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Bilam’s Downfall: Bad Middos 
Parashas Balak 

  
Harav Hagaon Moshe Ahron Friedman Shlit"a 
  

The parashah begins with the words לָּק  and it could have been called “Parashas ,ַוַיְרא בָּ

Vayar” - similar to Parashas Vayera and Parashas Va’era - but instead, Balak merited to 

have the parashah named after him. 

  

The Oheiv Yisreal of Apta, who looked for a point related to ahavas Yisrael in every 

parashah, would tell his chassidim that the word “Balak” is an acronym forמֹוָך ַהְבתָּ ְלֵרֲעָך כָּ  .ְואָּ

In response, the chassidim protested that “Balak” begins with beis, not vav, and ends 

with kuf, not kaf! 

  

“If you’re going to be so fussy about the letters,” said the Oheiv Yisrael, “then you won’t 

come to מֹוָך ַהְבתָּ ְלֵרֲעָך כָּ  ”.ְואָּ

  

The secret of מֹוָך ַהְבתָּ ְלֵרֲעָך כָּ  is not to fuss about petty things, but rather to be mevater and ְואָּ

see the bigger picture. That is truly the message of Parashas Balak, which contains a 

running emphasis on middos and tikkun hamiddos. 

  

Just to get acquainted with Balak and Bilam, the Zohar says that Balak was a grandson of 

Yisro. Since Balak is described as “the son of Tzippor,” this would mean that Yisro had a 

daughter Tzipporah and also a son Tzippor. This also makes Balak Moshe Rabbeinu’s 

nephew. 

  

The Chida writes that Balak was actually the son of Yisro, which means that Balak and 

Moshe Rabbeinu were brothers-in-law, and also that Yisro had an eighth name - Tzippor - 

in addition the seven we know of already. 

  

As for the identity of Bilam, the Midrash Tanchuma and the Targum Yonasan say that 

Bilam is Lavan. Others say that Be’or, Bilam’s father, is Lavan, or, alternatively, the son 
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of Lavan. If Bilam is Lavan, then he is actually our zeideh, Yaakov Avinu’s father-in-law. 

When Bilam stopped at the ֵדר ִמזֶּה ֵדר ִמזֶּה ְוגָּ  of stones that Yaakov ַגְלֵעד that was actually the ,גָּ

and Lavan built so many years earlier. That was the barrier that stopped Bilam. 

  

Yet one opinion in the Gemara (Sanhedrin 106) states that Bilam was only 33 years old; 

the Gemara relates to him the passuk: ם ה לֹא יֱֶּחצּו ְיֵמיהֶּ ִמים ּוִמְרמָּ  If so, he certainly was .ַאְנֵשי דָּ

not Lavan. Rashi notes that according to this opinion, Bilam was not even one of the three 

advisers who involved in the scheme of ה לֹו ה ִנְתַחְכמָּ בָּ  in Mitzrayim: Bilam, Yisro, and הָּ

Iyov. 

  

In any event, we find enough backing in Chazal to prove that Balak and Bilam certainly 

have a connection to Yisro and Lavan. 

  

Ben Yehoyada notes that if you spell out the letters of the word בלעם and tally their 

gematria, it adds up to 696, equal to the gematria of צרות. We definitely have tzaros from 

both Bilam and Balak. The sefarim also explain that the names Balak and Bilam include in 

them the letters בבל and עמלק. The first Beis Hamikdash was destroyed by Bavel, and the 

second Beis Hamikdash was destroyed by Titus, who was connected to Amalek. 

  

Rooted in Middos 
At their essence, Balak and Bilam represent failures in middos. The Mishnah (Avos 5) 

states: 

  

ִרים ֲאֵחִרים,  ה ְדבָּ ִבינּו. ּוְשלשָּ ם אָּ הָּ ל ַאְברָּ יו שֶּ לּו, ִמַתְלִמידָּ ִרים ַהלָּ ה ְדבָּ ֵיש ְביָּדֹו ְשלשָּ ל ִמי שֶּ ל כָּ יו שֶּ ִמַתְלִמידָּ

ִבינּו. עַ  ם אָּ הָּ ל ַאְברָּ יו שֶּ ה, ִמַתְלִמידָּ לָּ ש ְשפָּ ה, ְונֶּפֶּ ה, ְורּוַח ְנמּוכָּ ע. ַעִין טֹובָּ שָּ רָּ ם הָּ ש ִבְלעָּ ה, ְונֶּפֶּ ה, ְורּוַח ְגבֹוהָּ עָּ ִין רָּ

ע. שָּ רָּ ם הָּ ל ִבְלעָּ יו שֶּ ה, ִמַתְלִמידָּ בָּ  ְרחָּ

  

Interestingly, both Avraham Avinu and Bilam had two נערים with them. Regarding 

Avraham the passuk states: יו ִאתו רָּ ת ְשֵני ְנעָּ  and regarding Bilam ,ַוִיַקח אֶּ

the passuk states: יו ִעּמֹו רָּ  .ּוְשֵני ְנעָּ

  

The letters of the word נער can be rearranged to be an acronym for the words:  ה, רּוַח ַעִין טֹובָּ

ה לָּ ש ְשפָּ ה, נֶּפֶּ ה :or the words ְנמּוכָּ בָּ ש ְרחָּ ה, נֶּפֶּ ה, רּוַח ְגבֹוהָּ עָּ  Both Avraham and Bilam .ַעִין רָּ

having נערים isn’t coincidental. 

  

We know that the gentile nations complained to Hakadosh Baruch Hu that they also want 

a navi like Moshe, so Hakadosh Baruch Hu gave them Bilam, who had the same level 

of nevuah as Moshe Rabbeinu. 

  

When Moshe Rabbeinu, a Yid, received this power of nevuah, he used it to make it part of 

his essence and break down the barriers of קנאה תאוה וכבוד, which remove a person from 

this world, and raise himself to the highest possible madreigah. In contrast, 

Bilam’s middos remained corrupt, despite his lofty power of nevuah. 

  

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz has a shmuess called אור וחושך משמשים בערבוביה, in which he 

describes how Bilam experienced a tremendous tug of war: on one hand, he was  ֹיֵדַע ַדַעת
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ְליֹון  and had the same level of nevuah as Moshe Rabbeinu; on the other hand, he hadעֶּ

a taavah for znus with his donkey and horrendous middos, including קנאה תאוה וכבוד. 

  

Every person can experience this type of internal struggle, and our main avodah is to 

be zocheh to reach a level in Torah, in kirvas Hashem, to be able to rectify our middos and 

change ourselves, rather than remain corrupt. 

  

The Sharpest Contrast 
The Mishnah emphasizes the difference between Avraham Avinu’s perspective and 

Bilam’s perspective. Bilam wanted to curse Klal Yisrael, but he saw that יָך ַיֲעֹקב לֶּ  - ַמה ֹטבּו ֹאהָּ

it’s all good! And yet he still searches for the one negative point, gazing the ֵצהּו ס קָּ פֶּ  the ,אֶּ

edge of the encampment, in the hopes of unearthing a small flaw. In stark contrast, 

Avraham Avinu davened for Sodom after Hashem had told him that that city was 

completely evil, in the hopes that he could unearth a few good people in Sodom. 

  

Avraham Avinu searched for a small bit of good in something that was completely bad, 

while Bilam searched for a small bit of bad in something that was completely good. 

  

Furthermore, when Bilam first tried to curse Klal Yisrael and did not succeed, he should 

have concluded that something was not right in his approach. Instead, he said, “There’s 

something wrong with the location, let’s try somewhere else.” He always found something 

else to blame. 

  

The Mishnah doesn’t discuss only Avraham Avinu himself, it discusses the talmidim of 

Avraham Avinu. These people lived in the same generation as Sodom, when corruption 

was rampant, and they nevertheless learned middos tovos from Avraham Avinu. In 

contrast, Bilam lived during the time of Yetzias Mitzrayim, when there was a monumental 

revelation of kevos Shomayim, and he nevertheless taught his talmidim the opposite. 

  

Another difference between Bilam and Avraham Avinu relates to their attitudes toward 

hospitality. Avraham epitomized hachnasas orchim and wanting to help others. In contrast, 

the passuk says: ם ל ַאְרְצכֶּ ק ְלכּו אֶּ לָּ ֵרי בָּ ל שָּ ר אֶּ ר ַויֹאמֶּ ם ַבֹבקֶּ ם ִבְלעָּ  Bilam awoke in the morning -ַויָּקָּ

and he told the officers of Balak, “Okay, you can go back to your place now.” The Ohr 

Hachaim explains that he was hinting that he didn’t want to serve them breakfast. Similarly, 

at the end of the parashah, Balak says: ה ְבַרח ָך ְוַעתָּ ל ְמקֹומֶּ ְלָך אֶּ . Let’s face it: Bilam tried hard; 

he really did his best to deliver the goods and help Balak by cursing Klal Yisrael. True, in 

the end he was unsuccessful, and he was punished - he became blind and lame. It would 

have behooved Balak to show some sympathy, but instead, he demonstrated his 

bad middos by banishing Bilam in disgrace. 

  

  

Another demonstration of Bilam’s bad middos is his statement to the angel:  אִתי ִכי לֹא טָּ חָּ

 It is said that Rav Chaim of Sanz once summoned someone and reprimanded him for .יַָּדְעִתי

not taking care of a needy person in a neighboring village. “I didn’t know about it,” the 

person responded. 
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“That’s not an excuse,” Rav Chaim Sanzer replied. He cited Bilam’s words: אִתי ִכי לֹא טָּ חָּ

 explaining that saying “I didn’t know” is in and of itself a cheit. A person has to find ,יַָּדְעִתי

out if someone else is suffering or needy and be nosei b’ol. 

  

No Negius 
The root of bad middos is when a person has negius of נאה תאוה וכבודק . Rav Shach, in Avi 

Ezri,cites the Maharil Diskin’s famous explanation of Chazal’s statement 

(Sifri, Devarim34:10) that although the Torah says that there was never another navi like 

Moshe among the Jewish people, there was one - Bilam - among the gentiles. 

  

The Maharil Diskin explains that the reason the Ribbono Shel Olam gave 

Bilam nevuah באספקלריא המאירה, which is the highest level of nevuah, is that a navi who 

receives a nevuah that is not באספקלריא המאירהcan potentially warp it and distort it in 

accordance with his own negius and needs. That was actually Bilam’s plan. He thought he 

would receive a lower level of nevuah, which he could then distort and interpret differently 

from what the Ribbono Shel Olam intended. But the Ribbono Shel Olam saved us, by 

giving Bilam nevuah באספקלריאהמאירה. 

  

This explains why Chazal (Bava Basra 14b) write that Moshe Rabbeinu wrote  ספרו ופרשת

 Why does it say separately that he wrote Parashas Bilam, when he wrote .בלעם

every parashah in the Torah? Bilam’s nevuah was unique, because it was 

given באספקלריאהמאירה, so all Moshe Rabbeinu had to do was transcribe it, proving that 

there was no room for distortion on Bilam’s part. 

  

We are living in a very interesting juncture in history, the ikvesa of the ikvesa d’Meshicha, 

and we can make the mistake of viewing the events that are taking place in the world on a 

daily basis with distorted glasses. If, however, we have the zechus to hear daas Torah and 

understand these events through the eyes of the Torah, we can realize that we’re standing 

at the threshold of the geulah, which obligates us to take responsibility and act accordingly 

in this special period without negius. 

  

We should indeed merit the geulah speedily.  

 


