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Num. 24:8-9 
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8  God, who brings him out of Egypt, is like the horns of a wild ox for him; he 
shall eat up the nations, his adversaries, breaking their bones in pieces and crushing 
their arrows. 
9 He kneeled and lied down like a lion, like a lioness, who dares rouse him up? 
Blessed be they that bless you, and they that curse you be accursed! 
 
 
Num. 23:22-24 
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22  God, who brings them out of Egypt, is like the horns of a wild ox for them. �
23  Surely there is no divination in Jacob, and no augury in Israel; now is the time 
to say of Jacob and of Israel, 'See what God has wrought!' 
24  Behold a people rising up like a lioness, rampant like a lion; he will not lie 
down till he devours the prey and drinks the blood of the slain. 
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Gen. 49:9 
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Judah, a lion's whelp, you have returned from the kill, my son, he kneeled and 
couched like a lion, and like a lioness, who dares rouse him up? 
 
Gen. 27:29 
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People shall serve you, nations bow down to you; be lord over your brothers, may 
your mother's sons bow down to you. Accursed be those that curse you, and blessed 
be they that bless you. 
 
Jud. 5:27 
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At her feet he kneeled, he fell, he lay down; at her feet he kneeled and fell. Where he 
kneeled, there he fell, done to death. 
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In the Book of Numbers, Balak, the king of Moab sends for Balaam to curse the 

people of Israel and, following visits of two delegations ,Balaam agrees, stipulating 

that he will not violate the word of Yahweh, whom Balaam refers to as "my God". 

After arriving he delivers four oracles, which are, much to the dismay of Balak, all in 

favour of Israel.1 

These oracles are written in a very difficult language, demonstrating both syntax and 

vocabulary which are rare in the Hebrew Bible. Some words seem to appear in a 

unique meaning, while others appear only once or twice more, usually in poetic 

contexts (such as Psalms, prophecies in Isaiah and Jeremiah and the poems in 

Deuteronomy). This linguistic character of the oracle has led many scholars to 

consider it as ancient poetry, incorporated in the later prose narrative of Balaam. 

Though the oracles of Balaam share loose lexical connections with other poetic works 

in the Hebrew Bible, no particular affinity was found with any of those texts. A close 

examination of every verse of the oracles in search for any sign of a direct allusion or 

connection with another biblical text, yielded two verses of the oracles which 

demonstrate a connection which cannot be attributed to chance. 

One is a verse that appears twice in the oracles of Balaam: "God, who brings him out 

of Egypt, is like the horns of a wild ox for him" which appears both in Num. 23:22 (as 

the whole verse) and in 24:8 (as the first half of the verse). The proximity of the two 

                                                
1
�� Taking the story at face value, for sake of brevity.  
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appearances of such an exact verse has led scholars to suspect the originality of either 

of the citations, sometimes even of both. 

Interestingly enough, the other instance of what seems to be too similar a phrase to be 

a matter of coincidence, occurs only one verse after the first case. Numbers 24:9 

reads: He kneeled and lied? laid down like a lion, like a lioness2, who dares rouse him 

up? Blessed be they that bless you, and they that curse you be accursed!.  The first half 

of the verse is almost an exact repetition of Genesis 49:9 save two differences: the 

substitution of ��� (translated on your handout as "couched") with ��� ("lies down") 

and the short form ���  instead of ���� for lion. The second half of the verse, "Blessed 

be they that bless you, and they that curse you be accursed!" is also to be found in the 

book of Genesis, in chapter 27, as part of the blessing of Isaac to Jacob disguised as 

Esau.3 

Once a connection between Numbers 24:9 and other sources has been established, we 

need ask ourselves what is the direction of this dependence, i.e. who is borrowing 

from whom? 

A group of inconclusive arguments seems to point that Numbers 24:9 is borrowing 

from Genesis. Though none of the following arguments would suffice on its own to 

argue this, the arguments together seem to establish this relation beyond doubt: 

First, the context seems more coherent in Genesis than in Numbers. In Genesis, Judah 

is symbolized as a lion. The attribution of animals to the tribes is found both in 

Genesis 49 and in Deut. 33. In Numbers 24, however, the verse seems to change its 

subject: v. 8 has God as its subject, at least for its first half, and v. 9 seems to begin 

with God, if read as a continuation v. 8, but the end of the verse should probably be 

interpreted of Israel. 
                                                
2� All translators translate the second noun as feminine, but this seems as a way to nuance the text, The 
Hebrew doesn't seem to imply a change in gender – note the masculine in the verb ������. 
3� Note the metathesis of the strophes 
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This, in addition to the fact that the previous verse (24:8) also includes a direct 

reference from somewhere else in the oracles, makes one suspicious that the last two 

verses of the third oracle underwent some redaction. 

Third, the fact that after failing to find practically any references to other biblical 

passages we find two strong connections with two separate places in Genesis, also 

testifies to the fact that this verse is a production of someone who is acquainted with 

Genesis. This would seem much more plausible than claiming that the ancient poem 

incorporated in the Balaam narrative and attributed to him happened to cite two other 

poems in one close context. 

Here we also begin to realize something about the manner of the redactor acting here: 

As he wishes to append something to a work of biblical poetry, and realizes he cannot 

produce reliable seemingly ancient poetry of his own, he adds his comments by means 

of quoting other biblical poetry, which he recognizes to be of the same genre as the 

passage on which he wishes to comment. Furthermore, he chooses to insert these 

phrases at the end of the oracle, a more convenient seam for a redactor than the 

middle of an oracle, for example. 

Having recognized the dependence of Numbers 24:9 on Genesis, we may ask what led 

the redactor to insert this verse. A solution, if possible, should be sought in two 

aspects of the verse: first, in relation to its content, and second its placement. The 

second half of Num 24:9 strengthens the connection between the oracle and the 

narrative. The first two oracles include references to the prose section of the Balaam 

narrative, while the last two seem much less closely related to it. By quoting Isaac's 

blessing to Jacob, the redactor is playing on one of the main motifs of the story. In 

chapter 22, verse 6, Balak says to Balaam: "For I know that he whom you bless is 

blessed, and he whom you curse is cursed".  Verse 24:9 sheds an ironic light on 
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Balak's expectation: it's not Balaam who decrees who is blessed or cursed, but God 

and God has ordained that the criteria for being blessed are connected with the 

blessing of Israel. 

The first part of the verse serves a similar goal, by employing the imagery of the lion 

which was already mentioned in 23:24. Thus, the addition in 24:9 strengthens both the 

connection between the prose and the oracles and between the oracles themselves. 

Another motivation for the addition of v. 9 from Genesis 49 might be related to an 

exegetical problem in the previous verse. Verse 8 describes someone (it is unclear 

whether it is God or Israel) eating up the nations, his adversaries, breaking their 

bones in pieces and crushing their loins (instead of  	�
�"arrows" read  	�
�� "loins" as 

in the Syriac, which also makes more sense).  This is most likely to be understood as a 

metaphor, and by being a metaphor it draws it strength from not limiting the imagery 

by a simile (such as saying: he will defeat the enemies like a beast that eats its prey). 

By not adding such a simile, the verse bears more power, for it may be interpreted not 

on a metaphorical level at all, but as a depiction of God literally eating his enemies up 

and breaking their bones. This would also fit the image of God as a wild ox, as the 

beginning of the verse implies. But a later author may have felt uneasy with the 

ambiguity of the metaphor, or even more so with the direct image of God as a beast. 

For precisely this reason he wished to add in the simile of the lions. Furthermore, this 

addition plays with the simile in 23:24. The lion in chapter 23, will not lie down till he 

devours the prey and drinks the blood of the slain, it rears up and is rampant. In 

chapter 24 it is depicted as kneeling and lying down, probably after it has devoured its 

prey. Thus, two opposing images of the lion are employed to convey similar ideas of 

strength. 
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To sum up my conclusions to this point: This addition was done by a redactor who did 

not feel competent in writing verse on his own. However, this is not to say that he 

lacked literary sensitivity in any way. By choosing the two verses from Genesis and 

skillfully incorporating them in Numbers 24, it benefited in more than one way. It tied 

the oracles between themselves and to the prose in which they are set; it clarified an 

ambiguity in Numbers 23:9, and added irony and complex imagery into the text. 

 

As mentioned above, two variants exist between the first part of Num. 24:9 and Gen. 

49:9. The change of form in the word for lion, ��� or ���� has no significance. The 

other variant is the second verb that describes the lion. Does he kneel and couch as in 

Gen. 49:9, or does he kneel and lie down, as in Numbers? Since we established that 

Numbers is borrowing from Genesis, it is obvious that the change must have taken 

place in Numbers, too. The question remains, however, whether this change of verb 

was made in the original addition of the verb to Numbers, by the same redactor who 

decided to insert this addition in the first place, or whether we have grounds to believe 

that the original verse in Numbers was a word for word quote from Genesis, when a 

later copyist changed the word in Numbers from ��� to ���. 

The first place to search for an answer is in the ancient versions. A copy of the book 

of Numbers found among the Dead Sea Scrolls (designated as 4QNumb or 4Q27) 

includes this verse, and displays this variant exactly: �� ��� ��]���[  he kneeled and 

couched like a li[on. The text includes a metathesis in the word ��, which is clearly 

an unintentional scribal error. Other than that, the text does present a version in 

Numbers which is closer to Genesis. The text breaks off in the middle of the word 

"Lion", but if Cross and Ulrich's construction is correct, based on the spaces left to the 

end of the column, the text even included the same version as Genesis for lion (the 
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longer form "�����"), which would make the similarity between Numbers 24:9 to 

Genesis 49:9 complete.  

The significance of an ancient Hebrew variant is due to the close semantic field of all 

three words: ��, ���, and ��� are in any case not too far in meaning. Thus, the task 

of reconstructing a Hebrew Vorlage behind other versions such as the Septuagint or 

the Vulgate, becomes more difficult compared to other cases when the Hebrew 

equivalent is much more apparent. In the Vulgate, for example, the word that 

translates "couched" in Genesis 49:9 (accubuisti) is used in Numbers 24:9 to translate 

the first verb "kneel" (accubans). It is also used to translate the verb "lie down" in the 

second oracle of Balaam (23:24). The verb dormivit (sleep) which according to its 

place in the verse translates "lie down" in Num. 24:9, again does not reflect a different 

Hebrew version, but rather an attempt to nuance the Hebrew verbs. Furthermore, the 

fact that we do not find consistency even when the word for "lie down" appears twice 

within a span of 16 verses (Num. 23:24 and Num. 24:9), shows that the translation 

here is offering various terms for animals lying down, and not a reflection of various 

Hebrew versions. 

I began with the Vulgate because it tends to reflect the Masoretic text. The Septuagint, 

however, is not of much help, either, in trying to retrieve a Hebrew Vorlage for 

Numbers 24:9. In Genesis 49:9 we have �������� (from ����������) for "kneel" 

and ��������� (from ������) for "couch". In Numbers 24:9 we have a different 

word for "kneel" (�����������, from �����������), and yet another for what the 

Hebrew reads as "lie down" – ���������� (from ���������). It is true, as some 

have pointed it, that the verb ��������� does reflect an original Hebrew of 

"couched", for example in Genesis 29:2, Isaiah 13:21 and others, but it also denotes 
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more than ten different words in biblical Hebrew! How can we be sure that here it 

reflects an original "couch – ���"?  

In the Aramaic Targum and the Samaritan Targum we are faced with the same 

problem: these verbs, ��, ��� and ��� are close enough in their semantic field, to 

have several translations, sometimes even alternating between them.4 The only 

concise evidence we are left with, therefore, is 4QNumb of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Can 

we definitely assert, based on one piece of evidence against the Masoretic text, that 

this was the original in Numbers? What if the mistake lies in the scroll, and not the 

other way round? 

Since the solution cannot be based solely on the ancient versions, we must turn to see 

if this variant bears any significance on a literary or content level. The exegetical 

benefits of the addition of this verse have just been discussed. When trying to think if 

either of the verbs "��� – couched" or "��� – lie down" would support the exegetical 

motivation for the addition, ��� (lie down) seems favorable again. First, it alludes to 

the other imagery of the lion in Numbers 23:24 by using the same verb (and note the 

fact that another verb appears in both verses �	�� – rise / rouse). 

The verbs �� and ��� appear together only in one more verse in the Hebrew Bible, 

besides this one. This is the last verse on your handout, Judges 5:27. Referring to 

Sisera and Jael, the verse reads: At her feet he kneeled, he fell, he lay down; at her feet 

he kneeled and fell. Where he kneeled, there he fell, done to death. Thus the redactor 

who employed two verses from Genesis, also evokes the Song of Deborah with the 

replacement of one verb. 

What does such a connection give us? First of all, it points to thematic connections 

between two biblical narratives in a way we find later on in Midrash. Jael, who is not 

                                                
4 This is also evident in all modern English translations, and posed a great difficulty for me in preparing 
this paper – I was not able to follow any standard translation in full for all the verses under discussion. 
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an Israelite, is blessed by Deborah the Prophetess, because she came to the assistance 

of Israel. And those who did not come to the aid of the angel of god (a term that 

appears also in Numbers 22) are cursed. The riders of white Jennies in v. 10 of Judges 

can also evoke the picture of Balaam for an ancient interpreter (note the obscure word 

 !"�  which evokes one of the mentioned origins of Balaam in Numbers, Midian). 

The figure of Balaam underwent changes in Biblical tradition. He began as a 

legitimate prophet to whom God reveals himself and ended as a magician (Joshua 

13:22), an enemy, and in the Dead Sea Scrolls – a false prophet. Traces of the 

favourable view can still be found in the earlier stratum of the Balaam narrative in 

Numbers 22-24, and in Micah 6:5.5 This tradition probably developed around an 

historical figure, as we can assert from the ostraca found in Dier 'Alla. Later on, when 

the idea of a non-Israelite prophet became offensive, other traditions began to 

develop, describing him as an accomplice to Balak. The story of the ass was added at 

this point, to show that Balaam was not a true prophet and to taunt him, that his beast 

had more revelatory powers than he himself did. 

The redactor who added 24:9 to the third oracle, knew the story of the ass and shared 

the same unfavourable view of Balaam. We can assert this by the quotation from Gen. 

27, which mocks Balak's conception of Balaam's powers and at the same time assures 

the reader that it is not so. The conflation of the verbs "kneel" and "lie down" evokes 

in the reader the story of Sisera, and thus convey a message of how God defeats all its 

enemies.  The explicit quotation is saying something positive of Israel, but the 

perceptive reader will realize the equation of Balaam with Sisera, accompanied by the 

hope that concludes the poem of Deborah: ""So will perish all your enemies, O Lord". 

                                                
5� Perhaps also Judges 11:25. For other views of Balaam see Num. 31:8, 16; Deut. 23:5-6 (=Nehem. 
13:1-2), Joshua 13:22; 24:9-10. 
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After completing a considerable amount of research for this paper, I came across an 

old paper by Harry Orlinsky on this verse, published in 1945, where he quotes a 

conversation with William Albright, who remarked as an afterthought: "a scribe may 

unconsciously have been influenced by ��� �� in Judges 5". It is rather frustrating, 

though unsurprising, to find that a connection which one has toiled to establish, was 

recognized so easily by one of the giants of our field. I can only hope that I managed 

to convince you that the relation between Num. 24:9 and Judges 5:27 is not a product 

of an unconscious scribal error, but rather of intentional redaction activity. 
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