior….64

In other words, the Exodus narrative commences a period whose significance in the
Israelite self-imagination cannot be overstated. The Balaam narrative, which stands at
the end of the Israelites’ journey to the Promised Land, reconnects with the material in
Exodus in a way that emphasizes the process involved in getting from there to here. It
invites the retrospective consideration of Israel’s growing pains in the wilderness, and
calls attention to the fact that after all the travails of the journey, Israel’s success and
greatness remain undiminished from their initial state. Indeed, as the pericope
continues, Balaam’s oracles punctuate this fact in rich poetic form.

63
64

See Rendsburg 1990c.
Ackerman 1990: 86.

513

Balaam’s Oracles and Jacob’s Blessing of Judah
On the basis of linguistic and other evidence presented elsewhere, I have
introduced the working hypothesis that Sefer Bilvam is a Judahite text. As it turns out,
the lion imagery presented in Balaam’s second and third oracles is reminiscent of
Jacob’s blessing of Judah in Gen 49:8–10, specifically the middle verse (Gen 49:9).65
This verse reads as follows:
הוּדה
֔ ָ ְגּ֤ וּר ַא ְריֵ ֙ה י
ית
ָ ִמ ֶ ֖טּ ֶרף ְבּ ִ ֣ני ָע ִ ֑ל
ָכּ ַ ֨רע ָר ַ ֧בץ ְכּ ַא ְר ֵי֛ה
ימנּוּ׃
ֽ ֶ וּכ ָל ִ ֖ביא ִ ֥מי יְ ִק
ְ

A lion’s cub is Judah:
On prey, my son, you have grown up.
He crouches, laying in wait66 like a lion;
and like a lion, who will rouse him?

As in this sequence, Balaam’s second oracle incorporates a reference to devouring
prey ( ֶט ֶרף, Num 23:24). But a far more pronounced parallel occurs in the third oracle,
which presents a nearly identical version of the second couplet from Genesis:
ָכּ ַ ֨רע ָשׁ ַ ֧כב ַכּ ֲא ִ ֛רי
ימנּוּ
֑ ֶ וּכ ָל ִ ֖ביא ִ ֣מי יְ ִק
ְ

He crouches, laying in wait like a lion;
and like a lion, who will rouse him?
(Num 24:9ab)

The connection is unmistakable, and presents a new lens through which we see the
lion imagery used by Balaam, whereby it stands not just as a general reference to the
might of Israel but as an allusion to Judah’s blessing in particular. This imagery
stands, therefore, as a sequence of additional clues pointing toward this text’s
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specifically Judahite orientation. Moreover, one notes that the closest parallel, the
couplet in the third oracle, occurs in the final verse of a poem that has alluded several
lines earlier to the reign of Saul, by referring to the Amaleqite king Agag. From the
standpoint of the chronological progression along which Balaam’s four major oracles
are arranged, which I presented in the last chapter,67 the placement of this poem’s lion
couplet may suggest a perspective that looks forward to the next poem, as if to imply
that although the third oracle indeed refers to the achievement of monarchy, the true
climax is yet to come in the fourth oracle’s allusions to David’s reign.

Balaam and Bela, King of Edom
The uncanny similarity between Balaam’s name plus patronymic and that of
the Edomite king mentioned in Gen 36:32 remains one of the most peculiar and
challenging cruces in Sefer Bilvam. In the last chapter, I recounted Levine’s suggestion
that the employment in here of the name ן־בּעוֹר
ְ “ ִבּ ְל ָעם ֶבּBalaam son of Bevor” may
have represented an attempt to cast the prophet as none other than ן־בּעוֹר
ְ “ ֶבּ ַלע ֶבּBela
son of Bevor,” the first king of Edom.68 As Levine put it, Balaq’s summons of Balaam
would mean that “one king would have called on another, who possessed special gifts,
to assist him in defeating an enemy.”69 Levine offered this suggestion only in the most
cautious and speculative manner,70 and as I noted above, the evidence from Deir vAllā
corroborating Balaam’s name and patronymic appears to render it highly unlikely that
they are fabrications intended to establish some kind of literary connection with the
verse from Genesis.
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See above, pp. 466–468.
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Unfortunately, however, no other explanation readily presents itself. The
genealogical context in Genesis 36 renders it similarly unlikely that Levine’s
hypothesis should be reversed, that is, that the figure identified there was named in
order to connect him to the Balaam of our text. Even if one accepts the apparent
suggestion of the Deir vAllā texts that Balaam’s homeland is the Transjordan, not
Aram, the geography still does not quite work out, since the region of Gilead in which
Deir vAllā is located is situated well apart from the land of Edom, and Moab lies
between the two. Moreover, if Balaam were a king, it would be most surprising to
encounter two full-blown textual traditions about him, one biblical and one
extrabiblical, neither of which attests a single intimation of Balaam’s royal status. This
is especially true in the case of the biblical material, which evinces a concern with
matters of monarchic interest.71
André Lemaire upheld a slightly different perspective, according to which the
entire section Gen 36:31–39, within which the reference to Bela son of Bevor occurs,
actually is a “primitive list of Aramean kings identifying Dinhaba [Bela’s city] with
Danabu/Dhouneibe in the Aramean kingdom of Hazael.”72 This would permit the
figure named in Genesis to be identified with Balaam without denying his Aramean
origin in a general sense. However, this hypothesis not only fails to address the
question of Balaam’s kingship, but also fails to address the geographic problem, since
Hazael’s kingdom in southeastern Syria is still a considerable distance from the region
of the Upper Euphrates. As a result, Lemaire’s hypothesis avails no more clarity on
this issue than those it replaces.
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See above, pp. 466–468.
Dijkstra 1995: 74 n. 8. See Lemaire 1990.
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Ultimately, I am at a loss for new insights into this tantalizing problem. It is
possible that a clearer understanding of the dating of the two texts at least would
provide a means of establishing which, if either, is the precedent for the other. I have
proposed a mid- to late-8th-century date for Sefer Bilvam, and all things being equal I
would presume an earlier date for the passage in Genesis; but this view reveals
nothing verifiable or particularly revealing about the relationship between the two
names in question. As a result, this remains one of the challenges of Sefer Bilvam that
this study remains insufficient to address. On the other hand, however, in this regard
my examination differs very little from prior scholarly discourse in general.

Balaam and Abraham
Jonathan D. Safren adduced a lengthy series of similarities between the story
of the Aqeda in Genesis 22 and the episode involving Balaam’s jenny in Num 22:21–
35.73 Although some of his statements appear to derive more from his impressions of
the two narratives, and thus at times want for concrete demonstration,74 I cite here
those connections that are observable in the form of concrete textual data:


“Setting, Characters and Plot”75
 The setting of both stories is a journey taken by ass.
 In both stories an “angel” reveals himself to the protagonist
(Gen 22:11; Num 22:31).

73

The following material is drawn from Safren 1988.
For example, Safren’s statement that “[b]oth Abraham and Balaam are ‘prophets’” (Safren 1988:
107) is uncorroborated by either text, and even Abraham is called a  נָ ִביאonly in Gen 20:7 and Ps
105:15. This perspective appears to spring from Safren’s view that the episode involving Balaam is
“aimed at negating the existence of heathen prophecy” (Safren 1988: 107). As I have indicated above,
pp. 489–490, the evidence in the pericope suggests that Balaam does not complete the shift from diviner
to prophet until after he delivers his second poetic oracle. See Num 24:1–2.
75
Adapted from Safren 1988: 106–108.
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The donkey in Genesis 22, a “dumb beast” who is dropped from
the story when Abraham and Isaac ascend Mt. Moriah, contrasts
with Balaam’s jenny, who speaks intelligently in contrast to its
brutish rider.
“Stylistic Devices”76
 Parallel introductory expressions:
ת־שׁ ֵני נְ ָע ָריו ִאתּוֹ
ְ ת־חמֹרוֹ וַ יִּ ַקּח ֶא
ֲ “ וַ יַּ ְשׁ ֵכּם ַא ְב ָר ָהם ַבּבּ ֶֹקר וַ יַּ ֲחבֹשׁ ֶאAnd
Abraham got up in the morning and saddled his donkey, and
took two of his lads with him…” (Gen 22:3abc)
וּשׁ ֵני נְ ָע ָריו ִעמּוֹ
ְ …ת־אתֹנוֹ
ֲ “ וַ יָּ ָקם ִבּ ְל ָעם ַבּבּ ֶֹקר וַ יַּ ֲחבֹשׁ ֶאAnd Balaam
rose in the morning, and he saddled his jenny…and two of his
lads were with him.” (Num 22:21a, 22b)
“Words Reminiscent of the Akedah:”77
 “ ראהsee” – 5x in Genesis 22 (note especially Gen 22:14); also
5x in Num 22:21–35 (see the discussion of keywords in the
previous chapter).
 Words for “sword” – Abraham takes up his sword ()מ ֲא ֶכ ֶלת
ַ to
complete his grim task (Gen 22:6, 10), which he ultimately is
not required to complete; Balaam wishes for a sword ()ח ֶרב
ֶ to
kill his ass (Num 22:29), while the unseen messenger stands
nearby with drawn sword, and eventually appears (Num 22:23,
31).






In Safren’s view, these elements reveal an allusive relationship between the two
stories whereby “[t]he contrast between the arrogant, godless heathen and the humble,
godly Abraham is…heightened.”78 He elaborated this point as follows:
For the purpose of heaping scorn and ridicule on the figure of Balaam,
and of denigrating his vaunted mantic prowess, what better foil could
be found than the revered ancestor Abraham…? And how Abraham
appears all the more worthy of divine election and of
Israelite…veneration when compared to the arrogant but blind and
foolish heathen seer Balaam!79
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Adapted from Safren 1988: 108–111.
Adapted from Safren 1988: 112.
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The foregoing examination of the jenny episode indicates that Safren’s negative
description of Balaam is altogether too strong. To be sure, the episode is intended to
complicate Balaam, to humanize the protagonist of the pericope; but to view him so
harshly in light of this section is to overlook the larger picture of his steady movement
toward true, even prophetic insight and understanding.
Indeed, there remains a piece of textual evidence that argues strongly in favor
of seeing the parallels between Abraham and Balaam as reflecting positively on the
Aramean prophet. I refer to the blessing given to Abraham by Yahweh in Gen 12:3ab:
וַ ֲא ָ ֽב ֲר ָכ ֙ה ְמ ָ ֣ב ְר ֶ֔כיָך
אר
ֹ ֑ וּמ ַק ֶלּ ְלָך֖ ָא
ְ

And I will bless those who bless you,
and the one who damns you I will curse.

Later, Isaac passes a version of this blessing on to Jacob, disguised as Esau, in Gen
27:29ef:
א ְֹר ֶ ֣ריָך ָא ֔רוּר
ֽוּ ְמ ָב ֲר ֶ ֖כיָך ָבּ ֽרוְּך׃

Those who curse you are cursed,
and those who bless you are blessed.

On the other hand, Balaq, in his misattribution of divine power to a human agent,
inverts this blessing in Num 22:6, as part of his initial message to Balaam:
ר־תּ ָב ֵר ְ֙ך ְמב ָ ֹ֔רְך
ְ ֲא ֶשׁ
יוּאר׃
ֽ ָ אר
ֹ ֖ וַ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ָתּ

Whom you bless is blessed,
and whom you curse will be cursed.

Balaam, however, returns to the original formulation in the final couplet of his third
oracle (Num 24:9):
ְמ ָב ֲר ֶ ֣כיָך ָב ֔רוְּך
וְ א ְֹר ֶ ֖ריָך ָא ֽרוּר׃

Those who bless you are blessed,
and those who curse you are cursed.
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Thus, in one stroke, Balaam’s prophetic utterance rejects Balaq’s distorted
misconception, while simultaneously reaffirming the great divine promise given to the
patriarchs. In this way Balaam is portrayed as both reverent of the patriarchal tradition
and actively involved in promulgating it.
Consequently, rather than seeing the above connections with the Aqeda story
as an invitation to a two-way reading of both narratives whereby both the increased
praise of Abraham and the denigration of Balaam are achieved simultaneously, instead
I would submit that they stand simply as demonstrations of the allusion of the jenny
episode to the earlier text involving Abraham. Thematically, this comports well with
what I already have observed about Sefer Bilvam, as follows. The Aqeda account
begins with the establishment of distance between God’s perspective and that of
Abraham. God sets out to test Abraham, but the man himself is unaware, and simply
acts as he is directed. The weight of this distancing between human and divine
perspectives carries through the entire story until its climactic moment, at which point
it is eradicated by the revelation to Abraham of the true nature of things. Likewise in
the jenny episode, Balaam’s perspective stands well removed from that of God, since
his misinterpretation of God’s statement in Num 22:20 has led to his departure for
Moab. His unawareness is emphasized repeatedly each time the donkey reacts to the
messenger’s presence. This continues until the episode reaches its climax, where God
uncovers Balaam’s eyes, he sees the messenger, and their ensuing dialogue results in
Balaam’s growth and deepened understanding. Thus, an audience familiar with the
story from Genesis would encounter in the jenny episode certain clues—a fair number
of which, one notes, are clustered at the beginning of the episode—that prepare the
reader for a story in which the obliviousness of the human protagonist will be
corrected in the end by a revelation of divine truth.
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Balaam and Moses
In the words of Margaliot, “[t]he comparison between Balaam and Moses
almost forces itself on the reader….”80 Already in midrashic tradition, this relationship
was couched in a deeply negative view of Balaam as a sort of anti-Moses:
לא הניח הקדוש ברוך הוא לאמות העולם פתחון פה לעתיד לבוא לומר שאתה
רחקתנו מה עשה הקדוש ברוך הוא כשם שהעמיד מלכים וחכמים ונביאים
לישראל כך העמיד לאמות העולם … כיוצא בה העמיד משה לישראל ובלעם
לאמות העולם ראה מה בין נביאי ישראל לנביאי אמות העולם נביאי ישראל
מזהירין את ישראל מן העברות … ונביא שעמד מן הגוים העמיד פרצה לאבד את
הבריות מן העולם … לכך נכתבה פרשת בלעם להודיע למה סלק הקדוש ברוך
.הוא רוח הקדש מאמות העולם שזה מהם וראה מה עשה
The Holy One, Blessed Be He, did not permit the communities of the
world (to) open their mouth in times to come, to say that “(It is) you
(who) have estranged us!” What did the Holy One, Blessed Be He, do?
In the same way that he raised up kings, sages, and prophets for Israel,
thus did he raise (them) up for the communities of the world. …
Accordingly, he raised up Moses for Israel and Balaam for the
communities of the world. See the difference between the prophets of
Israel and the prophets of the communities of the world: the prophets of
Israel warn Israel against transgressions, … but the prophet that arose
from the nations established a breach to destroy the covenants from the
world.81 … For this (reason), the parasha of Balaam was written: to
teach why the Holy One, Blessed Be He, removed the holy spirit from
the communities of the world; for this one arose from them, and see
what he did!82

The inherently condemnatory attitude toward Balaam that is plainly visible in this text
has persisted as the standard view of this figure through the Middle Ages83 and up to
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Margaliot 1995: 82.
This refers to the apostasy of Israel at Baval-Pevor, as detailed in Numbers 25.
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Bemidbar Rabba 20:1 (the translation is my own). Judith R. Baskin (1983) examined rabbinic and
patristic traditions that cast Job, Jethro, and Balaam as counselors to Pharaoh, and thus nemeses of
Moses.
83
Rashi’s commentary to Numbers provides a representative example of medieval attitudes toward
Balaam. See, e.g., his remarks on Num 22:5, 11, 29; 23:16; 24:6.
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the present day, as exemplified in the work of scholars such as Margaliot.84 Normally,
this perception derives primarily from Balaam’s being held responsible for the
incident at Baval-Pevor, as stated explicitly in Num 31:16. Garsiel, for example,
asserted that the similarity between Balaam’s patronymic  בעורand the toponym בעל
“ פעורindicates his responsibility for what happens at Peor.”85 The tenacity and force
of this view have led to its retrojection onto Sefer Bilvam itself, such that even before
one reaches the narrative detailing the events at Baval-Pevor—in which, incidentally,
Balaam is never mentioned—one already perceives Balaam as consummately wicked,
rushing off to Moab in the malicious hope of cursing God’s chosen people. It is in
precisely this context that the comparison of Balaam to Moses has tended to take
place. Indeed, this is the basis for the midrashic juxtaposition of Moses, the superprophet, and Balaam, the villain-prophet, a contrast that has no meaning outside of
Balaam’s prophetic activities in Sefer Bilvam. Likewise, Margaliot wrote that “Balaam
appears as the great antagonist of Moses: what Moses tried to do—and largely
achieved—Balaam tried to undo.”86
Again, however, I reiterate my view, stated frequently in this study, that Sefer
Bilvam does not depict Balaam as a villain. He is flawed, to be sure, in the same way
that any human is; but the pericope’s overall force points to his growth, and to his
willingness to grow, in a way that ultimately comes across as complimentary.
Moreover, across the book of Numbers, Moses exhibits a similarly flawed nature,
except that his actually worsens as the book proceeds, rather than improving.

84

Margaliot (1995: 82) concurred that this was “one of the original reasons for the composition of the
BN and its inclusion into the Pentateuch.” Rofé, on the other hand, saw evidence of this motivation only
in the jenny episode (see above, pp. 496–497).
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Ackerman provided a number of touchstones along the path of Moses’s decaying
authority, of which I highlight only a few. In Num 10:29–32, the Israelites have been
promised guidance by the pillar of cloud. Here, however, Moses asks Hobab for
guidance in the wilderness. Ackerman observed that “[t]he context here stresses
absolute divine control and guidance…and forces us to see Moses’ request as a breach
of faith rather than as an act of prudence. Who needs Hobab when Israel can follow
the pillar of cloud?”87 This stands as one of multiple demonstrations of Moses’s desire
to share the burden of leadership embodied in his unique connection with God, such
that when the people complain that they want meat in addition to manna in Num 11:4,
their grumbling stands as a symbolic parallel of Moses’s own failing: “Just as the
people have wrongly requested a diverse diet, Moses has wrongly requested to
diversify the responsibility of leadership….”88
Other challenges to Moses’s leadership similarly arise (see, for instance, the
episode involving Eldad and Medad in Num 11:26–32, or Korah’s rebellion in
Numbers 16), and the underlying tone of the narrative produces the progressively
increasing sense that “challenging Moses’ unique authority, even his own desire to
lighten his burden by broadening that authority, prevents progress toward Canaan and
masks a yearning for Egypt.”89 Finally, “[i]n chapter 20 Moses is tested: in the preSinai wilderness he had brought forth water from the rock with his staff. Has he grown
sufficiently to believe that the words he speaks through YHWH’s command have
more power than the staff?”90 The answer, of course, is “no:” Moses strikes the rock at
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Meribah with his staff, waters come forth, and as a consequence he is denied entry into
the Promised Land.
In broad terms, then, Moses is portrayed as a figure who is endowed by God
with prophetic authority, but grows increasingly weary of this burden, and ultimately
is denied the prize toward which he has led his people for so long. Balaam, on the
other hand, is a divinatory specialist who begins with no special qualifications except
for his professional reputation, who makes mistakes but is receptive to divine
correction at every stage, who even acts of his own accord to bring his behavior into
line with God’s will, and who ultimately receives true prophetic inspiration ( וַ ְתּ ִהי ָע ָליו
ֹלהים
ִ רוּח ֱא
ַ “and upon him was the spirit of Elohim,” Num 24:2).91 As a result, despite
the tremendous fame of Moses, Israel’s preeminent lawgiver and the one human
whom God has entrusted with the Sinai covenant, somehow one is peculiarly
unsurprised that in Sefer Bilvam we encounter “[a]n extraordinary twist in the plot
[that] assigns the most far-reaching and positive visions of Israel’s future found in the
entire Pentateuch to a Near Eastern diviner rather than to Moses.”92 Thus, the
juxtaposition of these two figures aims at nothing so facile as the elevation of one and
the denigration of the other, but rather invites the reassessment of both men, both
positively and negatively, in the light of one another.
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The arrival of the spirit of God (whether Yahweh or Elohim) frequently often occurs in reference to
heroic figures such as the judges (Judg 11:29; 13:25; 14:6, 19). Note especially its association with
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Other Biblical References to Balaam
Although Balaq is mentioned on his own only once in the Bible outside of
Sefer Bilvam, in Judg 11:25 where he is identified simply as an enemy of Israel,
Balaam’s name arises in no less than nine places, as follows:
ת־ר ַבע
֔ ֶ ת־חוּר וְ ֶא
֙
ת־צוּר וְ ֶא
֤ ת־ר ֶק ֙ם וְ ֶא
֨ ֶ ת־א ֤וי וְ ֶא
ִ ֱ יהם ֶא
ֶ֗ ל־ח ְל ֵל
ַ ת־מ ְל ֵ֨כי ִמ ְד ָ֜ין ָה ְרג֣ וּ ַע
ַ וְ ֶא
ן־בּ ֔עוֹר ָה ְרג֖ וּ ֶבּ ָ ֽח ֶרב׃
ְ ֲח ֵ ֖מ ֶשׁת ַמ ְל ֵ ֣כי ִמ ְד ָ ֑י ן וְ ֵא ֙ת ִבּ ְל ָ ֣עם ֶבּ
And the kings of Midian they killed, along with their slain: Evi,
Reqem, S9ur, H9ur, and Reva: the five kings of Midian; and Balaam son
of Bevor they slew with the sword.
(Num 31:8)
ר־פּ ֑עוֹר וַ ְתּ ִ ֥הי
ְ ל־דּ ַב
ְ יהוה ַע
֖ ָ ר־מ ַעל ַבּ
֥ ַ ֵ ֣הן ֵ֜הנָּ ה ָהי֨ וּ ִל ְב ֵ ֤ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל֙ ִבּ ְד ַ ֣בר ִבּ ְל ֔ ָעם ִל ְמ ָס
הוֽה׃
ָ ְַה ַמּגֵּ ָ ֖פה ַבּ ֲע ַ ֥דת י
Behold, [the women] caused the children of Israel, by the word of
Balaam, to commit treachery against Yahweh in the matter of Pevor,
and the plague came among the congregation of Yahweh.
(Num 31:16)
את ֶ ֣כם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִ ם וַ ֲא ֶשׁר֩ ָשׂ ַ֨כר
ְ וּב ַ֔מּיִ ם ַבּ ֶ ֖דּ ֶרְך ְבּ ֵצ
ַ א־ק ְדּ ֤מוּ ֶא ְת ֶכ ֙ם ַבּ ֶ ֣לּ ֶחם
ִ ֹ ל־דּ ַ֞בר ֲא ֶ֨שׁר ל
ְ ַע
ֹלה ֙יָך
ֶ֨ הוה ֱא
֤ ָ ְא־א ָ֞בה י
ָ ֹ ן־בּ ֗עוֹר ִמ ְפּ ֛תוֹר ֲא ַ ֥רם נַ ֲה ַ ֖ריִ ם ְל ַ ֽק ְל ֶ ֽלךָּ ׃ וְ ֽל
ְ ת־בּ ְל ָ ֣עם ֶבּ
ִ ָע ֜ ֶליָך ֶא
הוה
֥ ָ ְת־ה ְקּ ָל ָ ֖לה ִל ְב ָר ָ ֑כה ִ ֥כּי ֲא ֵ ֽה ְבָך֖ י
ַ ֹלהיָך ְלָּך֛ ֶא
֧ ֶ הוה ֱא
֨ ָ ְל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ יַּ ֲהפְֹך֩ י
ִ מ ַע ֶא
ֹ ֣ ִל ְשׁ
ֹלהיָך׃
ֽ ֶ ֱא
…due to the fact that [the Ammonites and Moabites] did not welcome
you with bread and water on the road as you came out from Egypt, and
that Balaam son of Bevor was hired against you from Pethor of AramNaharaim, to curse you. But Yahweh your god did not deign to hear
Balaam, and Yahweh your god changed the curse into a blessing for
you, because Yahweh your god loves you.
(Deut 23:5–6 [English: 4–5] [2x])
יהם׃
ֽ ֶ ל־ח ְל ֵל
ַ קּוֹסם ָה ְרג֧ וּ ְב ֵנֽי־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֛אל ַבּ ֶ ֖ח ֶרב ֶא
֑ ֵ ן־בּ ֖עוֹר ַה
ְ ת־בּ ְל ָ ֥עם ֶבּ
ִ וְ ֶא
And Balaam son of Bevor, the diviner, the children of Israel killed with
the sword, along with their slain.
(Jos 13:22)
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ן־בּ ֖עוֹר
ְ מוֹאב וַ יִּ ָ ֖לּ ֶחם ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל וַ יִּ ְשׁ ֗ ַלח וַ יִּ ְק ָ ֛רא ְל ִב ְל ָ ֥עם ֶבּ
ָ֔ פּוֹר ֶ ֣מ ֶלְך
֙ ן־צ
ִ וַ ָ֨יּ ָקם ָבּ ָ ֤לק ֶבּ
רוְֹך ֶא ְת ֶ֔כם וָ ַא ִ ֥צּל ֶא ְת ֶ ֖כם ִמיָּ ֽדוֹ׃
֙ מ ַע ְל ִב ְל ָ ֑עם וַ יְ ָ ֤ב ֶרְך ָבּ
ֹ ֣ ְל ַק ֵ ֥לּל ֶא ְת ֶ ֽכם׃ וְ ֥ל ֹא ָא ִ ֖ב ִיתי ִל ְשׁ
And Balaq son of S9ippor, king of Moab, rose and attacked Israel, and
sent and summoned Balaam son of Bevor to curse you. But I did not
deign to hear Balaam, and indeed he blessed you, and I delivered you
from his hand.
(Jos 24:9–10 [2x])
ַע ִ֗מּי זְ ָכר־נָ ֙א
מוֹאב
ָ֔ ַמה־יָּ ֗ ַעץ ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶ ֣מ ֶלְך
ה־ע ָ ֥נה א ֹ֖תוֹ
ָ וּמ
ֶ
ן־בּ ֑עוֹר
ְ ִבּ ְל ָ ֣עם ֶבּ
ד־ה ִגּ ְל ֔ ָגּל
ַ ן־ה ִשּׁ ִטּ ֙ים ַע
ַ ִמ
הוה׃
ֽ ָ ְְל ַ֕מ ַען ַ ֖דּ ַעת ִצ ְד ֥קוֹת י

My people, please recall
what Balaq king of Moab counseled,
and what Balaam son of Bevor
answered him;
from Shit@t@im to Gilgal,
for the sake of knowledge of the righteous
deeds of Yahweh.
(Mic 6:5)

ת־בּ ְל ָע ֙ם ְל ַ ֽק ְל ֔לוֹ וַ יַּ ֲה ֧ ֹפְך
ִ וּב ָ ֑מּיִ ם וַ יִּ ְשׂ ֨כֹּר ָע ָ ֤ליו ֶא
ַ ת־בּ ֵ ֥ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ַבּ ֶ ֣לּ ֶחם
ְ ִ ֣כּי ֧ל ֹא ִק ְדּ ֛מוּ ֶא
ֹלהינוּ ַה ְקּ ָל ָ ֖לה ִל ְב ָר ָ ֽכה׃
֛ ֵ ֱא
For [the Ammonites and Moabites] did not welcome the children of
Israel with bread and water, and Balaam was hired against him [i.e.,
Israel] to curse him, and our god changed the curse into a blessing.
(Neh 13:2)

Of these attestations of Balaam’s name, only Mic 6:5 refers to him in a positive light.
The rest portray him in decidedly negative fashion, in one case (Num 31:16) blaming
him directly for Israel’s apostasy at Baval-Pevor, and in the others at least for his
complicity in Balaq’s attempt to curse Israel. In modernity, the traditional explanation
for this range of viewpoints on Balaam has been that the negative views represent a
much later body of traditions, to be associated with the activities of a late monarchic
and/or exilic Deuteronomist.93 At its core, this view strikes to the heart of the matter,
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since on some level one must grapple with the preservation side by side of
diametrically opposed traditions about this figure. Moreover, it is true that these
citations appear to represent direct responses to the material narrated in Sefer Bilvam,
particularly the reference in Deuteronomy that identifies Balaam’s place of origin as
Pethor in Aram-Naharaim. However, one is somewhat puzzled by the tacit assumption
that these traditions could not have existed more or less simultaneously.
One also encounters alternative perspectives such as that of Lutzky,94 who
interpreted the biblical ambivalence toward Balaam as indicative of a parallel
ambivalence toward Ashera, a deity to whom she proposed Balaam possessed a
special connection. Taking the epithet “ ַשׁ ַדּיShadday” as a reference to Ashera,95 rather
than to El as is generally assumed,96 and restoring this epithet in the Deir vAllā
inscriptions (I:15, which ends with š[xx]),97 she interpreted both this datum and the
appearance of the name Shadday in Balaam’s titulary opening the third and fourth
oracles (Num 24:4, 16) as indicative of Balaam’s link to this goddess.98 She went on to
conclude that Israel’s vacillating attitudes toward Ashera resulted in concomitant
shifts in the biblical perspective on Balaam:
Balaam’s…apostasy from Yahwism may have been more apparent than
real, reflecting, not inconsistency on his part, but inconsistent attitudes
toward Asherah. When the worship of Asherah was tolerated (during
much of the pre-exilic period), the goddess…is thought to have been
popularly worshipped as the consort of Yahweh…. If Balaam was a
diviner/prophet of Asherah, he may then have been seen as coming
over to Yahweh’s camp (with Asherah). But when worship of Asherah
was repudiated (e.g., during the reigns of Hezekiah, Asa, Josiah, or by
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groups with conflicting interests), he may then have been seen as alien
to Yahweh’s camp, the unreconstructed diviner/prophet of a pagan
deity.99

In assessing Lutzky’s arguments, we must recognize four specific points of concern.
First, her acceptance of a connection between the name Shadday and the term ַשׁד
“breast”100 cannot stand on philological grounds, since the name clearly derives from a
root  שׁדדor שׁדה, while the term for “breast” is a simple biliteral, as are many body
parts, for example, “ יַ דhand,” “ ַפּןface,” “ ַאףnose,” and so on. Second, her restoration
of Š[dy] in DA I:15, which is based in part on the attestation of the epithet in the
biblical Balaam material, is far from universally accepted. Third, without any
additional trace of Ashera elsewhere in Sefer Bilvam, it is difficult to dismiss the
possibility that the name Shadday in Balaam’s third and fourth oracles is in fact an
epithet for El, as the parallel structure of Balaam’s titulary, and also the other biblical
collocations of  ֵאלand שׁ ַדּי,
ַ would appear to suggest. And fourth, like the diachronic
perspective identified above, Lutzky’s view treats the competing biblical accounts as
unilaterally representative of the monolithic viewpoint of Israel at different times in its
history. Thus, despite Lutzky’s thorough and provocative analysis, in the light of these
problematic aspects her position ultimately must be set aside.
To be sure, some of these references to Balaam are later derivatives of the
earlier members of this group. The instance from Nehemiah, for example, clearly is
patterned on Deut 23:5–6, and comes from a book whose late date is well established.
Despite this fact, however, we need not assume that the negative perspective on
Balaam reflected in these various texts is a late development. Rather, I would argue
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that a synchronic perspective offers a new way of looking at this problem. On a few
occasions in this study, I have suggested that Sefer Bilvam as it stands derives from the
mid- to late 8th century BCE, and represents the culmination of Judahite efforts to
standardize and incorporate into their religious literature a collection of
Transjordanian Balaam traditions. The large-scale penetration of these traditions into
Judah would have taken place under the impetus of ongoing Assyrian incursion into
the southern Levant during this period, in which Judah experienced both an influx of
northerners and an increase in literary production, according to perspectives such as
that offered in Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman’s recent study.101
If this assessment is correct, however, it is important also to realize that the
positive Judahite response to these traditions, as attested in Sefer Bilvam, most likely
was not unilateral. Whether because of his foreignness, or because he professed a nonYahwistic (or not exclusively Yahwistic) religious identity, or for some other reason,
it is possible that there may have existed in Judah a competing view, whereby this was
not a prophet whose fame warranted reworking and inclusion in the sacred history, but
rather an idolater whose infamy rendered him a target for scorn and vilification. Thus,
while one tradition, that of Sefer Bilvam, rendered him a true Yahwist who pronounced
remarkable blessings on the wandering people of Israel, the other may have responded
to this interpretation by defaming him, most notably in Num 31:16, where he is held
responsible for the great sin of Israel at Baval-Pevor. Naturally, it is this condemnatory
stance that would have thrived in later periods, when xenophobic and anti-divinatory
sentiments were more widespread and pronounced.
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Conversely, the positive reference to Balaam in Mic 6:5, which would be
roughly contemporary with Sefer Bilvam according to the dating that I have proposed,
would indicate that the prophet is familiar either with Sefer Bilvam itself or with the
body of traditions from which it was constituted. This portion of Micah is directed at
Samaria, and has been identified as an Israelian text.102 Thus, one might speculate that
it reflects some familiarity with the Balaam traditions in the Israelian sphere, which
would be unsurprising given that the one extrabiblically known locus for such
traditions, namely Deir vAllā, was within the domain of the kingdom of Israel.

An Application of Polak’s Statistical Approaches to the Prose Narrative of Sefer
Bilvam
I conclude this chapter by turning briefly to a relatively new analytical method
developed by Frank H. Polak. This method is articulated in a series of four articles,103
including a 1998 study entitled “The Oral and the Written.” In this work, he explained
the theoretical underpinning of his approach by observing, first, a qualitative
distinction between oral and written language, namely that oral language exhibits a
marked increase in “(a) the use of subordinate clauses (hypotaxis), (b) the length of the
noun string [that is, construct phrases, adjectival chains, appositives, and the like],
[and] (c) the number of explicit syntactic constituents in the clause;” and a marked
decrease in “(d) the frequency of reference by means of pronouns and deictic
particles.”104 He related this observation to biblical narrative by noting that the earliest
material is understood to have originated as a body of oral traditions, while late
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biblical material such as that from the Persian period “likely…emerged in the scribal
chancellery.”105 Accordingly, he hypothesized, one should be able to measure the
difference between the various chronological strata of biblical narrative by collecting
data on clause length and complexity, hypotaxis, deixis, nominalization of verbal
roots, and so on.
Polak began by gathering data from a substantial series of diagnostic texts
from all periods, from early to late. Specifically, he calculated two ratios,106 one that
measures the balance of nouns and verbs in each text (the NV ratio) and another that
measures the balance of nominalized verbal forms (participles, infinitives, etc.) and
finite verbs in each text (the NF ratio).107 Having collected the data from his diagnostic
texts and arranged it into a convenient chart,108 in which he delineated four distinct
chronological strata: the classical stratum, which includes narratives relating to the
Patriarchs, the Exodus, David, and so on; a transitional subclass whose prose he
described as “intricate classical narrative,” which includes the Joseph story, portions
of Judges, and so on; the late pre-exilic/exilic period, including later portions of Kings,
Jeremiah, and so on; and the Persian era, including Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther,
Chronicles, and so on. This breakdown enabled him to calculate the following baseline
figures for each category:
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Table 13: Polak’s Statistical Averages by Chronological Stratum
Nouns
Verbs
NV ratio Nominal
Finite
NF ratio
Classical
15,523
9631
.612
1521
7974
.154
Intricate classical
6532
3362
.656
559
2698
.175
(Late pre-)exilic
6707
2457
.724
564
1995
.207
Persian
5629
2062
.739
671
1350
.326

These data reveal a clear increase in both NV ratio and NF ratio over time, with the
lowest figures appearing in the earliest material, and the highest figures in the latest
material. Although the data for the individual texts in each stratum vary, in some cases
quite widely,109 overall Polak’s original hypothesis is borne out by the figures
presented in his chart. Consequently, Polak characterized the classical material, with
its relatively low number of nouns and nominalized verbal forms, as “rhythmicverbal,” and the late material, which exhibits high figures in these categories, as
“complex-nominal.”110
In the second portion of this study, Polak proceeded to track the narrative
complexity of the four strata in different ways. Specifically, he counted the number of
“arguments” in each clause, by which he apparently meant explicitly stated syntactical
components other than the governing verb, such as subject, object, and so on
(excluding pronouns); the number of “embedded” or subordinate clauses, and the
number of extended noun phrases such as construct chains and series of adjectival
descriptors.111 Although he did not produce a series of averages for the four periods, as
he had for the figures presented in the previous portion of the study, his results
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nevertheless were demonstrative: clause complexity, hypotaxis, and the frequency of
nominal strings all increase considerably over time, with the lowest figures in the
classical stratum and the highest figures associated with the Persian era. I offer the
following averages based on the data he provided. The first two columns represent the
percentage of total clauses that are either simple or embedded, respectively; and the
third column represents a ratio of expanded noun strings to total clauses.
Table 14: Narrative Complexity by Stratum, Based on Polak’s Data112
Simple clauses
Extended noun
(0–1 arguments)
Embedded clauses
strings / clauses
Classical
56.86 %
11.24 %
0.3148
Intricate classical
41.77 %
19.24 %
0.4635
(Late pre-)exilic
35.59 %
21.67 %
0.7849
Persian
24.63 %
33.55 %
1.0404

As Polak noted, his approach to broad strata of biblical narrative is not
designed as a tool for dating individual texts, but rather is intended to provide an
“overview of the entire corpus.”113 In applying his method to an isolated pericope such
as Sefer Bilvam, therefore, it is important not to attempt to draw firm conclusions on
the basis of the resulting figures. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to employ this
innovative approach to the text at hand, to see whether it yields any meaningful
observations. Thus, I present the following assessment based on my own collection of
the relevant data in Sefer Bilvam.
By my count, this pericope exhibits 415 nouns and 310 verbs, for a NV ratio of
.572; and 54 nominalized and 256 finite verbal forms, for a NF ratio of .174. These
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numbers are quite low, and situate the text squarely within the classical stratum
identified by Polak. However, the complexity of language in the pericope profoundly
conflicts with this assessment. Clauses with one or zero arguments account for only
36.56 percent of the total number of clauses in the text, a number far lower than the
average for the classical-stratum texts examined in Polak’s study. In fact, this number
for Sefer Bilvam appears to accord best with figures from the late pre-exilic/exilic
period. Likewise, the number of embedded clauses in this pericope, which account for
23.81 percent of all clauses, far outstrips the classical average. Here too, the figure for
our text is closest to that of the late pre-exilic/exilic stratum. Only the quantity of
extended noun strings, which occur 0.1781 times per clause in the pericope, is shifted
toward the classical end of the spectrum, and in fact is lower than the figure for that
period.
These conflicting data amply demonstrate that an individual text can deviate
widely from the averages established for the various strata, and also that it can be
difficult to refine the distinctions between adjacent strata on the basis of limited
quantitative evidence. Moreover, Polak’s method requires the acceptance of both his
dating and his delimitation of the various diagnostic texts he used to calculate his
averages; and although there is general consensus on these matters for the vast
majority of these texts, this issue nevertheless drives home the general and
impressionistic nature of his conclusions. Ultimately, therefore, when approaching a
single text like Sefer Bilvam using this method, the most profitable approach surely is
to find the most suitable middle ground for this text on the spectrum of Polak’s
statistical data. In other words, based on the data I have presented for this pericope, it
seems appropriate to evaluate the text neither as a highly complex classical narrative,
nor as an unusually rhythmic-verbal late pre-exilic/exilic one, but rather as situated
somewhere in between, namely, in the intricate classical stratum. In support of this
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evaluation, I not that it accords with the late-8th-century date I have proposed for Sefer
Bilvam based on the evidence presented in this dissertation.
To go a step further, I turn to another method articulated by Polak for
evaluating biblical narrative on a statistical basis.114 Again, the notion underlying this
second approach is that the language of the Bible changed over time, with later
material evincing clear distinctions from earlier texts. In this article, Polak suggested a
series of changes in verbal usages based on gradual shifts in the contexts out of which
the literary production of the various biblical periods came. Working in three distinct
semantic fields (verbs of movement; verbs of perception; and a third, unnamed
category that one might term “verbs of transferrence:” giving, taking, and so on),115 he
collected data from a series of pericopes in each of his four chronological strata, by
counting the occurrences of three different verbs in each semantic category: in the
category of movement he counted the verbs הלך, בוא, and the control verb  ;יצאin the
perception category he counted the verbs ראה, שׁמע, and the control verb  ;ידעand in
the transferrence category he counted the verbs לקח, הביא, and the control verb נשׂא.116
The results of Polak’s statistical analysis appeared to indicate that the changes
in verbal usages over time “point to differences in mentality rather than in language
usage as such.”117 In an effort to bring together his findings and the established
historical picture, Polak formulated the hypothesis that the composers of the earlier
narratives, which were primarily oral in nature, had more immediate contact with the
events that inspired their stories: they went ( )הלךabout the land, saw ( )ראהwhat took
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place, and took ( )לקחthis information for use in their compositions. By contrast, the
scribal contexts out of which the Persian-era material arose would have been attached
to a central locus, namely the Jerusalem court, in which others came ( )בואto them
bringing ( )הביאreports of important events, which they heard ()שׁמע. Thus, the
experiences of those who produced the literature of the Bible’s various chronological
periods informed the worldview evident in their work. The table below shows average
percentages for each verb within their respective semantic categories, as detailed by
Polak.
Table 15: Verbal Usage Averages in Polak’s Three Categories
Verbs of Movement118
הלך
בוא
יצא
Classical
42.67 %
42.46 %
14.87 %
Intricate classical
38.08 %
42.68 %
19.25 %
(Late pre-)exilic
33.85 %
49.61 %
16.54 %
Persian
24.46 %
64.13 %
11.41 %
119
Verbs of Perception
ראה
שׁמע
ידע
Classical
52.78 %
23.48 %
23.74 %
Intricate classical
47.66 %
27.10 %
25.23 %
(Late pre-)exilic
37.93 %
42.76 %
19.31 %
Persian
18.18 %
18.18 %
63.64 %
120
Verbs of Transferrence
לקח
הביא
נשׂא
Classical
63.24 %
18.92 %
17.84 %
Intricate classical
58.33 %
21.88 %
19.79 %
(Late pre-)exilic
63.24 %
19.85 %
16.91 %
Persian
23.86 %
48.86 %
27.27 %
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As the averages in the table demonstrate, this means of mapping the diachronic
development of biblical narrative is even more impressionistic than the method
discussed above. In a very broad sense, one has the impression that Polak’s hypothesis
is generally correct, as evident, for example, in the general decrease over time of the
verbs הלך, ראה, and  ;לקחbut these data do not reveal as clear a process of
chronological change as do the figures relating to the nominal–verbal balance and
clause complexity of biblical prose texts.
Consequently, it is even more challenging to make sense of the data from a
single text such as Sefer Bilvam. In this pericope, the 23 instances (thus, 63.89 percent)
of the verb  הלךoutnumber the ten attestations (27.78 percent) of  בואby a margin of
more than two to one, with three occurrences (8.33 percent) of יצא. The verb ראה
appears ten times (71.43 percent) to one instance (7.14 percent) of שׁמע, with three
attestations (21.43 percent) of ידע. And there are five instances (38.46 percent) of לקח,
none of הביא, and eight (61.54 percent) of נשׂא, with most of the instances of this verb
occurring in the formulaic statement אמר
֑ ַ ֹ “ וַ יִּ ָשּׂא ְמ ָשׁלוֹ וַ יּand he took up his theme and
said,” which precedes each of Balaam’s oracular speeches. If Polak’s hypothesis is
taken very generally, these data would seem to push our text to the earlier end of the
spectrum, in which the verbs הלך, ראה, and  לקחpredominate. However, a closer look
at Polak’s specific data for individual texts reveals that in two of the three categories,
the closest statistical analogue to Sefer Bilvam is a split pericope constituted of Judges
4 and 9. In this text,  הלךis used 22 times and  בוא12 times, for a similar ratio of about
two to one;121 and  לקחis used four times while  הביאdoes not appear at all, a situation
nearly identical to that in our text.122 These numbers are closer than those of any other
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individual pericope to those of Sefer Bilvam; and this text is situated not in the
classical stratum, but in the slightly later intricate classical phase. Only with respect to
verbs of perception does Sefer Bilvam deviate from the figures for Judges 4 and 9; but
in this category, numbers comparable to those from our pericope are in evidence for as
many texts from the intricate classical stratum as from the earliest material in Polak’s
analysis.123
In addition, it is worthwhile to consider the degree to which data such as these
may be skewed by the specific content of the text in question. In Sefer Bilvam, for
example, I already have called attention to the significance of sight as a central
concept in the pericope.124 Consequently, it is somewhat unsurprising that the verb
 ראהis more common than some other verb of perception relating to a different sense,
such as שׁמע. Indeed, it would be a grievous abuse of Polak’s method to suggest that it
is impossible for a late text to focus primarily on sight, or for an early text to focus
primarily on hearing!
Polak’s approaches provide a unique means of accessing significant
information about the process of development that biblical literature underwent over
the course of the first millennium BCE. To reiterate, however, it must be stressed that
both of these approaches are most informative when engaged with an eye toward
broad spans in the diachronic development of biblical narrative, rather than toward
relatively short individual texts. The data from Sefer Bilvam amply demonstrate the
potential for wide variation between individual texts within a single chronological
stratum, and also for considerable overlap between adjacent strata that renders it
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difficult to draw sharp divisions between them. Having said this, however, in applying
both of Polak’s methods to the pericope with which we are concerned, it remains
apparent that the most natural conclusion is indeed that Sefer Bilvam belongs to the
intricate classical stratum. Although these approaches are not well-suited to
establishing the date of this or any other individual section of biblical narrative, when
their results correspond satifactorily to conclusions drawn on the basis of other types
of evidence, they may provide at least some impressionistic support for those
conclusions. Thus, as noted above, the statistical data presented here appear to support
the hypothesis I have articulated elsewhere that places this text in the late 8th century.

The Literature of Sefer Bilvam: An Overview
As the last two chapters have shown, Sefer Bilvam evinces an enormous range
of rich, highly expressive literary figuration that extends in scope from the smallest
phoneme to the most sweeping thematic gesture. Careful attention to detail is evident
on oral–aural, compositional, high-literary, and didactic levels, with the sundry
devices employed by the authors frequently working in tandem to produce the desired
effect. The pericope’s tightly wrought construction renders it profoundly difficult to
accept the hypothesis that it represents an unharmonized patchwork of preexisting
documents, particularly with regard to the central jenny episode, which is routinely
perceived as an interpolation. Rather, the text’s unity is evident in the gradual buildup
of its central ideas, which occurs in stages from the narrative’s start to its conclusion.
The main assertions of the pericope are twofold: first, Israel’s greatness and
success are outward signs of its status as God’s chosen people; and second, no human
desire or action is sufficient to countermand the will of God. The first assertion is
expressed primarily (but not exclusively) in Balaam’s poetic oracles, which stand in
dialogue with the poetic highlights of the patriarchal tradition, and which also present
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a subtly worked account of Israelite history from the Wandering Period to the time of
the pericope’s ultimate composition. The second assertion is expressed primarily (but
not exclusively) in the prose, and is embodied, as the story progresses, in the steady
growth of Balaam, who gradually comes to understand for himself this very point.
These two assertions are mutually supportive, and intertwine in the relationship
between the poetic and prosaic sections, while simultaneously achieving a cutting
satire of Balaq, the story’s villain, by way of elements reminiscent of the Exodus story
that invite his comparison with Pharaoh.
As the main character in the pericope, Balaam, unsurprisingly, is depicted in a
particularly rich and layered fashion. Beginning as a businessman, with the
concomitant willingness to entertain the possibility of a new client, Balaam embarks
on a transformative journey in which he makes mistakes, acts wilfully, beats an
animal, speaks out-of-turn, and performs useless rituals; and yet he also admits his
faults, learns from his experiences, carefully relays the messages with which God has
entrusted him, and ultimately achieves both unsolicited prophetic inspiration and true
understanding of his role as a transmitter of divine will. All too often, this positive
presentation of Balaam goes unappreciated in both scholarship and exegesis.
Many of the observations yielded by the literary perspectives applied in this
study are perceptible on some level by their very nature, even without the benefit of
close literary analysis. Indeed, it is with precisely such observations that literary study
is concerned, since it aims not to reveal hidden truths, but to examine the tools by
which the text’s myriad meanings are conveyed to its audience. At the same time,
however, close scrutiny of the type that I have undertaken can yield—has yielded—
layers of sophistication that are not readily apparent in even the most insightful
reader’s casual encounter with the text. This, too, is a primary concern of the literary
approach, namely, to attune the audience’s literary “palette” to the minute traces of
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expressive potential that reveal themselves only under the microscope of careful
examination. Having successfully pursued both of these goals by synthesizing
numerous perspectives on Sefer Bilvam with current methodological approaches in the
study of biblical literature generally, I turn now to the final task of reintegrating my
observations into the broader body of discourse on the pericope in question.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSIONS:
RE-ENGAGING THE ESTABLISHED DISCOURSE
ON SEFER BILvAM

A Return to the Primary Interests of Prior Scholarship
Part of the relevance of any new piece of scholarship lies in its ability to
engage in dialogue with prior efforts to come to terms with the material under study.
For this reason, the first task I undertake here is to present the perspectives developed
in my research that relate to the central concerns of the last several decades of biblical
studies, namely, those of dating, provenance, redaction, and historical context. In order
to address these issues, I offer a concise rendering of my view of the Sitz im Leben of
Sefer Bilvam, which I have formulated on the basis of the cumulative body of analysis
undertaken in the previous chapters.

The Sitz im Leben of Sefer Bilvam
Balaq’s Moabite monarchy as depicted in Sefer Bilvam produces some
complications when taken in combination with the pericope’s Wandering-Period
setting. Archaeological efforts have “yielded only meager remains from Iron Age I,”
resulting in a general picture that “does not confirm the biblical traditions
concerning…Moab…during the time of the Exodus….”1 In his publication of the third
archaeological campaign at the important Moabite city of Dibon, A. D. Tushingham
observed that “the earliest occupation of the mound coincides almost exactly with the
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floruit of Mesha,” the 9th-century king who credits himself in the Mesha Stele with
breaking the yoke of Israelian domination.2 There is some question, therefore, about
the existence of a true Moabite kingdom significantly earlier than the Israel’s United
Monarchy, which has led to the widespread view that this pericope represents a
retrojection of dealings between the Israelite and Moabite monarchies onto the
premonarchic period.3
We may never know whether Sefer Bilvam was built around some kernel of
historical truth. We can be certain, however, that in its present form the pericope
exhibits decidedly monarchic concerns. The four major oracles, which bear intimate
links with the prose material, are deployed along a staged historical timeline running
from the Wandering Period through the pre-monarchy to the reigns of Saul and David.
The third oracle in particular devotes special attention to the stability and prosperity
associated with monarchy, and the fourth poem celebrates the military exploits of
Israel’s most venerated king. Having been placed in the mouth of a figure speaking
ostensibly during the Wandering Period, these statements come across as prophetic
precedents for the successes of Israel. In turn, the realization of these successes during
the period between the narrative’s temporal setting and its time of authorship would
have “proven” the truth of the oracles, further validating their praise of Israel’s
greatness and unique connection to God.
We may be still more specific. The deliberate, literarily motivated employment
of numerous non-SBH linguistic features in the pericope speaks to its SBH (read:
Judahite) dialectal “center,” particularly in light of the handful of these features that

2
3

Tushingham 1972: 24.
See, e.g., Levine 2000: 40.
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are juxtaposed directly with their SBH equivalents.4 In addition, these data accord
perfectly with the emphasis in the second and third oracles of imagery—even of
precise phraseology—that is associated specifically with Judah in Genesis 49.5 This
evidence is supported by the decidedly Judahite geographical perspective of the
oracular material, particularly the fourth poem, which mentions only polities that
border Judah. Thus, although David’s victories over Moab and Edom, to which the
oracle refers, are presented elsewhere side by side with his successes against northern
neighbors such as the Ammonites and the Arameans (see 2 Samuel 8), these other
peoples do not appear in this pericope at all.6 Moreover, this picture is completed by
the three short oracular codas, which provide additional details pointing to Judah as
the geographical center of the pericope’s worldview.
Given that the inscriptions from Deir vAllā implicate Gilead as a region in
which traditions about Balaam thrived, we must explain how such traditions, situated
within the purview of the northern kingdom of Israel, wound up incorporated into the
sacred literary tradition of Judah. I have suggested that the middle of the 8th century
BCE is a likely timeframe in which this may have occurred, during the extended
period of increasing Assyrian incursion into the northern parts of the southern Levant,
most likely in association with the reign of Tiglath-pileser III (744–727). As this
process wore on, at least some part of the populations in these areas likely would have
moved southward to escape the Assyrian threat, and in doing so, they may have been
responsible for importing into Judah a rich body of Balaam traditions, which then

4

See above, pp. 175–183.
See above, pp. 514–515.
6
The Ammonites are mentioned in only two verses in the entire Torah. See above, p. 475 n. 349.
5
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were consolidated, adapted, and incorporated into the Yahwistic literature of that
kingdom.
This hypothesis comports well with the date of the Deir vAllā inscriptions,
whose archaeological context places them in “about the first half of the 8th century
BC,”7 and also fits comfortably with the only other positive reference to Balaam in the
Bible, which appears in Mic 6:5. Since the prophecy within which this reference
occurs is directed at Samaria, it presumably must have been composed prior to the fall
of the northern kingdom in 722. Moreover, the surrounding context in Micah strikes a
tone that is remarkably similar to that evident in Sefer Bilvam, especially with regard
to the inefficacy of empty ritual, particularly of the sacrificial kind (Mic 6:6–7). These
statements, which occur in the Israelian portion of the book of Micah (chapters 6–7),
resonate with similar condemnations of sorcery and idolatry that appear in the book’s
earlier chapters (see, for example, Mic 5:11–14 [English: 5:12–15]). Notwithstanding
the disparate provenances of Micah 1–5 and Micah 6–7, the ideas expressed in these
specific places bear a similar resemblance to the religious reforms undertaken by
Hezekiah (2 Kgs 18:1–6), who took the throne in 728. Given that the superscription to
the book of Micah connects it with the same period, this observation suggests that the
prophetic material in question may well have been produced during or slightly before
the early part of this king’s reign.
One may prefer to see Micah’s reference to Balaam as an indicator that Sefer
Bilvam already had achieved some sort of official status in the Judahite tradition, or
instead to believe that this reference simply reflects Micah’s awareness of the same
body of traditions that gave rise to the pericope in Numbers. In either case, there is

7

Franken 1999: 183.
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some appeal in conceiving of the two texts as separate attestations of a broader
religious sensibility, perhaps even the very movement whose ideals Hezekiah upheld
with his reforms. Moreover, it is within this same context—that of calls for reform in
Judahite Yahwism—that the negative views of Balaam attested elsewhere may have
gained a foothold. If indeed the historical Balaam bore no connection, or at least no
special connection, to Yahweh, as the Deir vAllā materials may suggest, then some
may have found the idea of his incorporation into the Yahwistic tradition anathema.
Returning again to Sefer Bilvam itself, the chronological schema of the last
three short oracles fits nicely into this timeframe. Taking up the temporal context of
the fourth major oracle, the short coda referring to Amaleq (Num 24:20) looks back on
David’s resounding defeat of this people (1 Samuel 30). The next oracular coda (Num
24:21–22) describes the impending Assyrian destruction of the Kenite strongholds.
According to Judg 4:11, some Kenites were living in the area north of the Galilee, and
so a confrontation between this group and Assyria would fit comfortably into the
temporal context of the text’s composition; and it is striking, moreover, that the
Kenites’ impending doom is not presented as a completed event—it is impending, but
it has not yet happened. Finally, the last coda (Num 24:23–24), which is not directed
at a specific people, reinforces the perspective according to which Assyrian represents
the pinnacle of destructive force, and looks ahead to threats as yet unknown, who may
eclipse even the might of the Assyrian armies. In sum, the temporal perspective
evident in these oracles situates them comfortably in the “present” of the Assyrian
threat in the mid- to late 8th century.
Thus, this pericope presents a Wandering-Period story of a confrontation
between Israel and Moab, that celebrates monarchic traditions culminating in the
military achievements of David, that is presented as a story of hope and a reminder of
Israel’s unique status as God’s chosen people at a time when the seemingly
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insurmountable threat of Assyrian domination loomed on the horizon. Moreover, the
power of the pro-Israelite sentiments expressed in Balaam’s oracles is heightened
dramatically by their placement in the mouth of an Aramean—an archenemy of Israel
who hails from the heartland of the threatening Assyrian Empire.8
In addition, if one accepts this hypothesis for the date of Sefer Bilvam, one
notes that there is no clear reference to the ongoing conflict between Moab and the
northern kingdom of Israel, a relationship that occupied much of the 9th century.
Rather, the victories over Moab that are celebrated appear to be those of David, whose
tribe came to dominate the southern kingdom under the rule of his bloodline. This, too,
lends support to the suggestion that Sefer Bilvam, as we know it, is to be identified as a
Judahite text, concerned with Judahite interests and extolling Judahite heritage.
This being the case, it is possible that one might prefer to see the bulk of Sefer
Bilvam, up to the end of the fourth oracle, as earlier material dating from during or just
after David’s reign.9 It is possible, moreover, to interpret the archaic features that
Shelomo Morag adduced in the pericope’s poetic sections as further indication that
this may be a more appropriate way to date the pericope, or at least most of it.10 This
perspective cannot be rejected out of hand, but I maintain that the most likely period
for the absorption of Gileadite traditions about Balaam into the narratives of Judah
would have been in the period I have indicated. This is especially so given the
possibility that Balaam himself is to be associated with a larger body of prophetic
traditions deriving from 9th-century Gilead, after David’s reign, of which both Elijah

8

See my earlier remarks on this matter in the previous chapter, pp. 508–509.
This is akin to the view presented in Schmidt 1979: 253–254.
10
See Morag 1995.
9
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and Elisha were a part.11 Whether or not Balaam himself came from Gilead, his
activity in that region, as indicated by the Deir vAllā inscriptions, may have rendered
him an appealing figure to the Judahite religious establishment, who may have hoped
to lay claim to the same prophetic heritage in which Elijah and Elisha were situated.
In any case, moreover, the extant form of Sefer Bilvam evinces a wide array of
characteristics that speak to the 8th-century date I have proposed. The emphasis on
Balaam’s Arameanness, whether literary liberty or historical fact, finds voice in both
the poetry and the prose. Indeed, the poems themselves stand in direct and frequent
dialogue with their narrative context, to the extent that a significant quantity of
Balaam’s oracular material would be unintelligible if extracted from the surrounding
prose. Other literary devices, some quite extensive, speak to an overarching
compositional integrity extending across the entire pericope, including the jenny
episode, which is viewed frequently as a separate unit. In short, even if one accepts my
suggested dating, one may prefer to cling to the notion that certain limited elements in
the pericope must have predated the 8th-century composition, in either oral or written
form. But when one considers this view against the tightly cohesive character of Sefer
Bilvam as a unified text, Jacob Milgrom’s observation ultimately rings true: “[E]ven
were this so, the fusion is so thoroughgoing and skillful that the original seams are no
longer visible: The redaction is a new artistic creation.”12

11

Elijah is identified as Gileadite in 1 Kgs 17:1. Gary A. Rendsburg (1981: 71) pointed out that Elisha,
too, hailed from Gilead. Additionally, one notes certain other similarities, albeit relatively superficial
ones, between the literature about these prophets and that concerned with Balaam. For instance, in 2
Kings 1, Elijah refuses Ahaziah’s first summons, but responds to his second; and in 2 Kgs 3:18–19,
Elisha speaks a prophetic utterance foretelling the joint victory of Israel and Judah over Moab.
12
Milgrom 1990: 468.
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What Else Have We Gained Here? Fresh Perspectives on Sefer Bilvam and Biblical
Studies
It is important to point out here that the research I have undertaken in this
dissertation was never aimed specifically at answering the perennial questions with
which prior scholarship has been concerned. As such, the reader must recognize the
limitations of this research in addressing questions for which other methodologies are
better suited. By taking up the concerns of dating, provenance, redaction, and
historical context in the preceding section, I have attempted only to demonstrate that
my conclusions bear on those of other methodologies, and indeed have provided new
angles from which to consider how we answer questions relating to these topics.
I would posit, however, that the contributions of this study have outreached
these traditional scholarly concerns, and engaged this particular pericope in a manner
that previously had not been undertaken in any systematic fashion. I believe that the
synthesis of prior treatments of this material that I have presented here, together with
my own observations, has produced not only an effective argument for the wider
scholarly application of linguistic and literary methods to the biblical corpus in
general, but also an invitation for the scholarly community to reinvest some of its
energies in the pursuit of questions other than those that have driven modern discourse
for the last several decades.
In a nutshell, I have attempted to examine how the text of Sefer Bilvam works.
Specifically, I have explored the complex inner mechanics of the text and language of
Sefer Bilvam, considered the tools employed by its authors to convey the desired
meanings, and assessed the collective effect that their efforts produce as one proceeds
through this piece of literature. The results amply reveal the ingenuity and
sophistication of the authors, and remind us why biblical literature has so captivated
audiences for millennia. Indeed, this last aspect is far from a mere pietistic truism; nor
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is it an appeal to the vagaries of aesthetics. Rather, I suggest that it is precisely this
fascination that has acted as a central stimulus of the profound modern interest in how
to date, divide, and attribute these materials—not the other way around! Thus, my
efforts here, taken as a whole, simply represent an attempt to ask why the text is so
compelling as a piece of literature, what makes it so, and how the authors shaped
words and ideas to achieve this in their art. My hope, therefore, is that my work not
only illuminate the pericope with which it is directly concerned, but also invite further
analysis and appreciation of these matters in the literary study of the Bible.
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APPENDIX
TRANSLATION OF SEFER BILvAM,
WITH TEXT-CRITICAL NOTES

There appear in the course of this translation a number of notes detailing textual
differences between the MT and the versions. On the one hand, some of these
differences are of negligible consequence from a text-critical perspective, as is the
case, for example, with the tendency in the DSS for mālē' spellings to appear in places
where the MT exhibits h9āsēr orthography. On the other hand, at times the differences
clearly stem from the incorporation—often on a large scale—of interpretive elements
into the text. One illustrative example is Num 24:7:
ל־מיִ ֙ם ִמ ָ ֣דּ ְל ָ֔יו
ַ֨ ִַ ֽי זּ
וְ זַ ְר ֖עוֹ ְבּ ַ ֣מיִ ם ַר ִ ֑בּים
וְ יָ ֤ר ֹם ֵ ֽמ ֲאגַ ֙ג ַמ ְל ֔כּוֹ
וְ ִת ַנּ ֵ ֖שּׂא ַמ ְל ֻכ ֽתוֹ׃

Water drips from his boughs,
and his seed is in many waters.
And his king shall be exalted above Agag,
and his kingdom shall be lifted up.
(MT)

e0celeu&setai a!nqrwpov e0k tou= spe/rmatov au)tou=
kai\ kurieu&sei e0qnw~n pollw~n,
kai\ u9ywqh&setai h2 Gwg basilei&a au)tou=,
kai\ au0chqh&setai basilei&a au)tou=.
A man shall emerge from his seed
and be lord of many nations,
and his kingdom shall be exalted over Gog,
and his kingdom shall be increased.
(LXX)

For these reasons, I do not attempt here to produce a comprehensive account of all
variant readings. Rather, I focus instead on highlighting those places where the
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versions may provide insight of a text-critical and/or interpretive nature. Where
relevant, these matters have been discussed in the foregoing study.

22:2

ר־ע ָ ֥שׂה
ָ ל־א ֶשׁ
ֲ ן־צ ֑פּוֹר ֵ ֛את ָכּ
ִ וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ָבּ ָ ֖לק ֶבּ22:2

And Balaq son of S9ippor saw all
that Israel had done to the Amorite(s).
3
And Moab feared the people much,
for it was great; and Moab dreaded the
children of Israel. 4And Moab said to
the elders of Midian, “Now the throng
will lick up everything around us, as
the ox licks up the grass of the field.”
And Balaq son of S9ippor was king of
Moab at that time. 5And he sent
messengers to Balaam son of Bevor at
Pethor, awhich is on the rivera—bthe
land of the children of his peopleb—to
summon him, saying, “Behold, a
people has come out from Egypt;
behold, it has covered the eye of the
land, and it dwells opposite me. 6And
now, please come, curse for me this
people, for it is stronger than I; perhaps
I will be able to strike it, that I might
drive it from the land; for I know that
whom you bless is blessed, and whom
you curse will be cursed.” 7And the
elders of Moab and the elders of
Midian went, cdivinations in their
hands,c and they came to Balaam, and
they spoke to him Balaq’s words. 8And
he said to them, “Lodge here tonight,
and I will bring back to you the word
that Yahweh speaks to me.” And the

אד
ֹ ֖ מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֥ני ָה ָ ֛עם ְמ
ָ֜ וַ ָ֨יּגָ ר3 יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ָ ֽל ֱאמ ִ ֹֽרי׃
מוֹאב ִמ ְפּ ֵ ֖ני ְבּ ֵ ֥ני יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
ָ֔ ב־הוּא וַ ָיּ֣ ָקץ
֑ ִ ֣כּי ַר
מוֹאב ֶאל־זִ ְק ֵ ֣ני ִמ ְד ָ֗ין ַע ָ֞תּה יְ ַל ֲח ֤כוּ
ָ֜ אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ4
חְך ַה ֔שּׁוֹר ֵ ֖את ֶי֣ ֶרק
ֹ ֣ ל־ס ִ ֣ביב ֵֹ֔תינוּ ִכּ ְל
ְ ת־כּ
ָ ַה ָקּ ָהל֙ ֶא
מוֹאב ָבּ ֵ ֥עת
֖ ָ ן־צ ֛פּוֹר ֶ ֥מ ֶלְך ְל
ִ ַה ָשּׂ ֶ ֑דה ָוּב ָ ֧לק ֶבּ
ן־בּ ֗עוֹר
ְ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֣עם ֶבּ
ִ וַ יִּ ְשׁ ֨ ַלח ַמ ְל ָא ִ֜כים ֶא5 ַה ִ ֽהוא׃
b

י־ע ֖מּוֹ
ַ  ֶ ֥א ֶרץ ְבּ ֵנb aל־הנָּ ָ ֛הר
ַ  ֲא ֶ ֧שׁר ַעa תוֹרה
ָ ֠ ְפּ

מר ֠ ִהנֵּ ה ַ ֣עם יָ ָ ֤צא ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֨ריִ ֙ם ִה ֵ ֤נּה
ֹ ֗ א־לוֹ ֵלא
֑ ֹ ִל ְקר
וְ ַע ָתּ ֩ה6 ת־עין ָה ָ֔א ֶרץ וְ ֥הוּא י ֵ ֹ֖שׁב ִמ ֻמּ ִ ֽלי׃
֣ ֵ ִכ ָסּ ֙ה ֶא
הוּא
֙ י־ע ֥צוּם
ָ ת־ה ָ ֣עם ַה ֶ֗זּה ִ ֽכּ
ָ ה־לּי ֶא
ִ ֜ ה־נּא ָ ֽא ָר
ָ ֨ ְל ָכ
ן־ה ָ ֑א ֶרץ
ָ ה־בּוֹ וַ ֲאגָ ְר ֶ ֖שׁנּוּ ִמ
֔ אוּכל֙ נַ ֶכּ
ַ אוּלי
֤ ַ ִמ ֶ֔מּ ִנּי
אר
ֹ ֖ ר־תּ ָב ֵר ְ֙ך ְמב ָ ֹ֔רְך וַ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ָתּ
ְ ִ ֣כּי יָ ַ ֗ד ְע ִתּי ֵ ֤את ֲא ֶשׁ
וּק ָס ִ ֖מים
ְ c מוֹא ֙ב וְ זִ ְק ֵ ֣ני ִמ ְד ָ֔ין
ָ וַ ֵ֨יּ ְל ֜כוּ זִ ְק ֵ ֤ני7 יוּאר׃
ָֽ
ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ יְ ַד ְבּ ֥רוּ ֵא ָ ֖ליו ִדּ ְב ֵ ֥רי
ִ אוּ ֶא
֙ ֹ וַ יָּ ֨בcְבּיָ ָ ֑דם
יהם ִ ֤לינוּ פ ֹ֙ה ַה ֔ ַלּיְ ָלה וַ ֲה ִשׁב ִ ֹ֤תי
ֶ֗ אמר ֲא ֵל
ֶ ֹ וַ ֣יּ8 ָב ָ ֽלק׃
הוה ֵא ָ ֑לי וַ יֵּ ְשׁ ֥בוּ
֖ ָ ְֶא ְת ֶכ ֙ם ָדּ ָ֔בר ַכּ ֲא ֶ ֛שׁר יְ ַד ֵ ֥בּר י
abc

a—a

Tg. Onqelos, Tg. Pseudo-Yonatan: “ ְד ַעל ְפּ ַרתwhich is on the Euphrates.”
Samaritan Targum: “ ארע בני עמוןland of the children of Ammon.” Peshit[ta:     (l'rv'
dbny vmwn) “to the land of the children of Ammon.”
c—c
Targum Pseudo-Yonatan: (“ וגדין דקיסמין חתימן בידיהוןwith) sealed divinatory fortunes in their
hands.” Vulgate: habentes divinationis pretium in manibus “bearing the divinatory price in their
hands.”

b—b
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ֹלהים
֖ ִ וַ יָּ ֥ב ֹא ֱא9 ם־בּ ְל ָ ֽעם׃
ִ י־מוֹאב ִע
ָ֖
ָשׂ ֵ ֽר

officers of Moab stayed with Balaam.
9
And Elohim came to Balaam, and he
said, “Who are these men with you?”
10
And Balaam said to (the) Elohim,
“Balaq son of S9ippor, the king of
Moab, sent to me: 11‘Behold the people
coming out from Egypt: it has covered
the eye of the land! Now, come, damn
it for me; perhaps I will be able to
battle against it, and drive it out.’”
12
And Elohim said to Balaam, “You
shall not go with them, and you shall
not curse the people, for it is blessed.”
13
And Balaam rose in the morning, and
he said to the officers of Balaq, “Go to
your land, for Yahweh has refused to
allow me to go with you.” 14And the
officers of Moab rose, and they came
to Balaq, and they said, “Balaam
refused to come with us.” 15And Balaq
persisted further, sending officers
greater and more important than these.
16
And they came to Balaam, and they
said to him, “Thus says Balaq son of
S9ippor: ‘Please, do not refrain from
going to me, 17for I will honor you very
greatly, and all that you say to me I
will do. Go, please, curse for me this
people.’” 18And Balaam answered, and
he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq
were to give me the fullness of his
house, silver and gold, I would be
unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh
my God to do (anything,) small or
great. 19And now, please stay in this
(place) tonight, you also, that I may
know how Yahweh will continue to
speak with me.” 20And Elohim came to
Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If
it is to summon you that these men
have come, then rise, go with them; but
just the word that I speak to you—it
shall you do.” 21And Balaam rose in
the morning, and he saddled his jenny,
and he went with the officers of Moab.

אמר ִ ֛מי ָה ֲא ָנ ִ ֥שׁים ָה ֵ ֖א ֶלּה ִע ָ ֽמְּך׃
ֶ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֕יּ
ִ ֶא
ן־צ ֛ ֹפּר
ִ ֹלהים ָבּ ָ ֧לק ֶבּ
֑ ִ ל־ה ֱא
ָ אמר ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֥יּ10
 ִה ֵ ֤נּה ָה ָע ֙ם ַהיּ ֵ ֹ֣צא11 מוֹאב ָשׁ ַ ֥לח ֵא ָ ֽלי׃
֖ ָ ֶ ֥מ ֶלְך
ת־עין ָה ָ ֑א ֶרץ ַע ָ֗תּה ְל ָ ֤כה
֣ ֵ יְכס ֶא
֖ ַ ִַמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם ו
אוּכל ְל ִה ָ ֥לּ ֶחם ֖בּוֹ וְ גֵ ַר ְשׁ ִ ֽתּיו׃
֛ ַ אוּלי
֥ ַ ה־לּי א ֹ֔תוֹ
֙ ִ ָ ֽק ָב
ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ֥ל ֹא ֵת ֵ ֖לְך ִע ָמּ ֶ ֑הם ֤ל ֹא
ִ ֹלה ֙ים ֶא
ִ אמר ֱא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ12
וַ ָ ֤יּ ָקם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם13 ת־ה ֔ ָעם ִ ֥כּי ָב ֖רוְּך ֽהוּא׃
ָ ָתא ֹ֙ר ֶא
ל־א ְר ְצ ֶ ֑כם
ַ ל־שׂ ֵ ֣רי ָב ֔ ָלק ְל ֖כוּ ֶ ֽא
ָ אמ ֙ר ֶא
ֶ ֹ ַבּ ֔בֹּ ֶקר וַ ֨יּ
וּמוּ
֙ וַ יָּ ֨ק14 הוה ְל ִת ִ ֖תּי ַל ֲה ֹ֥לְך ִע ָמּ ֶ ֽכם׃
֔ ָ ְִ ֚כּי ֵמ ֵ ֣אן י
אמ ֔רוּ ֵמ ֵ ֥אן ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם
ְ ֹ ל־בּ ָ ֑לק וַ ֣יּ
ָ מוֹאב וַ יָּ ֖בֹאוּ ֶא
ָ֔ ָשׂ ֵ ֣רי
וַ ֹ֥יּ ֶסף ֖עוֹד ָבּ ָ ֑לק ְשׁ ֹ֣ל ַח ָשׂ ִ ֔רים ַר ִ ֥בּים15 ֲהֹל֥ ְך ִע ָ ֽמּנוּ׃
אמרוּ ֗לוֹ
ְ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֣יּ
ִ וַ יָּ ֖בֹאוּ ֶא16 וְ נִ ְכ ָבּ ִ ֖דים ֵמ ֵ ֽא ֶלּה׃
ל־נא ִת ָמּ ַ ֖נע ֵמ ֲה ֹ֥לְך
֥ ָ ן־צ ֔פּוֹר ַא
ִ ֤כֹּה ָא ַמ ֙ר ָבּ ָ ֣לק ֶבּ
אמר
֥ ַ ֹ אד וְ ֛כֹל ֲא ֶשׁר־תּ
ֹ ֔ י־כ ֵ ֤בּד ֲא ַכ ֶבּ ְד ָ֙ך ְמ
ַ  ִ ֽכּ17 ֵא ָ ֽלי׃
ה־לּי ֵ ֖את ָה ָ ֥עם ַה ֶזּֽה׃
ִ ֔ ֵא ַ ֖לי ֶ ֽא ֱע ֶ ֑שׂה ְוּל ָכה־נָּ ֙א ָ ֽק ָב
ן־לי
֥ ִ ל־ע ְב ֵ ֣די ָב ֔ ָלק ִאם־יִ ֶתּ
ַ אמ ֙ר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ַיּ֣ ַען ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם וַ ֨יּ18
אוּכל ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָ ֑הב ֣ל ֹא
֖ ָב ָ ֛לק ְמ ֥ל ֹא ֵב
דוֹלה׃
ֽ ָ ֹלהי ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת ְק ַט ָ ֖נּה ֥אוֹ ְג
ָ֔ הוה ֱא
֣ ָ ְת־פּי י
֙ ִ ֶא
ם־א ֶ ֖תּם ַה ָ ֑לּיְ ָלה וְ ֵ ֣א ְד ֔ ָעה
ַ ַוְ ַע ָ֗תּה ְשׁ ֨בוּ ָ ֥נא ָב ֶ ֛זה גּ19
ֹלהים ׀
֥ ִ וַ יָּ ֨ב ֹא ֱא20 הוה ַדּ ֵ ֥בּר ִע ִ ֽמּי׃
֖ ָ ְַמה־יּ ֵ ֹ֥סף י
ם־ל ְק ֤ר ֹא ְל ָ֙ך ָ ֣בּאוּ
ִ אמר ֗לוֹ ִא
ֶ ֹ ה וַ ֣יּ
֒ ל־בּ ְל ָע ֮ם ַליְ ָל
ִ ֶא
ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר
ַ ָה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים ֖קוּם ֵ ֣לְך ִא ָ ֑תּם וְ ַ֗אְך ֶא
וַ ָ ֤יּ ָקם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם21 ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֥תוֹ ַת ֲע ֶ ֽשׂה׃
ֲ ֲא ֶשׁ
מוֹאב׃
ֽ ָ ם־שׂ ֵ ֥רי
ָ ת־אתֹנ֑ וֹ וַ ֵ ֖יּ ֶלְך ִע
ֲ ַבּ ֔בֹּ ֶקר ַ ֽו יַּ ֲח ֖בֹשׁ ֶא
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22

א וַ יִּ ְתיַ ֵ֞צּב
֒ י־הוֹלְך הוּ
ֵ֣
ים ִ ֽכּ
֮ ֹלה
ִ ר־אף ֱא
֣ ַ וַ ִ ֽיּ ַח22

And Elohim’s anger flared because
he was going, and aa messenger of
Yahweha stationed himself in the road
as an obstacle to him; and he was
riding on his jenny, and two of his lads
were with him. 23And the jenny saw
Yahweh’s messenger, his sword of
flame in his hand, and the jenny veered
from the road, and went into the field;
and Balaam beat the jenny for its
veering (from) the road. 24And
Yahweh’s messenger stood in a
vineyard path, fences this way and that.
25
And the jenny saw Yahweh’s
messenger, and it crushed against the
wall, and it crushed Balaam’s foot
against the wall; and Balaam persisted
in beating her. 26And Yahweh’s
messenger persisted in opposing, and
stood in a narrow place, where there
was no way to veer right or left. 27And
the jenny saw Yahweh’s messenger,
and it lay down beneath Balaam; and
Balaam’s anger flared, and he beat the
jenny with the cane. 28And Yahweh
opened the jenny’s mouth, and she said
to Balaam, “What have I done to you
that you beat me these three times?”
29
And Balaam said to the jenny,
“Because you have mocked me! If only
there were a sword in my hand, for
now I would kill you.” 30And the jenny
said to Balaam, “Am I not your jenny,
upon whom you have ridden from your
past until this day? Have I ever made a
habit of doing this to you?” And he
said, “No.” 31And Yahweh uncovered

הוּא ר ֵ ֹ֣כב
֙ ְ ַבּ ֶ ֖דּ ֶרְך ְל ָשׂ ָ ֣טן ֑לוֹ וaהוה
֛ ָ ְ ַמ ְל ַ ֧אְך יa
֩וַ ֵ ֣תּ ֶרא ָה ָאתוֹן23 וּשׁ ֵ ֥ני נְ ָע ָ ֖ריו ִע ֽמּוֹ׃
ְ ל־אתֹנ֔ וֹ
ֲ ַע
לוּפ ֙ה
ָ הוה נִ ָ ֣צּב ַבּ ֶ ֗דּ ֶרְך וְ ַח ְר ֤בּוֹ ְשׁ
֜ ָ ְת־מ ְל ַ֨אְך י
ַ ֶא
ן־ה ֶ ֔דּ ֶרְך וַ ֵ ֖תּ ֶלְך ַבּ ָשּׂ ֶ ֑דה וַ ַ ֤יּ ְך
ַ תוֹן ִמ
֙ ְבּיָ ֔דוֹ וַ ֵ ֤תּט ָ ֽה ָא
 ֽו יַּ ֲעמ ֹ֙ד24
ַ ת־ה ָא ֔תוֹן ְל ַהטּ ָ ֹ֖תהּ ַה ָ ֽדּ ֶרְך׃
֣ ָ ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ֶא
הוה ְבּ ִמ ְשׁ ֖עוֹל ַה ְכּ ָר ִ ֑מים ָגּ ֵ ֥דר ִמ ֶ ֖זּה וְ ָג ֵ ֥דר
֔ ָ ְַמ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
הוה וַ ִתּ ָלּ ֵח ֙ץ
֗ ָ ְת־מ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
ַ וַ ֵ֨תּ ֶרא ָה ָא ֜תוֹן ֶא25 ִמ ֶזּֽה׃
ל־ה ִ ֑קּיר
ַ ת־ר ֶגל ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם ֶא
֥ ֶ ל־ה ִ֔קּיר וַ ִתּ ְל ַ ֛חץ ֶא
ַ ֶא
הוה ֲע ֑בוֹר
֖ ָ ְוֹסף ַמ ְל ַאְך־י
ֶ ֥וַ יּ26 וַ ֹ֖יּ ֶסף ְל ַהכּ ָ ֹֽתהּ׃
ין־דּ ֶרְך ִלנְ ֖טוֹת יָ ִ ֥מין
֥ ֶ ַ ֽו יַּ ֲעמ ֹ֙ד ְבּ ָמ ֣קוֹם ָ֔צר ֲא ֶ ֛שׁר ֵ ֽא
הוה
֔ ָ ְת־מ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
ַ תוֹן ֶא
֙ וַ ֵ ֤תּ ֶרא ָ ֽה ָא27 וּשׂ ֽמ ֹאול׃
ְ
ר־אף ִבּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ַ ֥יּ ְך
֣ ַ וַ ִתּ ְר ַ ֖בּץ ַ ֣תּ ַחת ִבּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ִ ֽיּ ַח
ת־פּי
֣ ִ יְהוה ֶא
֖ ָ וַ יִּ ְפ ַ ֥תּח28 ת־ה ָא ֖תוֹן ַבּ ַמּ ֵ ֽקּל׃
ָ ֶא
יתי ְל ָ֔ך ִ ֣כּי
ֽ ִ ה־ע ִ ֣שׂ
ָ אמר ְל ִב ְל ָע ֙ם ֶמ
ֶ ֹ ָה ָא ֑תוֹן וַ ֤תּ
אמר ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ29 ית ִני ֶ ֖זה ָשֹׁל֥ שׁ ְר ָג ִ ֽלים׃
ַ֔ ִה ִכּ
שׁ־ח ֶר ֙ב ְבּיָ ִ ֔די ִ ֥כּי
ֶ֨ ֶָ ֽל ָא ֔תוֹן ִ ֥כּי ִה ְת ַע ַ ֖לּ ְל ְתּ ִ ֑בּי ֤לוּ י
ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם
ִ אמר ָה ָא ֜תוֹן ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨תּ30 ַע ָ ֖תּה ֲה ַרגְ ִ ֽתּיְך׃
ר־ר ַ ֣כ ְב ָתּ ָע ֗ ַלי ֵמ ֽע ְוֹד ָ֙ך
ָ תנְ ָ֜ך ֲא ֶשׁ
ֹ ֽ לוֹא ָאנ ִֹ֨כי ֲא
֩ ֲה
ד־היּ֣ וֹם ַה ֶ֔זּה ַ ֽה ַה ְס ֵ ֣כּן ִה ְס ַ֔כּנְ ִתּי ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת ְלָך֖ ֑כֹּה
ַ ַע
ם וַ ַ֞יּ ְרא
֒ יני ִב ְל ָע
֣ ֵ ת־ע
ֵ וַ יְ ַ ֣גל יְ הוָ ֮ה ֶא31 אמר ֽל ֹא׃
ֶ ֹ וַ ֖יּ
a

a—a

LXX (here and throughout): o9 a!ggelov tou= qeou= “the messenger (or: angel) of the god (=
ֹלהים
ִ )* ֱא.” Vulgate: angelus Domini “an angel of the Lord.”
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Balaam’s eyes, and he saw Yahweh’s
messenger stationed in the road, his
sword of flame in his hand; and he
bowed and prostrated himself on his
face. 32And Yahweh’s messenger said
to him, “Why did you beat your jenny
these three times? Behold, I set out as
an obstacle, afor the way is yārat[ in
front of me.a 33And your jenny saw me,
and turned aside before me these three
times. Perhaps since she turned aside
from before me, now I should kill you
and let her live.” 34And Balaam said to
Yahweh’s messenger, “I have sinned,
for I did not know that you were
stationed to greet me on the road. And
now, if (it is) evil in your eyes, let me
return.” 35And Yahweh’s messenger
said to Balaam, “Go with the men; but
only the word that I say to you—it
shall you speak.” And Balaam went
with the officers of Balaq. 36And Balaq
heard that Balaam had come, and he
went out to greet him at Ir-Moab,
which is in the region of Arnon, which
is at the edge of the region. 37And
Balaq said to Balaam, “Did I indeed
not send to you, to call to you? Why
did you not come to me? Am I truly
unable to honor you?” 38And Balaam
said to Balaq, “Behold, I have come to
you. Now, am I indeed able to say

ת־מ ְל ַ ֤אְך יְ הוָ ֙ה נִ ָ ֣צּב ַבּ ֶ ֔דּ ֶרְך וְ ַח ְר ֥בּוֹ ְשׁ ֻל ָ ֖פה ְבּיָ ֑דוֹ
ַ ֶא
אמר ֵא ָל ֙יו ַמ ְל ַ ֣אְך
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ32 וַ יִּ ֥קֹּד וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַ ֖תּחוּ ְל ַא ָ ֽפּיו׃
תנְ ָ֔ך ֶ ֖זה ָשׁ ֣לוֹשׁ ְר ָג ִ ֑לים
ֹ ֣ ת־א
ֲ ית ֶא
ָ ֙ ל־מה ִה ִ֨כּ
ָ֗ הוה ַע
֔ ָ ְי
a

 ִ ֽכּי־יָ ַ ֥רט ַה ֶ ֖דּ ֶרְך ְלנֶ ְג ִ ֽדּי׃a אתי ְל ָשׂ ָ֔טן
ִ ֹכי יָ ָ ֣צ
֙ ִ ִה ֵ ֤נּה ָאנ
וַ ִתּ ְר ַ֨א ִ ֙ני ָ ֽה ָא ֔תוֹן וַ ֵ ֣תּט ְל ָפ ֔ ַני ֶ ֖זה ָשֹׁל֣ שׁ ְר ָג ִ ֑לים33
אוּלי נָ ְט ָ ֣תה ִמ ָפּ ֔ ַני ִ ֥כּי ַע ָ ֛תּה גַּ ם־א ְֹת ָ ֥כה ָה ַ ֖רגְ ִתּי
ַ֙
ל־מ ְל ַ ֤אְך
ַ אמר ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ34 ֽיתי׃
ִ אוֹתהּ ֶה ֱח ֵי
֥ ָ ְו
אתי ִ ֚כּי ֣ל ֹא יָ ַ ֔ד ְע ִתּי ִ ֥כּי ַא ָ ֛תּה נִ ָ ֥צּב
ִ יְ הוָ ֙ה ָח ָ֔ט
וּבה
ָ ם־רע ְבּ ֵע ֶ ֖יניָך ָא ֥שׁ
֥ ַ אתי ַבּ ָ ֑דּ ֶרְך וְ ַע ָ ֛תּה ִא
֖ ִ ִל ְק ָר
ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ֵ ֚לְך
ִ הוה ֶא
֜ ָ ְאמר֩ ַמ ְל ַ֨אְך י
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ35 ִ ֽלּי׃
ר־א ַד ֵ ֥בּר
ֲ ת־ה ָדּ ָ ֛בר ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ ם־ה ֲא ָנ ִ֔שׁים וְ ֶ֗א ֶפס ֶא
֣ ָ ִע
ם־שׂ ֵ ֥רי ָב ָ ֽלק׃
ָ ֵא ֶ ֖ליָך א ֹ֣תוֹ ְת ַד ֵ ֑בּר וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם ִע
אתוֹ
֜ וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַ ֥מע ָבּ ָ ֖לק ִ ֣כּי ָ ֣בא ִב ְל ָ ֑עם וַ יֵּ ֵ֨צא ִל ְק ָר36
מוֹאב ֲא ֶשׁ ֙ר ַעל־גְּ ֣בוּל ַא ְר ֔נ ֹן ֲא ֶ ֖שׁר
ָ֗ ל־עיר
֣ ִ ֶא
ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ֲהל ֹ ֩א
ִ אמר ָבּ ֜ ָלק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ37 ִבּ ְק ֵ ֥צה ַהגְּ ֽבוּל׃
א־ה ַ ֖ל ְכ ָתּ
ָ ֹ א־לְך ָ ֥ל ָמּה ל
ָ ֔ ֹ ָשׁ ֹ֨ל ַח ָשׁ ַ ֤ל ְח ִתּי ֵא ֨ ֶל ֙יָך ִל ְקר
אמר ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ38 אוּכל ַכּ ְבּ ֶ ֽדָך׃
֖ ַ ֵא ָ ֑לי ַ ֽה ֻא ְמ ֔ ָנם ֥ל ֹא
אוּכל
֖ ַ אתי ֵא ֔ ֶליָך ַע ָ֕תּה ֲהיָ ֥כוֹל
֙ ִ ה־ב
ָ֨ ֵל־בּ ֗ ָלק ִ ֽהנּ
ָ ֶא

a

a—a

4QNumb: “ כיא רעה הדרך לנגדיfor the way is evil before me.” Tg. Onqelos: ֲא ֵרי ְג ֵלי ְק ָד ַמי ְד ַאת ְר ֵעי
בלי
ִ אוֹרחא ְל ִק
ָ
“ ְל ֵמיזַ ל ְבfor this appears evil before me, to proceed on the way against me.” Tg. PseudoYonatan: “ וגלי קדמי דאנת בעי למיזל למילוט ית עמא ומילא לא מהוגנא לקובליand it appears to me that you
seek to proceed, to curse the people; and the matter is not proper before me.” Tg. Neofiti: ארום סטת
“ ארחה מן כל קבליfor the way turns from all (that is) against me.” Samaritan Targum: הלא בישו שבילך
“ קבלךindeed, evil is your path before you.” LXX: o3ti ou0k a)stei/a h9 o9do/v sou e0nanti/on mou “for your
way is not seemly before me.” Vulgate: quia perversa est via tua mihique contraria “for perverse
is your way against me.” Peshit[ta:       (vl dtrs9' 'wrh9' lwqbly) “because you desire the
way against me.”
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anything? The word that Elohim puts
in my mouth—it shall I speak.” 39And
Balaam went with Balaq, and they
came to Qiryat-H9us[s[ot. 40And Balaq
sacrificed cattle and sheep, and
distributed them to Balaam and to the
officers that were with him. 41In the
morning, Balaq took Balaam and led
him up Bamot-Baval, whence he saw
the periphery of the people. 23:1And
Balaam said to Balaq, “Build for me
here seven altars, and provide for me
here seven bulls and seven rams.” 2And
Balaq did as Balaam had spoken, and
Balaq and Balaam offered up bull and
ram on the altar. 3And Balaam said to
Balaq, “Station yourself beside your
sacrifice, that I may go. Perhaps
Yahweh will appear to greet me, and
word of what he shows me I will tell to
you.” And he went to a bare height.a
4
And Elohim appeared to Balaam, and
he said to him, “The(se) seven
sacrifices I have arranged; and I sent
up bull and ram on the altar.” 5And
Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s
mouth, and he said, “Return to Balaq,
and thus shall you speak.” 6And he
returned to him, and behold, he was
standing beside his sacrifice, he and all
the officers of Moab. 7And he took up
his theme and said:

ֹלהים ְבּ ִ ֖פי
֛ ִ וּמה ַה ָדּ ָ֗בר ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יָ ִ ֧שׂים ֱא
ָ ַדּ ֵ ֣בּר ְמ ֑א
ם־בּ ָ ֑לק וַ יָּ ֖בֹאוּ
ָ וַ ֵ ֥יּ ֶלְך ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם ִע39 א ֹ֥תוֹ ֲא ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
וַ יִּ זְ ַ ֥בּח ָבּ ָל֖ק ָבּ ָ ֣קר וָ ֑צ ֹאן וַ יְ ַשׁ ַלּ֣ח40 ִק ְר ַ ֥ית ֻח ֽצוֹת׃
וַ יְ ִ ֣הי ַב ֔בֹּ ֶקר וַ יִּ ַ ֤קּח41 ְל ִב ְל ֔ ָעם וְ ַל ָשּׂ ִ ֖רים ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ִא ֽתּוֹ׃
ת־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ַ ֽו יַּ ֲע ֵ ֖להוּ ָבּ ֣מוֹת ָ ֑בּ ַעל וַ ַ ֥יּ ְרא ִמ ָ ֖שּׁם
ִ ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ה־לי
֥ ִ ֵל־בּ ֔ ָלק ְבּנ
ָ אמר ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ23:1 ְק ֵ ֥צה ָה ָ ֽעם׃
ָב ֶ ֖זה ִשׁ ְב ָ ֣עה ִמזְ ְבּ ֑חֹת וְ ָה ֵ ֥כן ִ ֙לי ָבּ ֶ֔זה ִשׁ ְב ָ ֥עה ָפ ִ ֖רים
וַ ַיּ֣ ַעשׂ ָבּ ֔ ָלק ַכּ ֲא ֶ ֖שׁר ִדּ ֶ ֣בּר ִבּ ְל ָ ֑עם2 ילים׃
ֽ ִ וְ ִשׁ ְב ָ ֥עה ֵא
אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ3 וַ ַ֨יּ ַעל ָבּ ָ ֧לק ִוּב ְל ָ ֛עם ָ ֥פּר וָ ַ ֖איִ ל ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵ ֽבּ ַח׃
אוּלי
ַ ֞ ִבּ ְל ֜ ָעם ְל ָב ֗ ָלק ִה ְתיַ ֵצּ ֮ב ַעל־ע ָֹל ֶתָך֒ וְ ֵ ֽא ְל ָ֗כה
אתי ְוּד ַ ֥בר ַמה־יַּ ְר ֵ ֖א ִני וְ ִה ַ ֣גּ ְד ִתּי
ִ֔ יִ ָקּ ֵ ֤רה יְ הוָ ֙ה ִל ְק ָר
אמר
ֶ ֹ ל־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ֣יּ
ִ ֹלהים ֶא
֖ ִ וַ יִּ ָ ֥קּר ֱא4 ׃aָ ֑לְך וַ ֵ ֖יּ ֶלְך ֶ ֽשׁ ִפי
ת־שׁ ְב ַ ֤עת ַ ֽה ִמּזְ ְבּח ֹ֙ת ָע ַ ֔ר ְכ ִתּי וָ ַ ֛א ַעל ָ ֥פּר
ִ ֵא ֗ ָליו ֶא
הוה ָדּ ָ ֖בר ְבּ ִ ֣פי ִב ְל ָ ֑עם
֛ ָ ְוַ ָ ֧יּ ֶשׂם י5 וָ ַ ֖איִ ל ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵ ֽבּ ַח׃
וַ ָיּ֣ ָשׁב ֵא ֔ ָליו6 ל־בּ ָ ֖לק וְ ֥כֹה ְת ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
ָ אמר ֥שׁוּב ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֛יּ
מוֹאב׃
ֽ ָ ל־שׂ ֵ ֥רי
ָ וְ ִה ֵ ֥נּה נִ ָ ֖צּב ַעל־ע ָֹל ֑תוֹ ֖הוּא וְ ָכ
אמר
֑ ַ ֹ וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ְמ ָשׁ ֖לוֹ וַ יּ7

a

a

Thus HALOT, as per Elliger 1971. Levine 2000: 163, 166–167: “silently.” Tg. Onqelos: “ יְ ִח ָידיalone.”
Tg. Neofiti: “ בלב יחידי שפי למילוט ית ישראלwith a solitary, quiet heart, to curse Israel.” LXX: eu0qei=an
“to a level place.” Vulgate: velociter “quickly.”
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ִמן־֠ ֲא ָרם יַ נְ ֵ֨ח ִני ָב ָ ֤לק
י־ק ֶדם
֔ ֶ ְך־מוֹא ֙ב ֵ ֽמ ַה ְר ֵר
ָ
ֶ ֽמ ֶל
ה־לּי יַ ֲע ֔קֹב
֣ ִ ְל ָכ ֙ה ָ ֽא ָר
ְוּל ָ ֖כה ז ֲֹע ָ ֥מה יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
 ָ ֣מה ֶא ֔קֹּב ֥ל ֹא ַק ֖בֹּה ֵ ֑אל8
הוֽה׃
ָ ְוּמה ֶאזְ ֔עֹם ֥ל ֹא זָ ַ ֖עם י
ָ֣
י־מ ֤ר ֹאשׁ ֻצ ִר ֙ים ֶא ְר ֶ֔אנּוּ
ֵ  ִ ֽכּ9
שׁוּרנּוּ
֑ ֶ וּמגְּ ָב ֖עוֹת ֲא
ִ
ן־ע ֙ם ְל ָב ָ ֣דד יִ ְשׁ ֔כֹּן
ָ ֶה
גּוֹים ֥ל ֹא יִ ְת ַח ָ ֽשּׁב׃
֖ ִ וּב
ַ
 ִ ֤מי ָמנָ ֙ה ֲע ַ ֣פר יַ ֲע ֔קֹב10
 יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אלb ֶאת־ ֣רֹ ַבעb aוּמ ְס ָ ֖פּר
ִ a
שׁי ֣מוֹת יְ ָשׁ ִ ֔רים
֙ ִ מת נַ ְפ
ֹ ֤ ָתּ
מהוּ׃
ֹ ֽ יתי ָכּ
֖ ִ וּת ִ ֥הי ַא ֲח ִר
ְ

From Aram Balaq leads me,
the king of Moab, from the mountains of the east:
“Come, curse for me Jacob,
and come, damn Israel.”
8
How can I doom when El has not doomed,
and how can I damn what Yahweh has not damned?
9

For from the top of peaks I see him,
and from hills I apprehend him:
Behold, a people who dwells alone,
and among the nations is not reckoned.
10

Who can count the dust of Jacob,
a
indeed, numbera bthe dust-cloudb of Israel?
May my soul die an upright death,
and may my posterity be like it.

11

ית ִ ֑לי ָל ֤קֹב
ָ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ֶ ֥מה ָע ִ ֖שׂ
ִ אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ11

And Balaq said to Balaam, “What
have you done to me? Behold, to curse
my enemies I brought you, and behold,
you have blessed them greatly.” 12And
he replied and said, “Is it not whatever
Yahweh puts in my mouth (that) I
should take care to speak?” 13And
Balaq said to him, “Please come with
me to another place from which you
can see it—only its periphery will you
see, and the whole of it you will not

אמר
֑ ַ ֹ וַ ַ ֖יּ ַען וַ יּ12 בי ְל ַק ְח ִ֔תּיָך וְ ִה ֵ ֖נּה ֵבּ ַ ֥ר ְכ ָתּ ָב ֵ ֽרְך׃
֙ ַ ְאֹי
מר
ֹ ֖ ֲה ֗ל ֹא ֵא ֩ת ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יָ ִ ֤שׂים יְ הוָ ֙ה ְבּ ֔ ִפי א ֹ֥תוֹ ֶא ְשׁ
אמר ֵא ֜ ָליו ָבּ ֗ ָלק לך* ֨ ָ־נא ִא ִ֜תּי
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ13 ְל ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
שׁר ִתּ ְר ֶ ֣אנּוּ ִמ ָ֔שּׁם ֶ ֚א ֶפס ָק ֵ ֣צהוּ
֣ ֶ ל־מ ֤קוֹם ַא ֵח ֙ר ֲא
ָ ֶא

ab*

a—a

Samaritan Targum (manuscripts E and C, on which see Tal 1980: 1:vii): “ ומן מניand who can count”
( מן יספרappears in the preceding colon). LXX: kai\ ti/v e0cariqmh/setai “and who can count.”
Accordingly, see Albright 1944: 213 n. 27: “ וּ ִמי ָס ַפרand who can number.”
b—b
Based on Akkadian turbu'u “dust-cloud.” See, e.g., Cohen 1978: 37–39, 60–63 nn. 65–87. LXX:
dh&mouv “peoples.” Gray 1903: 347, Binns 1927: 162: “ את־רבבתthe myriad (of).” Gevirtz 1963: 61,
Levine 2000: 176–177: “one-fourth.” Albright 1944: 213, Loewenstamm 1964: 186, Milgrom 1990:
321 n. 39: (“ תרבע)תdust-cloud.”
*
Qeri:  ְל ָכה.
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see—and curse it for me from there.”
14
And he took him (to) Sede-S9ophim,
to Rosh-Pisga, and he built seven
altars, and he offered up bull and ram
on the altar. 15And he said to Balaq,
“Station yourself as before beside your
sacrifice, and I shall appear as before.”
16
And Yahweh appeared to Balaam,
and he put a word in his mouth, and he
said, “Return to Balaq, and thus shall
you speak.” 17And he came to him, and
behold, he was standing beside his
sacrifice, and the officers of Moab with
him; and Balaq said to him, “What did
Yahweh speak?” 18And he took up his
theme and said:

נוֹ־לי ִמ ָ ֽשּׁם׃
֖ ִ ִת ְר ֶ֔אה וְ ֻכ ֖לּוֹ ֣ל ֹא ִת ְר ֶ ֑אה וְ ָק ְב
ל־ר ֹאשׁ ַה ִפּ ְס ָ ֑גּה וַ ִ֨יּ ֶ ֙בן
֖ הוּ ְשׂ ֵ ֣דה צ ֔ ִֹפים ֶא
֙ וַ יִּ ָקּ ֵ֨ח14
ִשׁ ְב ָ ֣עה ִמזְ ְבּ ֔חֹת וַ ַ ֛יּ ַעל ָ ֥פּר וָ ַ ֖איִ ל ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵ ֽבּ ַח׃
ל־בּ ֔ ָלק ִה ְתיַ ֵ ֥צּב ֖כֹּה ַעל־ע ָֹל ֶ ֑תָך וְ ָאנ ִ ֹ֖כי
ָ אמ ֙ר ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ15
ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׂם ָדּ ָ ֖בר
ִ וַ יִּ ָ ֤קּר יְ הוָ ֙ה ֶא16 ִא ָ ֥קּ ֶרה ֽכֹּה׃
וַ יָּ ֣ב ֹא17 ל־בּ ָ ֖לק וְ ֥כֹה ְת ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
ָ אמר ֥שׁוּב ֶא
ֶ ֹ ְבּ ִ ֑פיו וַ ֛יּ
מוֹאב ִא ֑תּוֹ
֖ ָ ֵא ֗ ָליו וְ ִהנּ֤ וֹ נִ ָצּ ֙ב ַעל־ ֣עֹ ָל ֔תוֹ וְ ָשׂ ֵ ֥רי
וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ְמ ָשׁ ֖לוֹ18 הוֽה׃
ָ ְה־דּ ֶ ֖בּר י
ִ אמר ֙לוֹ ָבּ ֔ ָלק ַמ
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
אמר
֑ ַ ֹ וַ יּ

֤קוּם ָבּ ָל ֙ק וּֽ ֲשׁ ָ֔מע
 ְבּנ֥ וֹ ִצ ֽ ֹפּר׃aַה ֲא ִ ֥זינָ ה ָע ַ ֖די

a

Rise, Balaq, and hear;
attend my testimony,a son of S9ippor:

יכ ֵ֔זּב
ַ  ֣ל ֹא ִ ֥אישׁ ֵאל֙ ִ ֽו19
ן־א ָ ֖דם וְ יִ ְתנֶ ָ ֑חם
ָ וּב
ֶ
ַה ֤הוּא ָא ַמ ֙ר וְ ֣ל ֹא יַ ֲע ֶ֔שׂה
ימנָּ ה׃
ֽ ֶ וְ ִד ֶ ֖בּר וְ ֥ל ֹא יְ ִק
 ִה ֵ ֥נּה ָב ֵ ֖רְך ָל ָ ֑ק ְח ִתּי20
יבנָּ ה׃
ֽ ֶ וּב ֵ ֖רְך וְ ֥ל ֹא ֲא ִשׁ
ֵ

19

א־ה ִ ֥בּיט ָ֨אוֶ ֙ן ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ִ ֹ  ֽל21
א־ר ָ ֥אה ָע ָ ֖מל ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
ָ ֹ וְ ל
ֹלה ֙יו ִע ֔מּוֹ
ָ הוה ֱא
֤ ָ ְי
רוּעת ֶ ֖מ ֶלְך ֽבּוֹ׃
֥ ַ וּת
ְ
יאם ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִ ם
֣ ָ מוֹצ
ִ  ֵ ֖אל22
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֽלוֹ׃
ֲ ְכּ

21

El is neither a man to deceive,
nor a mortal to regret.
Does he say but not do,
or speak but not establish it?
20
Behold, I have received (instruction to) bless;
and (when) he has blessed, I cannot revoke it.
One perceives no misfortune in Jacob,
and sees no distress in Israel:
Yahweh his god is with him,
and a king’s acclaim is in him.
22
El, their liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.

LXX: ma&rtuv “witness.” Peshit[ta:   (lšhdwty) “to my testimony.”
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א־נ ַח ֙שׁ ְבּיַ ֲע ֔קֹב
ַ ֨ ֹ  ִ ֤כּי ל23
א־ק ֶסם ְבּיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל
֖ ֶ ֹ וְ ל
ָכּ ֗ ֵעת יֵ ָא ֵ ֤מר ְליַ ֲעק ֹ֙ב
ה־פּ ַעל ֵ ֽאל׃
֖ ָ וּליִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל ַמ
ְ

23

ן־ע ֙ם ְכּ ָל ִ ֣ביא יָ ֔קוּם
ָ  ֶה24
וְ ַכ ֲא ִ ֖רי יִ ְת ַנ ָ ֑שּׂא
אכל ֶ֔ט ֶרף
ַ ֹ ד־י
֣ ֤ל ֹא יִ ְשׁ ַכּ ֙ב ַע
ם־ח ָל ִ ֖לים יִ ְשׁ ֶ ֽתּה׃
ֲ וְ ַד

24

For there is no augury in Jacob,
and no divination in Israel:
At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob
and to Israel what God has done.
Behold, a people who like a lion rises,
like a lion rouses itself:
It does not rest until it devours prey
and drinks the blood of the slain.

25

ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם גַּ ם־ ֖קֹב ֣ל ֹא ִת ֳקּ ֶ ֑בנּוּ
ִ אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ25

And Balaq said to Balaam, “Neither
curse it at all, nor bless it at all!” 26And
Balaam replied and said to Balaq, “Did
I not speak to you saying, ‘All that
Yahweh speaks—it shall I do?’” 27And
Balaq said to Balaam, “Please come, I
will take you to another place; perhaps
it will be right in the eyes of (the)
Elohim (that you) curse it for me from
there.” 28And Balaq took Balaam to
Rosh-Pevor, which overlooks the
waste. 29And Balaam said to Balaq,
“Build for me here seven altars, and
provide for me here seven bulls and
seven rams.” 30And Balaq did as
Balaam had said, and he offered up
bull and ram on the altar. 24:1And
Balaam saw that it was good in
Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and he
did not proceed, as in previous
instances, to consult auguries, but set
his face toward the wilderness. 2And
Balaam lifted his eyes, and he saw
Israel residing according to its tribes;
and upon him was the spirit of Elohim.
3
And he took up his theme and said:

אמר
ֶ ֹ וַ ַיּ֣ ַען ִבּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ֖יּ26 ם־בּ ֵ ֖רְך ֥ל ֹא ְת ָב ֲר ֶ ֽכנּוּ׃
ָ ַגּ
מר ֛כֹּל
ֹ ֔ ל־בּ ָ ֑לק ֲה ֗ל ֹא ִדּ ַ ֤בּ ְר ִתּי ֵא ֨ ֶל ֙יָך ֵלא
ָ ֶא
אמר ָבּ ָל ֙ק
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ27 הוה א ֹ֥תוֹ ֶ ֽא ֱע ֶ ֽשׂה׃
֖ ָ ְֲא ֶשׁר־יְ ַד ֵ ֥בּר י
ל־מ ֖קוֹם ַא ֵ ֑חר
ָ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם ְל ָכה־נָּ ֙א ֶא ָ ֣קּ ֲח ָ֔ך ֶא
ִ ֶא
ֹלהים וְ ַק ֥בֹּתוֹ ִ ֖לי ִמ ָ ֽשּׁם׃
ִ֔ יני ָה ֱא
֣ ֵ ישׁ ֙ר ְבּ ֵע
ַ ִאוּלי י
ַ֤
ת־בּ ְל ָ ֑עם ֣ר ֹאשׁ ַה ְפּ ֔עוֹר ַה ִנּ ְשׁ ָ ֖קף
ִ וַ יִּ ַ ֥קּח ָבּ ָ ֖לק ֶא28
ל־בּ ֔ ָלק
ָ אמר ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ29 מן׃
ֹ ֽ ל־פּ ֵ ֥ני ַהיְ ִשׁי
ְ ַע
ה־לי ָב ֶ ֖זה ִשׁ ְב ָ ֣עה ִמזְ ְבּ ֑חֹת וְ ָה ֵ ֥כן ִ ֙לי ָבּ ֶ֔זה
֥ ִ ְֵבּנ
וַ ַיּ֣ ַעשׂ ָבּ ֔ ָלק30 ילים׃
ֽ ִ ִשׁ ְב ָ ֥עה ָפ ִ ֖רים וְ ִשׁ ְב ָ ֥עה ֵא
ַכּ ֲא ֶ ֖שׁר ָא ַ ֣מר ִבּ ְל ָ ֑עם וַ ַ ֛יּ ַעל ָ ֥פּר וָ ַ ֖איִ ל ַבּ ִמּזְ ֵ ֽבּ ַח׃
יני יְ הוָ ֙ה ְל ָב ֵ ֣רְך
֤ ֵ וַ ַיּ֣ ְרא ִבּ ְל ֗ ָעם ִ ֣כּי ֞טוֹב ְבּ ֵע24:1
ם־בּ ַ ֖פ ַעם ִל ְק ַ ֣ראת
ְ א־ה ַ ֥לְך ְכּ ַ ֽפ ַע
ָ ֹ ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל וְ ל
וַ יִּ ָ֨שּׂא ִב ְל ֜ ָעם2 ל־ה ִמּ ְד ָ ֖בּר ָפּ ָנֽיו׃
ַ נְ ָח ִ ֑שׁים וַ ָ ֥יּ ֶשׁת ֶא
ת־ע ֗ ָיניו וַ יַּ ְר ֙א ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל שׁ ֵ ֹ֖כן ִל ְשׁ ָב ָ ֑טיו וַ ְתּ ִ ֥הי
ֵ ֶא
אמר
֑ ַ ֹ וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ְמ ָשׁ ֖לוֹ וַ יּ3 ֹלהים׃
ֽ ִ ָע ָ ֖ליו ֥ר ַוּח ֱא
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נְ ֻ ֤אם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ְבּנ֣ וֹ ְב ֔עֹר
 ְשׁ ֻ ֥תם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן ׃a וּנְ ֻ ֥אם ַה ֶ ֖גּ ֶבר
י־אל
֑ ֵ נְ ֻ֕אם שׁ ֵ ֹ֖מ ַע ִא ְמ ֵר4
ֲא ֶ֨שׁר ַמ ֲח ֵ ֤זה ַשׁ ַדּ֙י ֶי ֱֽח ֶ֔זה
נ ֵ ֹ֖פל ְוּג ֥לוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ ם׃
a

Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor,
and utterance of the hero, apierced-open of eye;a
4
utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El,
who sees the vision of Šadday,
prostrate and uncovered of eyes.

 ַמה־ ֥טֹּבוּ א ָֹה ֶ ֖ליָך יַ ֲע ֑קֹב5
ִמ ְשׁ ְכּנ ֶ ֹ֖תיָך יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃
 ִכּנְ ָח ִ ֣לים נִ ָ֔טּיוּ6
ְכּגַ ֹ֖נּת ֲע ֵ ֣לי נָ ָ ֑הר
הוה
֔ ָ ְַכּ ֲא ָה ִל ֙ים נָ ַ ֣טע י
י־מיִ ם׃
ֽ ָ ַכּ ֲא ָר ִ ֖זים ֲע ֵל

5

ל־מיִ ֙ם ִמ ָ ֣דּ ְל ָ֔יו
ַ֨ ַ ִ ֽי זּ7
וְ זַ ְר ֖עוֹ ְבּ ַ ֣מיִ ם ַר ִ ֑בּים
וְ יָ ֤ר ֹם ֵ ֽמ ֲאגַ ֙ג ַמ ְל ֔כּוֹ
וְ ִת ַנּ ֵ ֖שּׂא ַמ ְל ֻכ ֽתוֹ׃
יאוֹ ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַ ֔ריִם
֣ מוֹצ
ִ  ֵ ֚אל8
תוֹע ֥ ֹפת ְר ֵ ֖אם ֑לוֹ
ֲ ְכּ

7

גּוֹים ָצ ָ ֗ריו
֣ ִ אכל
ַ֞ ֹ י
יהם יְ גָ ֵ ֖רם
֛ ֶ וְ ַע ְצמ ֵֹת
וְ ִח ָ ֥צּיו יִ ְמ ָ ֽחץ׃
 ָכּ ַ ֨רע ָשׁ ַ ֧כב ַכּ ֲא ִ ֛רי9
ימנּוּ
֑ ֶ וּכ ָל ִ ֖ביא ִ ֣מי יְ ִק
ְ
ְמ ָב ֲר ֶ ֣כיָך ָב ֔רוְּך
וְ א ְֹר ֶ ֖ריָך ָא ֽרוּר׃

How good are your tents, O Jacob,
your dwellings, O Israel!
6
Like palm trees they are stretched out,
like gardens along a river;
like aloes Yahweh has planted,
like cedars along water.
Water drips from his boughs,
and his seed is in many waters.
And his king shall be exalted above Agag,
and his kingdom shall be lifted up.
8
El, his liberator from Egypt,
is like the horns of a wild ox for him.
He consumes nations, his oppressors,
and their bones he devours,
and (with) his arrows smites.
9
He crouches, laying in wait like a lion;
and like a lion, who will rouse him?
Those who bless you are blessed,
and those who curse you are cursed.

a—a

Wellhausen, Albright: “ ֶשׁ ַתּ ָמּה ָ ֽעיִ ןwho is perfect of eye.” Tg. Onqelos: “ ְד ַשׁ ִפּיר ָחזַ יwho sees well.”
LXX: o( a)lhqinw~v o(rw~n “the (one) true of vision.” Vulgate: cuius obturatus est oculus “whose
eye is closed.”
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10

ת־כּ ָ ֑פּיו
ַ ל־בּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ יִּ ְס ֖ ֹפּק ֶא
ִ ר־אף ָבּ ָל ֙ק ֶא
֤ ַ וַ ִ ֽיּ ַח10

And Balaq’s anger flared toward
Balaam, and he clapped his hands; and
Balaq said to Balaam, “To curse my
enemies I summoned you, and behold,
you have blessed them greatly these
three times. 11And now, flee to your
place! I said ‘I will honor you greatly,’
and behold, Yahweh has refused you
honor.” 12And Balaam said to Balaq,
“Was it not also to your messengers,
whom you sent to me, that I spoke,
saying, 13‘If Balaq were to give me the
fullness of his house, silver and gold, I
would be unable to oppose the mouth
of Yahweh my God to do (anything,)
good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh
speaks—it shall I speak?’ 14And now,
behold, I go to my people. Come, I will
counsel you (regarding) what this
people will do to your people in the
end of days.” 15And he took up his
theme and said:

אתיָך
ִ֔ בי ְק ָר
֙ ַ ְאי
ֹ ֽ ל־בּ ְל ֗ ָעם ָל ֤קֹב
ִ אמר ָבּ ֜ ָלק ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
וְ ַע ָ ֖תּה11 וְ ִהנֵּ ֙ה ֵבּ ַ ֣ר ְכ ָתּ ָב ֵ ֔רְך ֶ ֖זה ָשׁ ֹ֥לשׁ ְפּ ָע ִ ֽמים׃
תּי ַכּ ֵ ֣בּד ֲא ַכ ֶבּ ְד ָ֔ך
֙ ִ קוֹמָך ָא ַ֨מ ְר
֑ ֶ ל־מ
ְ ח־לָך֣ ֶא
ְ ְבּ ַר
אמר ִבּ ְל ָ ֖עם
ֶ ֹ וַ ֥יּ12 הוה ִמ ָכּ ֽבוֹד׃
֖ ָ ְוְ ִה ֵ ֛נּה ְמנָ ֲעָך֥ י
ר־שׁ ַ ֥ל ְח ָתּ
ָ ל־מ ְל ָא ֶ ֛כיָך ֲא ֶשׁ
ַ ל־בּ ָ ֑לק ֲה ֗ל ֹא ַ ֧גּם ֶא
ָ ֶא
ן־לי ָב ֜ ָלק ְמ ֣ל ֹא
ִ ֨  ִאם־יִ ֶתּ13 מר׃
ֹ ֽ ֵא ַ ֖לי ִדּ ַ ֥בּ ְר ִתּי ֵלא
הוה
֔ ָ ְת־פּי י
֣ ִ אוּכל ַל ֲעב ֹ֙ר ֶא
ַ֗ יתוֹ ֶ ֣כּ ֶסף וְ זָ ָה ֒ב ֣ל ֹא
֮ ֵב
הוה
֖ ָ ְטוֹבה ֥אוֹ ָר ָ ֖עה ִמ ִלּ ִ ֑בּי ֲא ֶשׁר־יְ ַד ֵ ֥בּר י
֛ ָ ַל ֲע ֥שׂוֹת
הוֹלְך ְל ַע ִ ֑מּי ְל ָכ ֙ה
֖ ֵ וְ ַע ָ֕תּה ִהנְ ִ ֥ני14 א ֹ֥תוֹ ֲא ַד ֵ ֽבּר׃
יע ְצ ָ֔ך ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יַ ֲע ֶ֜שׂה ָה ָ ֥עם ַה ֶ ֛זּה ְל ַע ְמָּך֖ ְבּ ַא ֲח ִ ֥רית
֣ ָ ִא
אמר
֑ ַ ֹ וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ְמ ָשׁ ֖לוֹ וַ יּ15 ַהיָּ ִ ֽמים׃

נְ ֻ ֤אם ִבּ ְל ָע ֙ם ְבּנ֣ וֹ ְב ֔עֹר
וּנְ ֻ ֥אם ַה ֶ ֖גּ ֶבר ְשׁ ֻ ֥תם ָה ָ ֽעיִ ן׃
י־אל
ֵ֔ נְ ֻ֗אם שׁ ֵֹ֨מ ַ ֙ע ִא ְמ ֵר16
וְ י ֵ ֹ֖ד ַע ַ ֣דּ ַעת ֶע ְלי֑ וֹן
ַמ ֲח ֵ ֤זה ַשׁ ַדּ֙י ֶי ֱֽח ֶ֔זה
נ ֵ ֹ֖פל ְוּג ֥לוּי ֵע ָ ֽינ יִ ם׃
 ֶא ְר ֶ֨א ֙נּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ַע ָ֔תּה17
שׁוּרנּוּ וְ ֣ל ֹא ָק ֑רוֹב
֖ ֶ ֲא
a
כּוֹכב ִ ֽמיַּ ֲע ֗קֹב
ָ֜ ָדּ ַ ֨רְך
וְ ָ ֥קם ֵ֨שׁ ֶב ֙ט ִמיִּ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל

Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor,
and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye;
16
utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El,
and knower of the knowledge of Elyon;
seer of the vision of Šadday,
prostrate and uncovered of eyes.
17

I see it, but not now,
I apprehend it, but not soon:
A sprouta from Jacob will rule,
and a staff from Israel will rise.

a

Thus Morag 1995: 61–62. Tg. Onqelos, Tg. Pseudo-Yonatan: “ ַכּדleader.” Tg. Neofiti: “ מלךking.”
LXX: a!stron “star.” Vulgate: stella “star.”

561

מוֹאב
ָ֔ וּמ ַח ֙ץ ַפּ ֲא ֵ ֣תי
ָ
a
י־שׁת׃
ֽ ֵ ל־בּ ֵנ
ְ וְ ַק ְר ַ ֖קר ָכּ
וְ ָה ָ֨יה ֱא ֜דוֹם יְ ֵר ָ֗שׁה18
וְ ָהָ ֧יה יְ ֵר ָ ֛שׁה ֵשׂ ִ ֖עיר אֹיְ ָ ֑ביו
וְ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ֥עֹ ֶשׂה ָ ֽחיִ ל׃
וְ ֵ ֖י ְר ְדּ ִ ֽמיַּ ֲע ֑קֹב19
וְ ֶ ֽה ֱא ִ ֥ביד ָשׂ ִ ֖ריד ֵמ ִ ֽעיר׃

And he will smite the corners of Moab
and the regiona of all the children of Seth;
18
and Edom shall be an inheritance,
and an inheritance shall be Sevir—his enemies.
And Israel does valorously,
19
and descends from Jacob,
and destroys the remnant from the city.

20

אמר
֑ ַ ֹ ת־ע ָמ ֔ ֵלק וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ְמ ָשׁל֖ וֹ וַ יּ
ֲ וַ יַּ ְר ֙א ֶא20

אשׁית גּוֹיִ ֙ם ֲע ָמ ֔ ֵלק
֤ ִ ֵר
יתוֹ ֲע ֵ ֥די א ֵ ֹֽבד׃
֖ וְ ַא ֲח ִר

And he saw Amaleq, and he took up
his theme and said:

First of the nations is Amaleq,
but its fate (goes) to destruction.

21

אמר
֑ ַ ֹ ת־ה ֵקּ ֔ ִיני וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ְמ ָשׁ ֖לוֹ וַ יּ
ַ וַ יַּ ְר ֙א ֶא21

וֹשׁ ֶ֔בָך
ָ יתן ֽמ
֙ ָ ֵא
וְ ִ ֥שׂים ַבּ ֶ ֖סּ ַלע ִק ֶ ֽנּ ָך׃
 ִ ֥כּי ִאם־יִ ְהֶ ֖יה ְל ָ ֣ב ֵ ֽער ָ ֑קיִ ן22
ד־מה ַא ֥שּׁוּר ִתּ ְשׁ ֶ ֽבּךָּ ׃
֖ ָ ַע

And he saw the Qenite(s), and he
took up his theme and said:

Permanent are your dwellings,
and your nest is placed in the crevice.
22
Nevertheless, Qayin will be for a conflagration,
when Assyria captures you.

23

אמר
֑ ַ ֹ וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ְמ ָשׁ ֖לוֹ וַ יּ23
֕אוֹי ִ ֥מי יִ ְח ֶ ֖יה ִמ ֻשּׂ ֥מוֹ ֵ ֽאל׃
וְ ִצ ֙ים ִמַיּ֣ד ִכּ ִ֔תּים24
נּוּ־ע ֶבר
֑ ֵ וְ ִענּ֥ וּ ַא ֖שּׁוּר וְ ִע
ם־הוּא ֲע ֵ ֥די א ֵ ֹֽבד׃
֖ ַוְ ג

Alas, who can live apart from El’s determination?
24
Though boats (come) from the direction of Kittim,
and afflict Assyria, and afflict Eber,
even he (goes) to destruction.

25

ם־בּ ָ ֖לק
ָ ַוַ ָיּ֣ ָקם ִבּ ְל ֔ ָעם וַ ֵ ֖יּ ֶלְך וַ ָיּ֣ ָשׁב ִל ְמק ֹ֑מוֹ וְ ג25
a

a

And he took up his theme and said:

And Balaam rose and went and
returned to his place, and Balaq also
went on his way.

ָה ַ ֥לְך ְל ַד ְר ֽכּוֹ׃

Based on Akkadian qaqqaru “ground, territory.” See Milgrom 1990: 323 n. 66.
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