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“Obedience without Love, as Instanced in the Character of Balaam”
Parochial and Plain Sermons vol. IV sermon 2
St. John Henry Newman
April 2, 1837

"The word that God putteth in my mouth, that shall | speak." Numb. xxii. 38.

WHEN we consider the Old Testament as written by divine inspiration, and preserved,
beyond the time of its own Dispensation, for us Christians,—as acknowledged and
delivered over to us by Christ Himself, and pronounced by St. Paul to be "profitable for
doctrine, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteousness," [2 Tim. iii. 16.] —we
ought not surely to read any portion of it with indifference, nay, without great and
anxious interest. "Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?" is the sort of inquiry which
spontaneously arises in the serious mind. Christ and His Apostle cannot have put the
law and the Prophets into our hands for nothing. | would this thought were more
carefully weighed than it commonly is. We profess indeed to revere the Old Testament;
yet, for some reason or other, at least one considerable part of it, the historical, is
regarded by the mass, even of men who think about religion, as merely historical, as a
relation of facts, as antiquities; not in its divine characters, not in its practical bearings,
not in reference to themselves. The notion that God speaks in it to them personally, the
question, "What does He say?" "What must | do?" does not occur to them. They
consider that the Old Testament concerns them only as far as it can be made typical of
one or two of the great Christian doctrines; they do not consider it in its fulness, and in
its literal sense, as a collection of deep moral lessons, such as are not vouchsafed in
the New, though St. Paul expressly says that it is "profitable for instruction in
righteousness."

If the Old Testament history generally be intended as a permanent instruction to the
Church, much more, one would think, must such prominent and remarkable passages in
it as the history of Balaam. Yet | suspect a very great number of readers carry off little
more from it than the impression of the miracle which occurs in it, the speaking of his
ass. And not unfrequently they talk more lightly on the subject than is expedient. Yet |
think some very solemn and startling lessons may be drawn from the history, some of
which | shall now attempt to set before you.

What is it which the chapters in question present to us? The first and most general
account of Balaam would be this;—that he was a very eminent person in his age and
country, that he was courted and gained by the enemies of Israel, and that he promoted
a wicked cause in a very wicked way; that, when he could do nothing else for it, he
counselled the Moabites to employ their women as means of seducing the chosen
people into idolatry; and that he fell in battle in the war which ensued. These are the
chief points, the prominent features of his history as viewed at a distance;—and
repulsive indeed they are. He took on him the office of a tempter, which is especially the
Devil's office. But Satan himself does not seem so hateful near as at a distance; and
when we look into Balaam's history closely, we shall find points of character which may
well interest those who do not consider his beginning and his end. Let us then approach
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him more nearly, and forget for a moment the summary account of him, which | have
just been giving.

Now first he was blessed with God's especial favour. You will ask at once, How could so
bad a man be in God's favour? but | wish you to put aside reasonings, and contemplate
facts. | say he was especially favoured by God; God has a store of favours in His
treasure-house, and of various kinds,—some for a time, some for ever,—some implying
His approbation, others not. He showers favours even on the bad. He makes His sun to
rise on the unjust as well as on the just. He willeth not the death of a sinner. He is said
to have loved the young ruler, whose heart, notwithstanding, was upon the world. His
loving-mercy extends over all His works. How He separates in His own divine thought,
kindness from approbation, time from eternity, what He does from what He foresees, we
know not and need not inquire. At present He is loving to all men, as if He did not
foresee that some are to be saints, others reprobates to all eternity. He dispenses His
favours variously,—qgifts, graces, rewards, faculties, circumstances being indefinitely
diversified, nor admitting of discrimination or numbering on our part. Balaam, | say, was
in His favour; not indeed for his holiness' sake, not for ever; but in a certain sense,
according to His inscrutable purpose,—who chooses whom He will choose, and exalts
whom He will exalt, without destroying man's secret responsibilities or His own
governance, and the triumph of truth and holiness, and His own strict impartiality in the
end. Balaam was favoured in an especial way above the mere heathen. Not only had he
the grant of inspiration, and the knowledge of God's will, an insight into the truths of
morality, clear and enlarged, such as even we Christians cannot surpass; but he was
even admitted to conscious intercourse with God, such as we Christians have not. In
our Sunday Services, you may recollect, we read the chapters which relate to this
intercourse; and we do not read those which record the darker passages of his history.
Now, do you not think that most persons, who know only so much of him as our Sunday
lessons contain, form a very mild judgment about him? They see him indeed to be on
the wrong side, but still view him as a prophet of God. Such a judgment is not incorrect
as far as it goes; and | appeal to it, if it be what | think it is, as a testimony how highly
Balaam was in God's favour.

But again, Balaam was, in the ordinary and commonly-received sense of the word,
without straining its meaning at all, a very conscientious man. That this is so, will be
plain from some parts of his conduct and some speeches of his, of which | proceed to
remind you; and which will show also his enlightened and admirable view of moral and
religious obligation. When Balak sent to him to call him to curse Israel, he did not make
up his mind for himself, as many a man might do, or according to the suggestions of
avarice and ambition. No, he brought the matter before God in prayer. He prayed before
he did what he did, as a religious man ought to do. Next, when God forbade his going,
he at once, as he ought, positively refused to go. "Get you into your land," he said, "for
the Lord refuseth to give me leave to go with you." Balak sent again a more pressing
message and more lucrative offers, and Balaam was even more decided than before. "If
Balak," he said, "would give me his house full of silver and gold, | cannot go beyond the
word of the Lord my God, to do less or more." Afterwards God gave him leave to go. "If
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the men come to call thee, rise up, and go with them." [Numb. xxii.] Then, and not till
then, he went.

Almighty God added, "Yet the word which | shall say unto thee, that shalt thou do."
Now, in the next place, observe how strictly he obeyed this command. When he first
met Balak, he said, in the words of the text, "Lo | am come unto thee; have | now any
power at all to say any thing? the word that God putteth in my mouth, that shall | speak."
Again, when he was about to prophesy, he said, "Whatsoever He showeth me | will tell
thee;" [Numb. xxiii.] and he did so, in spite of Balak's disappointment and mortification to
hear him bless Israel. When Balak showed his impatience, he only replied calmly, "Must
| not take heed to speak that which the Lord hath put in my mouth?" Again he
prophesied, and again it was a blessing; again Balak was angered, and again the
prophet firmly and serenely answered, "Told not | thee, saying, All that the Lord
speaketh, that | must do?" A third time he prophesied blessing; and now Balak's anger
was kindled, and he smote his hands together, and bade him depart to his place. But
Balaam was not thereby moved from his duty. "The wrath of a king is as messengers of
death." [Prov. xvi. 14.] Balak might have instantly revenged himself upon the prophet;
but Balaam, not satisfied with blessing Israel, proceeded, as a prophet should, to deliver
himself of what remained of the prophetic burden, by foretelling more pointedly than
before, destruction to Moab and the other enemies of the chosen people. He prefaced
his prophecy with these unacceptable words,—"Spake | not also unto thy messengers
which thou sentest unto me, saying, If Balak would give me his house full of silver and
gold, | cannot go beyond the commandment of the Lord, to do either good or bad of
mine own mind? but what the Lord saith, that will | speak. And now behold, | go unto my
people; come, therefore, and | will advertise thee what this people shall do to thy people
in the latter days." After delivering his conscience, he "rose up, and went and returned
to his place."

All this surely expresses the conduct and the feelings of a high-principled, honourable,
conscientious man. Balaam, | say, was certainly such, in that very sense in which we
commonly use those words. He said, and he did; he professed, and he acted according
to his professions. There is no inconsistency in word and deed. He obeys as well as
talks about religion; and this being the case, we shall feel more intimately the value of
the following noble sentiments which he lets drop from time to time, and which, if he had
shown less firmness in his conduct, might have passed for mere words, the words of a
maker of speeches, a sophist, moralist, or orator. "Let me die the death of the righteous,
and let my last end be like his." "God is not a man that He should lie; neither the son of
man, that He should repent ... Behold, | have received commandment to bless; and He
hath blessed, and | cannot reverse it." "l shall see Him, but not now; | shall behold Him,
but not nigh." It is remarkable that these declarations are great and lofty in their mode of
expression; and the saying of his recorded by the prophet Micah is of the same kind.
Balak asked what sacrifices were acceptable to God. Balaam answered, "He hath
showed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do
justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?" [Micah vi. 8.]
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Viewing then the inspired notices concerning Balaam in all their parts, we cannot deny
to him the praise which, if those notices have a plain meaning, they certainly do convey,
that he was an honourable and religious man, with a great deal of what was great and
noble about him; a man whom any one of us at first sight would have trusted, sought out
in our difficulties, perhaps made the head of a party, and any how spoken of with great
respect. We may indeed, if we please, say that he fell away afterwards from all this
excellence: though, after all, there is something shocking in such a notion. Nay, it is not
natural even that ordinarily honourable men should suddenly change; but however

this may be said,—it may be said he fell away; but, | presume, it cannot be said that he
was other than a high-principled man (in the language of the world) when he so spoke
and acted.

But now the strange thing is, that at this very time, while he so spoke and acted, he
seems, as in one sense to be in God's favour, so in another and higher to be under His
displeasure. If this be so, the supposition that he fell away will not be in point; the
difficulty it proposes to solve will remain; for it will turn out that he was displeasing to
God amid his many excellences. The passage | have in mind is this, as you will easily
suppose. "God's anger was kindled, because he went" with the princes of Moab, "and
the Angel of the Lord stood in the way for an adversary against him." Afterwards, when
God opened his eyes, "he saw the Angel of the Lord standing in the way, and his sword
drawn in his hand" ... "And Balaam said, | have sinned, for | knew not that thou stoodest
in the way against me; now, therefore, if it displease thee, | will get me back again." You
observe Balaam said, "l have sinned," though he avers he did not know that God was
his adversary. What makes the whole transaction the more strange is this,—that
Almighty God had said before, "If the men come to call thee, rise up, and go with them;"
and that when Balaam offered to go back again, the Angel repeated, "Go with the men."
And afterwards we find in the midst of his heathen enchantments {26} "God met
Balaam," and "put a word in his mouth;" and afterwards "the Spirit of God came unto
him."

Summing up then what has been said, we seem, in Balaam's history, to have the
following remarkable case, that is, remarkable according to our customary judgment of
things: a man divinely favoured, visited, influenced, guided, protected, eminently
honoured, illuminated,—a man possessed of an enlightened sense of duty, and of moral
and religious acquirements, educated, high-minded, conscientious, honourable, firm;
and yet on the side of God's enemies, personally under God's displeasure, and in the
end (if we go on to that) the direct instrument of Satan, and having his portion with the
unbelievers. | do not think | have materially overstated any part of this description; but if
it be correct only in substance, it certainly is most fearful, after allowing for incidental
exaggeration,—most fearful to every one of us, the more fearful the more we are
conscious to ourselves in the main of purity of intention in what we do, and
conscientious adherence to our sense of duty.

And now it is natural to ask, what is the meaning of this startling exhibition of God's
ways? Is it really possible that a conscientious and religious man should be found
among the enemies of God, nay, should be personally displeasing to Him, and that at
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the very time God was visiting him with extraordinary favour? What a mystery is this!
Surely, if this be so, Revelation has added to our perplexities, not relieved them! What
instruction, what profit, what correction, what doctrine is there in such portions of
inspired Scripture?

In answering this difficulty, | observe in the first place, that it certainly is impossible,
quite impossible, that a really conscientious man should be displeasing to God; at the
same time it is possible to be generally conscientious, or what the world calls
honourable and high-principled, yet to be destitute of that religious fear and strictness,
which God calls conscientiousness, but which the world calls superstition or narrowness
of mind. And bearing this in mind, we shall, perhaps, have a solution of our perplexities
concerning Balaam.

And here | would make a remark: that when a passage of Scripture, descriptive of God's
dealings with man, is obscure or perplexing, it is as well to ask ourselves whether this
may not be owing to some insensibility, in ourselves or in our age, to certain
peculiarities of the Divine law or government therein involved. Thus, to those who do not
understand the nature and history of religious truth, our Lord's assertion about sending
a sword on earth is an obscurity. To those who consider sin a light evil, the doctrine of
eternal punishment is a difficulty. In like manner the history of the flood, of the call of
Abraham, of the plagues of Egypt, of the wandering in the desert, of the judgment on
Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, and a multitude of other occurrences, may be insuperable
difficulties, except to certain states and tempers of mind, to which, on the contrary, they
will seem quite natural and obvious. | consider that the history of Balaam is a striking
illustration of this remark. Those whose hearts, like Josiah's, are "tender," scrupulous,
sensitive in religious matters, will see with clearness and certainty what the real state of
the case was as regards him; on the other hand, our difficulties about it, if we have
them, are a presumption that the age we live in has not the key to a certain class of
Divine providences, is deficient in a certain class of religious principles, ideas, and
sensibilities. Let it be considered then whether the following remarks may not tend to
lessen our perplexity.

Balaam obeyed God from a sense of its being right to do so, but not from a desire to
please Him, not from fear and love. He had other ends, aims, wishes of his own, distinct
from God's will and purpose, and he would have effected these if he could. His
endeavour was, not to please God, but to please self without displeasing God; to pursue
his own ends as far as was consistent with his duty. In a word, he did not give his heart
to God, but obeyed Him, as a man may obey human law, or observe the usages of
society or his country, as something external to himself, because he knows he ought to
do so, from a sort of rational good sense, a conviction of its propriety, expediency, or
comfort, as the case may be.

You will observe he wished to go with Balak's messengers, only he felt he ought not to
go; and the problem which he attempted to solve was how to go and yet not offend God.
He was quite resolved he would any how act religiously and conscientiously; he was too
honourable a man to break any of his engagements; if he had given his word, it was
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sacred; if he had duties, they were imperative: he had a character to maintain, and an
inward sense of propriety to satisfy; but he would have given the world to have got rid of
his duties; and the question was, how to do so without violence; and he did not care
about walking on the very brink of transgression, so that he could keep from falling over.
Accordingly he was not content with ascertaining God's will, but he attempted

to change it. He inquired of Him a second time, and this was to tempt Him. Hence, while
God bade him go, His anger was kindled against him because he went.

This surely is no uncommon character; rather, it is the common case even with the
more respectable and praiseworthy portion of the community. | say plainly, and without
fear of contradiction, though it is a serious thing to say, that the aim of most men
esteemed conscientious and religious, or who are what is called honourable, upright
men, is, to all appearance, not how to please God, but how to please themselves
without displeasing Him. | say confidently,—that is, if we may judge of men in general
by what we see,—that they make this world the first object in their minds, and use
religion as a corrective, a restraint, upon too much attachment to the world. They think
that religion is a negative thing, a sort of moderate love of the world, a moderate luxury,
a moderate avarice, a moderate ambition, and a moderate selfishness. You see this in
numberless ways. You see it in the course of trade, of public life, of literature, in all
matters where men have objects to pursue. Nay you see it in religious exertions; of
which it too commonly happens that the chief aim is, to attain any how a certain definite
end, religious indeed, but of man's own choosing; not, to please God, and next, if
possible, to attain it; not, to attain it religiously, or not at all.

This surely is so plain that it is scarcely necessary to enlarge upon it. Men do not take
for the object towards which they act, God's will, but certain maxims, rules, or
measures, right perhaps as far as they go, but defective because they admit of being
subjected to certain other ultimate ends, which are not religious. Men are just, honest,
upright, trustworthy; but all this not from the love and fear of God, but from a mere
feeling of obligation to be so, and in subjection to certain worldly objects. And thus they
are what is popularly called moral, without being religious. Such was Balaam. He was in
a popular sense a strictly moral, honourable, conscientious man; that he was not so in a
heavenly and true sense is plain, if not from the considerations here insisted on, at least
from his after history, which (we may presume) brought to light his secret defect, in
whatever it consisted.

And here we see why he spoke so much and so vauntingly of his determination to follow
God's direction. He made a great point of following it; his end was not to please God,
but to keep straight with Him. He who loves does not act from calculation or reasoning;
he does not in his cool moments reflect upon or talk of what he is doing, as if it were a
great sacrifice. Much less does he pride himself on it; but this is what Balaam seems to
have done.

| have been observing that his defect lay in this, that he had not a single eye towards
God's will, but was ruled by other objects. But moreover, this evil heart of unbelief
showed itself in a peculiar way, to which it is necessary to draw your attention, and to
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which | alluded just now in saying that the difficulties of Scripture often arose from the
defective moral condition of our hearts.

Why did Almighty God give Balaam leave to go to Balak, and then was angry with him
for going? | suppose for this reason, because his asking twice was tempting God. God
is a jealous God. Sinners as we are, nay as creatures of His hands, we may not safely
intrude upon Him, and make free with Him. We may not dare to do that, which we
should not dare to do with an earthly superior, which we should be punished, for
instance, for attempting in the case of a king or noble of this world. To rush into His
presence, to address Him familiarly, to urge Him, to strive to make our duty lie in one
direction when it lies in another, to handle rudely and practise upon His holy word, to
trifle with truth, to treat conscience lightly, to take liberties (as it may be called) with any
thing that is God's, all irreverence, profaneness, unscrupulousness, wantonness, is
represented in Scripture not only as a sin, but as felt, noticed, quickly returned on God's
part (if | may dare use such human words of the Almighty and All-holy God, without
transgressing the rule | am myself laying down,—but He vouchsafes in Scripture to
represent Himself to us in that only way in which we can attain to the knowledge of
Him), | say all irreverence towards God is represented as being jealously and instantly
and fearfully noticed and visited, as friend or stranger among men might resent an insult
shown him. This should be carefully considered; we are apt to act towards God and the
things of God as towards a mere system, a law, a name, a religion, a principle, not as
against a Person, a living, watchful, present, prompt and powerful Eye and Arm. That all
this is a great error, is plain to all who study Scripture; as is sufficiently shown by the
death of that multitude of persons for looking into the ark—the death of the Prophet by
the lion, who was sent to Jeroboam from Judah, and did not minutely obey the
instructions given him—the slaughter of the children at Bethel by the bears, for mocking
Elisha—the exclusion of Moses from the promised land, for smiting the rock twice—and
the judgment on Ananias and Sapphira. Now Balaam's fault seems to have been of this
nature. God told him distinctly not to go to Balak. He was rash enough to ask a second
time, and God as a punishment gave him leave to ally himself with His enemies, and to
take part against His people. With this presumptuousness and love of self in his
innermost heart, his prudence, firmness, wisdom, illumination, and general
conscientiousness, availed him nothing.

A number of reflections crowd upon the mind on the review of this awful history, as |
may well call it; and with a brief notice of some of these | shall conclude.

1. First, we see how little we can depend, in judging of right and wrong, on the apparent
excellence and high character of individuals. There is a right and a wrong in matters of
conduct, in spite of the world; but it is the world's aim and Satan's aim to take our minds
off from the indelible distinctions of things, and to fix our thoughts upon man, to make us
the slaves of man, to make us dependent on his opinion, his patronage, his honour, his
smiles, and his frowns. But if Scripture is to be our guide, it is quite plain that the most
conscientious, religious, high-principled, honourable men (I use the words in their
ordinary, not in their Scripture sense), may be on the side of evil, may be Satan's
instruments in cursing, if that were possible, and at least in seducing and enfeebling the
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people of God. For in the world's judgment, even when most refined, a person is
conscientious and consistent, who acts up to his standard, whatever that is, not he only
who aims at taking the highest standard. This is the world's highest flight; but in its
ordinary judgment, a man is conscientious and consistent, who is only inconsistent and
goes against conscience in any extremity, when hardly beset, and when he must cut the
knot or remain in present difficulties. That is, he is thought to obey conscience, who only
disobeys it when it is a praise and merit to obey it. This, alas! is the way with some of
the most honourable of mere men of the world, nay of the mass of (so called)
respectable men. They never tell untruths, or break their word, or profane the Lord's
day, or are dishonest in trade, or falsify their principles, or insult religion, except in very
great straits or great emergencies, when driven into a corner; and then perhaps they
force themselves, as Saul did when he offered sacrifice instead of Samuel;—they force
themselves, and (as it were) undergo their sin as a sort of unpleasant self-denial or
penance, being ashamed of it all the while, getting it over as quickly as they can,
shutting their eyes and leaping blindfold, and then forgetting it, as something which is
bitter to think about. And if memory is ever roused and annoys them, they console
themselves that after all they have only gone against their conscience now and then.
This is their view of themselves and of each other, taken at advantage; and if any one
come across them who has lived more out of the world than themselves, and has a
truer sense of right and wrong, and who fastens on some one point in them, which to his
mind is a token and warning to himself against them, such a one seems of course
narrow-minded and overstrict in his notions. For instance; supposing some such man
had fallen in with Balaam, and had been privy to the history of his tempting God, it is
clear that Balaam's general correctness, his nobleness of demeanour, and his
enlightened view of duty, would not have availed one jot or tittle to overcome such a
man's repugnance to him. He would have been startled and alarmed, and would have
kept at a distance, and in consequence he would have been called by the world
uncharitable and bigoted.

2. A second reflection which rises in the mind has relation to the wonderful secret
providence of God, while all things seem to go on according to the course of this world.
Balaam did not see the Angel, yet the Angel went out against him as an adversary. He
had no open denunciation of God's wrath directed against him. He had sinned, and
nothing happened outwardly, but wrath was abroad and in his path. This again is a very
serious and awful thought. God's arm is not shortened. What happened to Balaam is as
if it took place yesterday. God is what He ever was; we sin as man has ever sinned. We
sin without being aware of it. God is our enemy without our being aware of it; and when
the blow falls, we turn our thoughts to the creature, we ill-treat our ass, we lay the blame
on circumstances of this world, instead of turning to Him. "Lord, when Thy hand is lifted
up, they will not see; but they shall see," in the next world if not here, "and be ashamed
for their envy at the people; yea the fire of Thine enemies shall devour them." [Isaiah
xxvi. 11.]

3. Here too is a serious reflection, if we had time to pursue it, that when we have begun
an evil course, we cannot retrace our steps. Balaam was forced to go with the men; he
offered to draw back—he was not allowed—yet God's wrath followed him. This is what
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comes of committing ourselves to an evil line of conduct; and we see daily instances of
it in our experience of life. Men get entangled, and are bound hand and foot in
unadvisable courses. They make imprudent marriages or connexions; they place
themselves in dangerous situations; they engage in unprofitable or harmful
undertakings. Too often indeed they do not discern their evil plight; but when they do,
they cannot draw back. God seems to say, "Go with the men." They are in bondage,
and they must make the best of it; being the slave of the creature, without ceasing to be
the responsible servants of God; under His displeasure, yet bound to act as if they could
please Him. All this is very fearful.

4. Lastly, | will but say this in addition,—God gives us warnings now and then, but does
not repeat them. Balaam's sin consisted in not acting upon what was told him once for
all. In like manner, you, my brethren, now hear what you may never hear again, and
what perchance in its substance is the word of God. You may never hear it again,
though with your outward ears you hear it a hundred times, because you may be
impressed with it now, but never may again. You may be impressed with it now, and the
impression may die away; and some time hence, if you ever think about it, you may
then speak of it thus,—that the view struck you at the time, but somehow the more you
thought about it, the less you liked or valued it. True; this may be so, and it may arise,
as you think, from the doctrine | have been setting before you not being true and
scriptural; but it may also arise from your having heard God's voice and not obeyed it. It
may be that you have become blind, not the doctrine been disproved. Beware of trifling
with your conscience. It is often said that second thoughts are best; so they are in
matters of judgment, but not in matters of conscience. In matters of duty first thoughts
are commonly best—they have more in them of the voice of God. May He give you
grace so to hear what has been said, as you will wish to have heard, when life is over;
to hear in a practical way, with a desire to profit by it, to learn God's will, and to do it.



