What the Rest of Tanakh Teaches Us About Balaam and the Sin of Baal Peor

Rabbi Dr. Ezra Frazer

Numbers/Bamidbar 25:1

(1) Israel stayed in Shittim; and the people began to play the prostitute
with the daughters of Moab. (2) For they called the people to the
sacrifices of their gods; and the people ate and bowed down to their
gods. (3) Israel joined himself to Baal Peor; and the anger of Hashem
was kindled against Israel. (4) Hashem said to Moses, "Take all the chiefs
of the people, and hang them up to Hashem before the sun, that the
fierce anger of Hashem may turn away from Israel." (5) Moses said to
the judges of Israel, "Everyone kill his men who have joined themselves
to Baal Peor." (6) Behold, one of the Children of Israel came and brought
to his brothers a Midianite woman in the sight of Moses and in the sight
of all the congregation of the Children of Israel, while they were
weeping at the door of the Tent of Meeting. (7) When Phinehas, the son
of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, saw it, he rose up from the midst
of the congregation, and took a spear in his hand. (8) He went after the
man of Israel into the alcove and thrust both of them through, the man
of Israel, and the woman through her womb. So the plague was stayed
from the Children of Israel. (9) Those who died by the plague were
twenty-four thousand. (10) Hashem spoke to Moses, saying, (11)
"Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, has turned my
wrath away from the Children of Israel, in that he was jealous with my
jealousy among them, so that | didn't consume the Children of Israel in
my jealousy. (12) Therefore say, 'Behold, | give to him my covenant of
peace. (13) And it shall be to him and to his seed after him, the
covenant of an everlasting priesthood because he was jealous for his
God, and made atonement for the Children of Israel." (14) Now the
name of the man of Israel that was slain, who was slain with the
Midianite woman, was Zimri, the son of Salu, a prince of a fathers'
house among the Simeonites. (15) The name of the Midianite woman
who was slain was Cozbi, the daughter of Zur; he was head of the
people of a fathers' house in Midian. (16) Hashem spoke to Moses,
saying, (17) "Harass the Midianites, and strike them; (18) for they
harassed you with their wiles, with which they have deceived you in the
matter of Peor, and in the matter of Cozbi, the daughter of the prince of
Midian, their sister, who was slain on the day of the plague in the matter
of Peor."
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What the Rest of Tanakh Teaches Us About Balaam and the Sin of Baal Peor

Rabbi Dr. Ezra Frazer

Gemara, Sanherdin 106a

Balaam said to them: The God of these Jewish people despises lewdness,
and they desire linen garments, as they have no new garments; come, and |
will give you advice. Make for them enclosures using wall hangings and seat
prostitutes in them, with an old woman outside the enclosure and a young
woman inside, and have the women sell them linen garments. Balak made
for them enclosures using wall hangings from the snow mountain, the
Hermon, until Beit HaYeshimot, and he sat prostitutes in them, with an old
woman outside and a young woman on the inside. And at the time when
Jewish people were eating and drinking and were glad and going out to
stroll in the marketplace, the old woman would say to a Jew: Aren’t you
seeking linen garments? He would enter the enclosure and ask the price, the
old woman would quote him a price equal to its value, and the young
woman would quote him a price less than its value. That scenario would
repeat itself two or three times. And thereafter she would say to him: You
are like a member of our household, sit and choose for yourself the
merchandise that you want. And a jug of Ammonite wine was placed near
her, and neither Ammonite wine nor gentile wine had been prohibited

yet for Jews. She said to him: Is it your wish to drink a cup of wine? Once he
drank the wine, his evil inclination burned within him.He then said to her:
Submit to me and engage in intercourse with

me. She then removed the idol that she worshipped from her lap and said to
him: Worship this. He said to her: Am | not Jewish? | am therefore forbidden
from engaging in idol worship. She said to him: And what is your concern?
We are asking you to do nothing more than defecate in its presence. But he
does not know that its worship is conducted in that manner. Once he did so,
she said to him: Moreover, | will not leave you until you deny the Torah of
Moses your teacher, as it is stated: “But when they came to Ba’al-Peor they
separated themselves to the shameful item; and they became detestable
like that which they loved” (Hosea 9:10). They devoted themselves to the
disgrace of defecation, and detested the name of God.

“And they slew the kings of Midian, with the rest of their slain...And
Balaam, son of Beor, they slew with the sword” (Numbers 31:8). The Gemara
asks: Balaam, what did he seek there; what was his role in that war? He lived
in Aram. Rabbi Yohanan says: He went to collect payment for twenty-four
thousand members of the Jewish people, whom he felled with his

advice. Mar Zutra bar Toviya says that Rav says that this is in accordance with
the adage that people say: A camel goes to seek horns and the ears that it
had are severed from it. Not only was Balaam unsuccessful in collecting his
fee, he also lost his life.
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e What led Chazal to credit Balaam with hatching the plot of the sin of Baal Peor?
e What can we glean from other Biblical verses than mention Balaam?
e What alternative interpretations do peshat commentators offer for verses?

Other Pesukim
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Bamidbar/Numbers 31
(5) So there were delivered, out of the thousands of Israel, a thousand of every tribe, twelve

thousand armed for war. (6) Moses sent them, one thousand of every tribe, to the war, them
and Phinehas the son of Eleazar the priest, to the war, with the vessels of the sanctuary and the
trumpets for the alarm in his hand. (7) They warred against Midian, as Hashem commanded
Moses; and they killed every male. (8) They killed the kings of Midian with the rest of their slain:
Evi, and Rekem, and Zur, and Hur, and Reba, the five kings of Midian. Also Balaam the son of
Beor they killed with the sword... (14) Moses was angry with the officers of the army, the
captains of thousands and the captains of hundreds, who came from the service of the war.
(15) Moses said to them, "Have you kept all the women alive? (16) Behold, these caused the
Children of Israel, through the counsel/word of Balaam, to commit trespass against Hashem in
the matter of Peor, and so the plague was among the congregation of Hashem.
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Yehoshua/Joshua 13
(22) Also Balaam, the son of Beor, the soothsayer, the Children of Israel slew with the sword

among the rest of their slain.
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Michah 6:3

(3) My people, what have | done to you? How have | burdened you? Answer me! (4) For |
brought you up out of the land of Egypt, and redeemed you out of the house of bondage. | sent
before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. (5) My people, remember now what Balak king of
Moab devised, and what Balaam the son of Beor answered him from Shittim to Gilgal, that
you may know the righteous acts of Hashem. (6) How shall | come before Hashem, and bow
myself before the exalted God? Shall | come before Him with burnt offerings, with calves a year
old? (7) Will Hashem be pleased with thousands of rams? With tens of thousands of rivers of
oil? Shall | give my firstborn for my disobedience? The fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?
(8) He has told you, O man, what is good and what Hashem require of you, only to act justly, to
love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.

PESHAT ALTERNATIVES:
R. Yosef Ibn Caspi (14t"-century Provence & Spain) , Bamidbar 31
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R. Yosef Bechor Shor of Orléans (12t'-century France), Bamidbar 31
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Shadal (Shmuel Moshe Luzzatto, 19'"-century Italy), Bamidbar 31
.. DN7N0 2u Innnw {21”2: 7”1 ywIn'al,1at 22 1200 0NlL,DY N ,00PRA — 10 DV NN
ANIN NI 78 NIAT? 1700 28 12 ynw OYI TN 12V ININ 78 21IW7 221 0un IN2%1 0v71 — 0v?1 111
1127 NXVU NAI1L,78 W NI WI2NN7 w210 TR RIN T2 AT 12 a0 IR [NN787 DHNNwn 1'n a2 imnal
M7N |2 T 201,078 NIN TIAU? DN'ON71 7KW NIR NINGY T2 ,NIAIYN NI DNIA NN DY IN7WY TN
. DNIN 2ITY! 98!

NJPS Translation of Michah 6
My people, remember what Balak king of Moab plotted against you, and how Balaam son of Beor

responded to him. [Recall your passage] From Shittim to Gilgal (i.e., the crossing of the Jordan;
see Josh. 3.1, 14—4.19)— And you will recognize GOD’s gracious acts.
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DEFENSE OF MIDRASHIC APPROACH

R. Don Yitzchak Abarbanel to Michah 6
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Eim LaMikra (R. Elijah Benamozegh, 19t-century Italy)
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OBSERVATION: The Baal Peor narrative is told by revealing many plot details only after
the fact (R. Elchanan Samet). WHY?




