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Balak 5776-The Last Holdout 
 

 In this week’s parsha Balak hires Bil’am to wreak 

havoc on the Jewish nation by cursing them. The Ohr 

Hachaim explains that the reason Bil’am was specifically 

hired for this job was not only for his cursing skills, but also 

because he had been the architect in Mitzrayim of the 

original plan on how to deal with “The Jewish Problem”. 

He had guaranteed that the Jews would never leave 

Mitzrayim nor would they grow to become a large nation. 

Hashem, though, had other ideas and both of Bil’am’s plans 

fell flat. Forty years later Balak returned to Bil’am asking 

him to go back to the drawing board and honor his 

guarantee (see Sfas Emes [year 1884] who cites a Zohar 

that Bil’am was not actually trying to destroy the Yidden 

but rather wished to incarcerate them once again in 

Mitzrayim). 

 So, just when we thought there had been closure on 

the Mitzrayim era, with the slaves having been freed, the 

persecutors having been punished (with Ten Plagues), and the deniers of G-d had been given a 

tutorial in His omnipresence (as Par’oh finally proclaimed “Mi Kamocha ba’ailim Hashem”- 

“Who is like You amongst the gods, Oh Hashem?”), we find there is still one stand-out, Bil’am. 

For him the saga had not ended. As the Sfas Emes (ibid.) points out, Bil’am says “Ail motziam 

miMitzrayim” - “G-d is taking them out of Mitzrayim”. He does not say G-d took them out of 

Mitzrayim but uses the present tense. Because in his mind of denial there were still chapters to be 

written about the story of the Jews in Mitzrayim. In his mind not only had the fat lady not yet sung, 

she wasn’t even in the opera house. Bil’am reminds us of the shlemazal Hiroo Onoda who in 1944 

was sent by the Japanese army to the small island of Lubang in the western Philippines to spy on 

U.S. forces in the area. After the defeat of Japan, Onoda and a few fellow holdouts hid in the 

jungles, dismissing messages saying the war was over. For 29 years, he survived on food gathered 

from the jungle or stolen from local farmers. And it was only after losing his comrades to various 

circumstances, Onoda was eventually persuaded to come out of hiding in 1974. His former 

commanding officer traveled to Lubang to see him and tell him he was released from his military 

duties. In his battered old army uniform, Onoda handed over his sword, nearly 30 years after Japan 

surrendered (CNN). Bil’am, too, 40 years after the defeat of Mitzrayim was still running around 

the region tormented by the failure to contain the Yidden in the past, and twistedly determined to 

make an attempt yet again.  

It was at this point that Hashem had seen enough. He had been patient with Bil’am for 

many years; after all the man had much potential. Equal to Moshe in many areas, he should have 

been giving Hashem much nachas, but instead was a disaster. And so Bil’am is killed in battle (see 

Bamidbar, 31:8), and we will show that the Torah gives us some subtle hints that this was all about 

his legacy vis–à–vis Mitzrayim. 

 “Ve’ais Bil’am ben Be’or hargu bechorev” - “And Bil’am son of Be’or they killed with 

the sword” (Bamidbar, 31:8). Asks the Rosh, what does the Torah mean “The sword”? To which 



known sword is this referring? Perhaps we can suggest that the gematria of “Charev” is 210, 

hinting that his death ultimately was a punishment for the advisory role that Bil’am had in the 210 

years that the Yidden were enslaved in Mitzrayim.  

 In this parsha, too, there are subtleties with respect to Mitzrayim. The third time the angel 

blocks Bil’am and his jenny the Torah tells us “Vatirbatz tachas Bil’am” - And she (the jenny) 

crouched under Bil’am. Using the word tachas à la the Vilna Gaon (by the words Ayin tachas 

Ayin) that it is a code telling us to look at the letters in aleph-bais found under/after (tachas) the 

letters of the next word, then the word Bil’am will now spell out a gimmel, mem, pai & nun, or 

“gam pen”. This may be a reference to the words “Hava nischakma lo pen yirbeh” - “Let us 

outsmart him (referring to either the Jewish nation or G-d, see Rashi there) lest they increase” 

(Shemos, 1:10). These were words of fear and antisemitism uttered by Par’oh and taken extremely 

to heart by Bil’am prompting him to give his dastardly advice. Hashem remembers everything, 

even the words uttered in planning against his beloved nation. The pen Yirbeh bothered Him, as 

Chazal say when Hashem heard the words pen yirbeh He responded with “kain yirbeh” (Shemos, 

1:12) - Oh, but they sure will increase”. The crouching of the jenny with Bil’am being plopped 

unceremoniously to the ground was the official beginning of his (literal) downfall. Why was he on 

the way out? Not only because of his intent to curse the Yidden of the present but tachas Bil’am = 

gam pen - also (gam) for his role in the suffering of the Yidden in Mitzrayim which began with the 

ugly pen yirbeh. 

 The Midrash (Bamidbar Rabba, 20:20) tells us that Bil’am and Kings of Midyan managed 

(using Hashem’s name) to hover up in the sky trying to avoid being slain. But when they were 

exposed to Hashem’s name written on the head-plate of the Kohain Gadol they plummeted down 

to earth falling on their own swords. Why did he die in such an unusual manner, falling on his own 

sword? The Tapuchai Chaim says that if we look at the rashai taivos (the first letters) of the above-

mentioned words “Hava nischakma lo pen yirbeh” it spells out “nefilah” -” falling”. That was how 

he had to die, through falling, a way spawned by him being the main player all those years earlier 

in the original Wannsee Conference in history which began with the words “Hava nischakma lo 

pen yirbeh”. 

 Hiroo Onoda never committed hari kari by falling on his own sword, but Bil’am did. He 

could have been remorseful, changed his ways and become a spokesman for Hashem. But he 

refused to change, and willingly accepted the chance to subjugate Hashem’s nation once again, a 

suicidal decision. And in the end he i died hoist with his own petard. 
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