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In this parasha, Balak, the king of Moav, asks Bil’am to curse the Bnei Yisrael after he sees 
them defeat various nations in battle. As Bil’am sets out to fulfill this task, his donkey sees 
an angel of God and refuses to move any further. Bil’am hits the donkey. God speaks 
through the mouth of the donkey to tell him not to curse the Bnei Yisrael. Instead of 
cursing them, Bil’am blesses them. 
 
Over the course of this incident, Bil’am blesses the Bnei Yisrael three times while 
attempting to curse them, and gives an additional prophecy to Balak and to the nations. 
The four visions feature some striking similarities. 
 
Each one begins with the phrase, “ֹּאמַר לוֹ וַי א מְשָּׂ שָּׂ  ”…He took up his parable and said – וַיִּ
This particular phrasing hints at the brilliance of Bil’am’s pronouncements. The person in 
the TaNaKH (Bible) most associated with the word ל שָּׂ  mashal (parable or proverb) is – מָּׂ
Shlomo HaMelech, King Solomon, to whom are attributed 3,000 meshalim (II Kings 5:12), 
in addition to שְלֵי  .Sefer Mishlei, the Book of Proverbs – סֵפֶר מִּ
 
More striking are the similarities in how Bil’am refers to Bnei Yisrael in each of his visions: 

 
ן ם-מִּ י אֲרָּׂ ק יַנְחֵנִּ לָּׂ ב-מֶלֶךְ בָּׂ ה--קֶדֶם-מֵהַרְרֵי, מוֹאָּׂ ה לְכָּׂ רָּׂ י-אָּׂ ה, יַעֲקֹּב לִּ ה וּלְכָּׂ עֲמָּׂ  זֹּ

אֵל שְרָּׂ ה ימִּ  ...יִּ נָּׂ ר, יַעֲקֹּב עֲפַר מָּׂ סְפָּׂ בַע-אֶת וּמִּ אֵל רֹּ שְרָּׂ מֹּת; יִּ י תָּׂ ים מוֹת נַפְשִּ רִּ , יְשָּׂ
י י וּתְהִּ יתִּ מֹּהוּ אַחֲרִּ   .כָּׂ

 
From Aram Balak brings me, the king of Moav from the mountains of the East: 
'Come, curse me Yaakov, and come, vilify Yisrael.' …Who has counted the dust 
of Yaakov, or numbered the stock of Yisrael? Let me die the death of the 
righteous, and let my end be like his! (23:7, 10) 
 



י ֹּא כִּ ֹּא, בְיַעֲקֹּב נַחַש-ל אֵל קֶסֶם-וְל שְרָּׂ עֵת; בְיִּ מֵר, כָּׂ אֵל לְיַעֲקֹּב יֵאָּׂ שְרָּׂ עַל-מַה, וּלְיִּ  פָּׂ
  .ל-אֵ 

 
For there is no enchantment with Yaakov, neither is there any divination with 
Yisrael; now is it said of Yaakov and of Yisrael: 'What hath God wrought!' 
(23:23) 
 

לֶיךָ טֹּבוּ-מַה שְכְנֹּתֶיךָ; יַעֲקֹּב, אֹּהָּׂ אֵל, מִּ שְרָּׂ   .יִּ
 
How goodly are your tents, O Yaakov, your dwellings, O Yisrael! (24:5) 
 

ֹּא אֶרְאֶנּוּ ה וְל ֹּא אֲשוּרֶנּוּ, עַתָּׂ רוֹב וְל רַךְ; קָּׂ ב דָּׂ יַעֲקֹּב כוֹכָּׂ ם, מִּ אֵל שֵבֶט וְקָּׂ שְרָּׂ יִּ חַץ, מִּ  וּמָּׂ
ב פַאֲתֵי ל וְקַרְקַר, מוֹאָּׂ יָּׂה  .שֵת-בְנֵי-כָּׂ ה אֱדוֹם וְהָּׂ יָּׂה, יְרֵשָּׂ ה וְהָּׂ יר יְרֵשָּׂ יו--שֵעִּ ; אֹּיְבָּׂ

אֵל שְרָּׂ ל עֹּשֶה, וְיִּ יִּ יַעֲקֹּב, וְיֵרְדְ   .חָּׂ יד; מִּ יד וְהֶאֱבִּ רִּ יר, שָּׂ  .מֵעִּ
 
I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near; there shall step forth a star 
out of Yaakov, and a scepter shall rise out of Yisrael, and shall smite through 
the corners of Moav, and break down all the sons of Shet. And Edom shall be 
a possession, Se’ir also, even his enemies, shall be a possession; while Yisrael 
does valiantly. And out of Yaakov shall one have dominion, and shall destroy 
the remnant from the city. (24:17-19) 

 
Note that each and every time Bil’am refers to the Bnei Yisrael, he uses both the names 
Yaakov and Yisrael. The medieval commentators pick up on this fact and attempt to 
explain it. 
 
Rashi (11th Century Franco-Germany) says that “[Balak] told [Bil’am] to curse them using 
both names in case one of the names was not specific enough.” Ibn Ezra (12th Century 
Spain) suggests that it is because poetry is spoken with repetition of the same idea in 
different words, or perhaps, Bil’am did this to strengthen his prophecy. 
 
Both of these explanations seem a bit simplistic. The pshat (simple meaning of the text) 
in Bereshit (Genesis) may shed further light on the seeming redundancy. 
 
In Bereshit the individual in question, Yitzchak’s heir, is referred to as both Yaakov and 
Yisrael. A close reading of the text will show that Yaakov is the name used when referring 
to the individual aspects or episodes of the man’s life, and Yisrael is employed when 
speaking about tribal or communal issues. Bearing this in mind, it seems that Bil’am is 
making sure to try to curse (but, nonetheless, ends up blessing) each individual in addition 
to the nation as a whole. 



 
The origins and meanings of the two names offer additional insight. Yaakov is the name 
used for the one who manipulates events to acquire the birthright and his father’s primary 
blessing. Yaakov, from the root e-k-v, means in part, “the one who tricks,” as Esav himself 
says, (Bereshit 27:36) “ י ם זֶה וַיַעְקְבֵנִּ פַעֲמַיִּ  – You have fooled me twice.” Yisrael is much 
more straightforward. He receives this name after wrestling directly with an unknown 
entity, perhaps an angel, who says, (Bereshit 32:29) “ ֹּא מֵר יַעֲקֹּב ל מְךָ עוֹד יֵאָּׂ י--שִּ ם, כִּ -אִּ

אֵל שְרָּׂ י  :יִּ יתָּׂ -כִּ רִּ ם שָּׂ ים-אֱ -עִּ ם לֹהִּ ים-וְעִּ שִּ ל, אֲנָּׂ .וַתוּכָּׂ  – Your name shall no longer be Yaakov, 
but Yisrael as you have wrestled with God and men and you have prevailed.”  
 
The One who shed the prophecy upon Bil’am made sure that he referred to both the 
manipulative and the straightforward personae and that he would allude to the one who 
“prevailed,” ensuring the continuity of the blessings. 
 
Balak’s plot to curse the Bnei Yisrael was foiled in some very obvious ways, in the 
pronouncement of the blessings themselves, and in some subtler ways as well: in the 
particular language that made up those blessings. 
 
Shabbat Shalom. 
 
 
For Discussion: 

 Do you have more than one name? If so, why? What does each of your names 
mean? 

 Why did Balak think that Bil’am just saying words about Bnei Yisrael to curse them 
would make a difference? After all, they’re just words! 

 If you were Bil’am, what would you have thought if the wrong words kept coming 
out of your mouth? 

 

 


