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Chapter XL: Balak (Num. 22:2–25:9) 
 
Essay 2. The angel of mercy visits Balaam 
 

 ."בְּמִשְׁעוֹל הַכְּרָמִים גָּדֵר מִזֶּה וְגָדֵר מִזֶּה 'מַלְאַ הוַיַּעֲמֹד "

  
The Moabite king, Balak, sent messengers to the prophet Balaam, asking him to curse the 

Jewish people. Balaam asked G-d what to do, and G-d told him not to go to Balak, and not to curse 
the Jewish people, for they are blessed. Balaam told the messengers he would not return with them. 
Balak then sent more messengers repeating the request, and Balaam again inquired of G-d what to 
do. This time, G-d told him that he could go with the messengers, though he must follow G-d’s 
instructions. Balaam agreed to follow the messengers, and he set out riding upon his donkey. 

But G-d was incensed at his going, so an angel of the L-rd placed himself 
in the way as an adversary to him; he was riding on his donkey, with his two 
servants alongside. When the donkey caught sight of the angel of the L-rd standing 
in the way, with his drawn sword in his hand, the donkey swerved from the road 
and went into the fields; and Balaam beat the donkey to turn her back onto the road. 
The angel of the L-rd stood in a hollow way between the vineyards, a fence 
being on this side, and a fence on that side. The donkey, seeing the angel of the 
L-rd, pressed herself against the wall and squeezed Balaam’s foot against the wall; 
so he beat her again. Once more, the angel of the L-rd moved forward and stationed 
himself in a narrow place such that there was no room to swerve right or left. When 
the donkey now saw the angel of the L-rd, she lay down under Balaam; and Balaam 
was furious and beat the donkey with his stick. 

 - Num. 22:22–27 
 

דְרָשׁ פָּרָשַׁת נֹחַ כְּשֶׁנֹחַ הָלַ לִיטַּע  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בְּמִ ?  וְכוּ'  "גָּדֵר מִזֶּה" , וְעוֹד מַהוּ  "בְּמִשְׁעוֹל הַכְּרָמִים"קָשֶׁה לָמָּה דַּוְקָא  
  .אַזִּיקְכֶּרֶם פָּגְעָה בּוֹ שֵׁידָה אַחַת אָמְרָה לוֹ שׁוּתְּפִי עִמָּ וְהִזָּהֵר שֶׁלּאֹ תִּגַּע בְּחֶלְקִי שֶׁאִם תִּגַּע אֲנִי 

  

A question is why is it specifically stated “in a hollow way between the vineyards,” and 
also, what is the meaning of this “a fence being on this side etc.”? It can be said that it’s 
brought in the Midrash Gen. Rabbah (36:3) for parshat Noach, that when Noah went to plant 
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a vineyard, he came across a demoness, who said to him, “I will partner with you, but be 
careful that you won’t touch my part [of the vineyard], for if you do touch it, I will harm you.” 

 
הִזָּהֵר שֶׁלּאֹ תִּגַּע בְּשֶׁל הַמַּלְאָ הִנֵּה בַּכְּרָמִים יֵשׁ לְשָׂטָן שׁוּתָפוּת בָּהֶם, וְאַף בְּ יֵשׁ חֵלֶק בַּשָּׂטָן וְיֵשׁ חֵלֶק בִּנְבוּאָה,  וּלְזֶה רָמַז לוֹ  

   .שָׂטָן כִּי מִיָּד תִּהְיֶה נֶאֱבָד
 
Regarding this, the angel hinted [to Balaam], “Here in the vineyards, Satan has a 

partnership in them, and even in you there is a portion of Satan (i.e., the Accuser, the evil 
inclination) and there is a portion of prophecy. Be careful not to touch that [portion] of Satan, 
because you would immediately be lost.” Sukkah 52a explains that the greater a person, the 
stronger his evil inclination.1 While Balaam was not Jewish, he was a prophet who recognized the 
One True G-d. He was thus a very great person, and consequently had a strong evil inclination 
within him.  

 
 .ז לוֹ שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ חֵלֶק הַשָּׂטָןוֹוְזֶהוּ "לְשָׂטָן לוֹ", כְּלוֹמַר לִרְמ. וְזֶהוּ "גָּדֵר מִזֶּה" וְכוּ'

 
This is the meaning of, “a fence being on this side, and a fence on that side” (Num. 22:24). 

I.e., this is a hint that Balaam struggled between being a prophet of G-d, i.e., a great person, and 
having a strong evil inclination that was encouraging him to sin, to travel to Balak and to 
contemplate accepting his mission to curse the Jewish people. This is the meaning of, “as an 
adversary to him” (Num. 22:22), that is to say that the intent of the angel was to hint to 
[Balaam] that he has a portion of Satan, i.e., the evil inclination, and that he should strive to 
overcome it, which despite the difficulty is always possible.2  

 
א לָחוּס עָלָיו  נָה טוֹבָה שֶׁיַחְזוֹר בּוֹ, וְזֶהוּ "וַיַּעֲמֹד בְּמָקוֹם צָר", וְזֶהוּ שֶׁפֵּירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שֶׁמַּלְאָ רַחֲמִים הָיָה וּבָ ול כָּל זֶה לְכַוָּ אֲבָ 

 .שֶׁלּאֹ יְאַבֵּד
 

But this episode of the angel stopping the donkey was all for good intention, that 
[Balaam] should turn from the evil inclination, and turn from his trip to Balak, and this is the 
meaning of “in a narrow place” (Num. 22:16), i.e., that he had to choose between good and bad. 
This is what Rashi explained, that it was an angel of mercy that appeared to the donkey and 
(finally) to Balaam, and that he came to show mercy upon [Balaam], that he shouldn’t be lost. 

 
* * * 

 
1 Sukkah 52a: “A certain Elder came and taught [Abaye]: Anyone who is greater than another, his evil inclination 

is greater than his.” 
2 Sukkah 52a: “Rabbi Yehuda taught: In the future, G-d will bring the evil inclination and slaughter it in the 

presence of the righteous and in the presence of the wicked. For the righteous, [the evil inclination] appears to them 
as a high mountain, and for the wicked it appears to them as a [mere] strand of hair. These weep and those weep. The 
righteous weep and say: How were we able to overcome so high a mountain? And the wicked weep and say: How 
were we unable to overcome this strand of hair?” 


