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Are You a Blessing or a Curse?
Number 22:12-32

Good Morning Again! We have, since the fall, been looking at the Exodus story, following Israel’s walk with God from Egypt to the Promised Land. Last week we looked at Numbers 13 where Israel sent spies into the land and encountered a struggle in their lives. They remembered the promises of God and they thought on them; and they looked into the land, and saw it was filled with blessing- a land flowing with milk and honey.  But there were giants in the land, and as a result of the giants and what they saw, they believed what they saw with their eyes more than they believed the promises of God. They believed in the kingdom of this world more than the kingdom of God. They believed in the promises, the predictions, of the world more than the predictions of God. As a result, they failed to experience all that God had for them. 
They say it can be true in our lives as well. We are beginning a new year and we hear a lot of predictions on our news services, predictions of the coming year, what we are going to experience. At the same time we have the promises of God, and the question to force is: Which will we trust more? Will we trust the promises of God or the predictions of the world? I think if you trust the promises of God you can go into the New Year with a real sense of confidence, a real sense of confident faith that God is watching over us. 
Today we are looking at chapter 22- the story of Balaam. Now if you just read Chapters 22 to 24 you get the impression that Balaam was a very godly man. I mean, he only says and does exactly what God tells him to do, but that really would be a misreading of the passage. Some translations say that Balaam is a prophet or a seer. Actually the Canaanite prophets were very different from the Israeli prophets. He was more like a psychic, a fortune teller or sorcerer. His methods for discerning the will of God in those days were things like  looking at animal entrails, or signs in the stars. We would say he looks at tea leaves. These are the kinds of methods he used in order to discern whether God was going to bless or if God was going to curse someone. This was his job. He was a paid professional. This is what he did for money. 
What is interesting in this story is that God uses these methods in order to encounter Balaam in his life. God intervenes even in Balaam’s life, and speaks to him and challenges him or invites him to become a blessing in his people’s lives. He can either be a curse or he can be a blessing. Then God invites us with the same choice. God invites us to either be a blessing to people or to be a curse to people. It is up to us which we are in our lives. 
Setting the stage for the passage, Israel has wandered in the desert now for forty years. The generation that saw themselves as grasshoppers is now gone. The new generation has emerged. They are on their way to the Promised Land, and in order to get there they have to pass through Moab. They have, actually, absolutely no intent of harming Moab, but Moab sees this incredible force - 600,000 it says, 600,000 men and not counting women and children (which is how they counted things back then) -probably close to one or two million people going through his territory who mean him no harm, absolutely no harm. They have made no threats towards him. We are just going to pass through peacefully on the way to the Promised Land. But when he saw them, it said that he dreaded, he feared, them. 
Now it is amazing what forty years can do in God’s people’s lives. In forty years they have been transformed from grasshoppers to giant killers. Just like we said last week, when God is your focus, when God is on your side, you just can’t beat the saints. I just want you to know that. You just can’t beat God’s people who have God on their side. You can beat giant killers, but you can’t beat the saints. (A joke referencing the Eagles loss to the Saints in the NFL playoffs, used as an illustration of how you can’t beat the “saints” + the church, God’s people). I just wanted you to make note of that. I am not talking about the football game; I am talking about the biblical passage here about the saints (laughter). It is a good illustration for the passage however in that…. Anyway let’s look at verses 9-32 and see what occurs. 
Balak  knows he can’t beat Israel. He just knows he can’t do it through military means, so he looks for divine help. He sends for the sorcerer Balaam who is very effective. He is a very powerful person. It says that when he blesses people they are blessed and when he curses people they are cursed. Here is where the story picks up.
“God came to Balaam and asked, ‘Who are these men with you?’ Balaam said to God, ‘Balak son of Zippor, king of Moab, sent me this message. A people that has come out of Egypt covers the face of the land. Now come and put a curse on them for me. Perhaps then I will be able to fight them and drive them away.’ But God said to Balaam, ‘Do not go with them. You must not put a curse on those people, because they are blessed.’ The next morning Balaam got up and said to Balak’s princes, ‘Go back to your own country, for the Lord has refused to let me go with you.’ So the Moabite princes returned to Balak and said, ‘Balaam refused to come with us.’ Then Balak sent other princes, more numerous and more distinguished than the first. They came to Balaam and said, ‘This is what Balak son of Zippor says: Do not let anything keep you from coming to me, because I will reward you handsomely and do whatever you say. Come and put a curse on these people for me.’ But Balaam answered, ‘Even if Balak gave me his palace filled with silver and gold, I could not do anything great or small to go beyond the command of the Lord, my God. Now stay here tonight as the others did and I will find out what else the Lord will tell me.’ That night God came to Balaam and said, ‘Since these men have come to summon you, go with them but do only what I tell you.’
 Balaam got up in the morning, saddled his donkey and went with the princes of Moab. But God was very angry when he went, and the angel of the Lord stood in the road to oppose him. Balaam was riding on his donkey and his two servants were with him. When the donkey saw the angel of the Lord standing in the road with a drawn sword in his hand, she turned off the road into a field. Balaam beat her to get her back on the road. Then the angel of the Lord stood in a narrow path between two vineyards, with walls on both sides. When the donkey saw the angel of the Lord, she pressed close to the wall, crushing Balaam’s food against it. So he beat her again... Then the angel of the Lord moved on ahead and stood in a narrow place where there was no room to turn, either to the right or to the left. When the donkey saw the angel of the Lord, she lay down under Balaam and he was angry and beat her with his staff. Then the Lord opened the donkey’s mouth, and she said to Balaam. ‘What have I done to you to make you beat me these three times?’ Balaam answered the donkey, ‘You have made a fool of me! If I had a sword in my hand, I would kill you right now.’ The donkey said to Balaam, ‘Am I not your own donkey, which you have always ridden to this day? Have I been in the habit of doing this to you?’ ‘No,’ he said. Then the lord opened Balaam’s eyes and he saw the angel of the Lord standing in the road with his sword drawn. So he bowed low and fell face down. The angel of the Lord asked him, ‘Why have you beaten your donkey these three times? I have come here to oppose you because your path is a reckless one before me.’” 
Let’s pray. Lord, open our eyes as you did Balaam’s eyes as to what you have to say to us in our lives. Help us to choose a road of becoming a blessing in other people’s lives rather than a curse. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.
Some quick observations about the passage. One is, I find it so strange, but the very common thing that people try to do when they experience a crisis in their life, they get it in their head that they can purchase God’s favor. I see this with Balak. Balak is experiencing a crisis in his life. He believes Israel is going to attack him. He believes that his nation will fall. Out of fear he panics, and he attempts to purchase God’s favor. As you know, you can’t; you cannot purchase God’s favor, and yet so often I find when people get in crisis, what is the first thing they want to do? They want to bargain with God. They all of a sudden get very religious with God, all of a sudden they cry out to God. And you know what? Sometimes God uses those crises in order to draw us to himself. He looks into our hearts and discovers that we really do want him, really do desire him. Sometimes God allows these crises in our lives to bring ourselves to faith in him. A lot of us experience faith in God right now because we came to God out of a crisis. Yet a lot of times people simply bargain with God because they want God to bail them out, but their hearts really aren’t with God and for God. 
That is a question that we have to deal with in our lives. Do we really want God in our lives or do we simply want God to keep bailing us out? God’s blessings cannot be bought. They have been purchased for you by what Christ did on the cross. God’s favor is already upon you if you have accepted Christ as your Lord and Savior. I like the illustration in John 15 where Jesus describes our relationship with him as a vine and a branch. “I am the vine, and you are the branches.”  As grapes are a natural byproduct of being attached to the vine, so in the Christian life, God’s favor is a natural byproduct of being in relationship with him. Blessings flow out of an abiding relationship with him. Do you have this relationship with him? If you do, God’s blessing is upon your life already because it has been purchased by what Christ has done on the cross for us. 

The second thing I see in the passage, an interesting thing, is that Balak responds out of fear. Out of fear he winds up spending a lot of money. It is always dangerous to purchase things out of fear, and yet, that is the prime motivator that salesmen or saleswomen use when they come to your home. Have you experienced that? Or have you ever gone out to purchase something, maybe a house… what are the common phrases you hear? This deal only lasts today. Once I go out that door you are not going to have the same opportunity. Or when you are purchasing a house, the incentives last just this week and the lots are going fast! You’ve got to get them while they are hot, or you are going to lose the opportunity to take advantage of all these wonderful benefits. 
At times as parents we can purchase out of guilt. Guilt really is a form of fear, in that we fear that we are failing our kids. We fear that our kids don’t love us so we go out and purchase them things in order to buy their love. What happens when you purchase things out of fear in order to obtain a blessing? It tends to work in reverse. A lot of times all it does in our kids lives is tell them that love can be purchased and bought, that it must be achieved rather than given. Also, it makes them very spoiled and very materialistic. Again, money spent out of fear never leads to blessings in our lives. 
You see that with Balak’s life. He purchases, or attempts to purchase, God’s favor out of fear. God had already intended to bless Moab. Israel was going to pass on through. Moab would have great neighbors. Israel and God would have blessed them. But as a result of purchasing out of fear he became a curse to Israel and a curse to God. And Moab falls as a result of his actions. 
Well, what else happens in the story? Well Balak contacts Balaam with a fee in hand, and wants him to put a hex on Israel. Balaam uses whatever his normal methods would be in order to discern whether God wants to bless or not. Often times in those days it was looking at animal’s entrails or just consulting the spirits. But he gets this message that God says no; God does not want him to curse Israel. God wants to bless Israel. In his mind Israel is no one special, just another people. In putting a hex on them, he would get a very handsome fee. That is exactly what he wanted. He wanted the money. But God won’t let Balaam do it. God intervenes on behalf of his people. Balaam does not know that God doesn’t want to curse them, but wants to bless his people, which is another reminder: God’s blessings flow out of a relationship with him. 
The generation before chose to fear and not have their faith in him. This generation has put their faith solidly in God, and as a result of that relationship with him, blessings flow.  But Balaam wanted the money. He wanted to curse Israel but God protected them. See how the blessings flow in what God does not allow: You see this in Joshua 24:9-10, God is speaking, “But I wouldn’t listen to Balaam so he blessed you again and again. As a result I delivered you out of his hands.” 
The same thing will happen in our lives as well. The world will want to curse us and will attempt to curse us.  God will want to bless us and God will intervene in whatever the world tries to do to curse us. God will intervene in our lives and will turn that curse into a  blessing. You see that in Joseph’s life, he said that which was meant for evil God has turned it for good. 

Well what else does the story say?  Balaam goes back to Balak and says, “I can’t do it. God says ‘No.’” Balak understands how these things happen. Balak believes Balaam is just playing the game.  Balak knows how the game is played, so he ups the fee. He says, “Okay, I know what you are doing. You are holding out. You want some more money.” Balaam himself notes how much money Balak has. He says you could offer me your whole kingdom and give me your palace filled with silver… Balaam has a real understanding about how deep Balak’s pockets are. Balak makes a counter offer and what was interesting in the passage is where Balaam knows God doesn’t want him to do it, but he sees the sum- an immense amount now- and he says, “Let me see if I interpreted the signs rightly; let me go back and see if I misunderstood God. Let me see what else God has to say.”

2 Peter 2 kind of comments on this action of Balaam. Peter is talking to his own congregation and he is warning them because some of them are wandering off the path to go the way of Balaam. They have left the straight way and wandered off to follow the way of Balaam, son of Ur, who loved the wages of wickedness but he was rebuked for his wrongdoing by a donkey that spoke with a man’s voice and restrained the prophet’s madness. I like how he said that, restrained the prophet’s madness. I think God restrains us on the dumb things we do in our lives. 
So Balaam goes back, and what happens?  Surprisingly, God says “Okay you can go.” Before, God told him “Don’t do it.” That’s kind of confusing. Why did God let him go? Well, God will let all of us do dumb things in our lives if that is what we want. If that’s really what we want, God won’t stop us. If you want to waste your life like Balaam did on the acquisition of wealth, God will let you. It doesn’t mean God will be happy with you. But God will let you do it. If you want to waste your life that way, just making money, you’ll find God will let you. But it will come, like it did with Balaam, it will come at a cost. It nearly cost Balaam his life. 
I see the same today.  It’s costly for those whose only drive is wealth or possessions, who only see money as the means and way of happiness. It has consumed their lives; it comes at a cost. It comes at the cost of health. I am surprised how many pills people swallow today because they have not taken care of their health because they are so tied up in the workplace. It comes at the cost of happiness. It has come at the cost of a family life, a relationship with their parents and their kids. As a result a lot of kids have gone wild or have no parent to oversee them or watch over them. It comes at the cost of a relationship with God. Proverb 23:4 warns us “Do not wear your self out to get rich; have the wisdom to show restraint.” Do not wear yourself out to get rich have the wisdom to show restraint. 
So what does Balaam do? Well, he packs up and he rides off towards Israel. He is on the road from becoming a blessing, which is what God desires in his life, to becoming a curse. That is a choice that we have in our own lives. We can choose to be a blessing, or we can choose to be a curse. It is a fundamental choice, and how we answer that occurs every day in the choices that we make in life.

What is a curse? A curse is way of profaning that which was meant for sacred use. It is a way of profaning something, or taking something, that was meant for one use and using it for something else for which it was not intended. A curse word is called the profaning of the English language because the purpose of the English language is to communicate, not to degrade, and not to call names on people, not to abuse people with words. A cursed life is the profaning of life from its rightful use. God desires us to be a blessing. 
It is never God’s intent in our lives to use our lives simply for the acquisition of wealth. God called us to live our lives in such a way that when people see our lives, they see a glimpse of heaven and a glimpse of God. We are not created to be consumers; we are created to make a contribution in this world. Our focus should not be our bank accounts but making our lives count. 
What are you doing in your life? Which one you will be is up to you;  you have a choice that you can make - a choice that you have every day. Is your life going to be about yourself or about Him? Are you going to seek God, to please Him, or are you seeking to please yourself? Are you seeking to build God’s kingdom or are you seeking to build your own little kingdom on earth? Is your life all about money or is it all about God? Who controls your life? Does money control you or do you control your money? What are your priorities, if you were to write down your priorities what would they be? What do you want to accomplish in your life? When your life comes to an end what do you want people to say about you?

 Normally people will say these are my three top priorities: my family, God and my health. Are you living your life in such a way in that you are living according to those priorities? There is nothing wrong with success. Let me say this right off the bat, here. There is nothing wrong with success. A lot of you are successful as a result of the fact that God is blessing you for the life that you live, and the integrity that you have shown, and the hard work you have accomplished. But it is easy- it is so easy- for the blessings of God to become a curse in our lives. 
You know it is God’s desire, God’s work, to take the curses which you see in the passage, the curses of Balaam, and turn them into the blessings of God. It is Satan however, who tries to take the blessings of God and change them and warp them into curses in our lives. And it is easy for those things to happen. It is so subtle you don’t even notice it is happening in your life. But the officials of Moab are everywhere and they come at you over and over and over again, distracting you from the voice of God in your life. They come to us in many forms - the form of advertising, in the form of more choices, bigger stores, and more gadgets to make it easier. Moab officials even come to you with instant credit. It is pre-approved. It is stamped right on the envelope. Then you can go out and buy more stuff, and get more into debt, until one day we wake up and are horrified by how much of our disposable income is used toward the servicing of debt- all for stuff that does not make us happy. 
Then, after we are deep in debt, Moab’s officials come and offer us a great new job which pays even more, but the problem with this job is it also consumes more of our time. As a result we are spending less and less time on those things which we say are important in our lives. Now we are stuck. We are stuck in a job we hate, but we have to keep in order to afford a lifestyle we don’t like either. Then one day we wake and discover the blessings of God have now become a curse in our lives. They are a curse to us and a curse to God. We are not accomplishing our own priorities; let alone his. 
What do you do when you are stuck on that road? Take control! You are not a victim of your circumstances. You can make different choices; you can choose to live differently. You’ve got to make some tough choices. You need to make choices in your life that will put you on the road to being a blessing rather than a curse. If you don’t do it, God will. You see this here in Balaam’s life. Balaam is just bent on cursing Israel because he wants the money. He has sold out. 
The good news is God will intervene and interrupt our lives, and he does it three times in Balaam’s life. He does it through his donkey. The donkey veers off the road the first time in order to spare his life, and he beats his donkey. The donkey pushes himself against the rock the next time, and he beats his donkey again. The donkey finally just sits down. All the signs are there for him. One of the signs in the Canaanite religion was if an animal acts differently than its normal behavior, if it is acting against its instincts, it is a sign that God is trying to say something to you. But Balaam is so dumb; he is so spiritually unable to discern anything. Because all he wants is the money, he can’t see the signs. The donkey has seen it, but Balaam is dumber than his donkey and he can’t see it. Why?  Because his heart is bent on the money. 
That is the power of wealth in our lives. It can cause us to do some very strange things. God will do the same thing in our lives- he will send obvious signs to us. Some of those signs are the stuff we buy will break. Sometimes God allows us to purchase the car that we want or a great new home and we will get into the home or into that new car, and we discover all kinds of things are wrong with it. You get into a new job and you discover you hate your job or it sucks the very life out of your soul. You can’t spend time with your family; you can’t spend time with God anymore or in worship. Or there are family issues that appear, health issues appear, or you can’t make the payment anymore on your house. You are getting into debt. Or your car gets repossessed. There are a lot of things God will do in order to wake us up. 
When these things occur you could have two responses. You can respond like Balaam did initially. He became angry, he became frustrated, and he lashed out at  the first thing he could find - his donkey. He beats her, which is wrong. Or you can see what is obvious, and it is as obvious as what a donkey can see, the donkey can see it, it is obvious. You know the answer, all you’ve got to do is stop hardening your heart. Humble yourself before him, and say, “God, I am sorry. I blew it. I am on the wrong road. I know it. I have known it for a long time. Thank you for opening my eyes; thank you for helping me see.” When Balaam did that his life then became a blessing. He became a blessing to Israel. 
Now I wish the story ended that way. It would be a great ending. But actually if you read further in the passage, you discover even though Balaam knew that God would not allow him to curse Israel, he wanted the money so bad  (that is where his heart was) that he called Balak and said you know what, if you want to destroy them here is how. He laid out a plan for the destruction of Israel. As a result Balaam lost his soul. You can gain the world, but you can lose your soul. Are you about to? You have two choices. You can become a blessing or become a curse. Which do you chose? 
Let’s pray.

Lord, help us all. All of us experience this pull, especially in this area. You have blessed us and a lot of us have put our faith in you, a lot of us have sought you and lived lives with integrity, have worked hard, did the right thing in the workplace, and as a result we are where we are because you have blessed us. There is no shame in that. We thank you. We praise you for blessing our lives. Yet Satan is so subtle he will take the blessings of God and turn them to become curses so that we no longer find time with you. We no longer live by what we said was important in our lives; and we are losing our families, we are losing our health, we are losing our relationship with you, we are losing out on all that makes life wonderful and meaningful and blessed. So give us the sense of a donkey, to see the obvious, and if we are going the wrong way Lord turn us around, turn us around. Help us to accomplish your purpose for our lives, our purpose is to be a blessing, to use our lives for sacred use, to live our lives in such a way that people, when they see our lives, see you and are drawn to you. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.   
