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HE IS A STAR!    Numbers 24:15-19


President George W. Bush.  Actor Brad Pitt.  Singer Brittany Spears.  Quarterback Brett Favre.  What do these four people all have in common?  They are well known people.  They are considered as stars by some in their respective fields of work.  Most people have certain people that they admire and look up to because they have been able to accomplish some great things in the field of work they have entered.


As we begin the season of Advent we are reminded of a greater star.  This star means more than any other person that has ever lived on this earth or ever will.  Today we will examine words spoken by an ancient psychic or fortuneteller hired by a king to curse the children of Israel, the people of God.  This fortuneteller speaks of A STAR.  As we study these words which were inspired by God we want to learn I) Who Is This Star and also II) What Will This Star Do.

The Historical Background to this Reading

Six hundred three thousand five hundred and fifty men!  That’s how many men twenty years and older were in the camp of the children of Israel forty years after they had left Egypt.  This number did not include the men from the tribe of Levi.  They numbered 23,000 but that was from one month old and up.  To this number you add the women and children and you have a group of people well over two million.  They are a people without a country.  They are wandering through various nations, setting up camp and then moving on.  They have been known to destroy people who oppose them and overrun their country.  They have just destroyed the nation of the Amorites, killing the king and all of his army leaving no survivors.  This is an area, which today is part of Jordan.  Why had they done this?  They had asked permission to pass through the land of the Amorites, as they were moving on to the land that God had promised them.  However, the King of the Amorites and the King of Bashan refused passage and mustered their armies to go out and attack the children of Israel.  The Israelites defended themselves and destroyed these kings and their armies.  Now this great number of people is on the border of the nation of Moab.  They are camped along the Jordan River just east of the city of Jericho.  The King of Moab is terrified.  What is he going to do?  He knows what the Israelites have done.  He knows that his armies cannot defeat this great people and their God who fights for them.

What would you do?  The King of Moab, King Balak, decides to hire a sorcerer, a fortuneteller to curse the Israelites.  He reasons that perhaps if someone curses the children of Israel, he and his armies might be able to defeat them and not suffer the same fate as his neighbors, the Amorites have.  Balak sends a team of men to hire a sorcerer named Balaam.  Balaam at first refuses to go and do what the King of Moab asked of him.  Balak then sends another delegation of more influential men offering Balaam more money.  Balaam finally goes although he tells the delegation he can only say what God puts in his mouth.  Three times King Balak tries to have Balaam curse the children of Israel and all Balaam does is bless God’s people.  Naturally the King is becoming upset and angry.  He is offering huge sums of money to have this sorcerer curse the people of God and he just keeps on pronouncing blessings upon them.  Finally Balak summons Balaam and tells him to go home and says he won’t reward him for what he has said.  Before Balaam leaves he tells the king of Moab, “Now I am going back to my people, but come let me warn you of what this people will do to your people in the days to come.” (Numbers 24:14)  This fourth prophecy of Balaam is the one, which speaks of the star.

WHO IS THE STAR?

Listen to the beginning of Balaam’s prophecy.  “The oracle of Balaam, son of Beor, the oracle of one whose eye sees clearly, the oracle of one who hears the words of God, who has knowledge from the Most High, who sees a vision from the Almighty, who falls prostrate, and whose eyes are opened.” (Vv. 15-16)  These words that Balaam is about to utter are not his own thoughts and ideas.  These are the words of the Almighty God.  God has revealed to Balaam what he is about to say.  Now comes the revelation from God, “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near.  A star will come out of Jacob and a scepter will rise out of Israel.” (v. 17a) Someone is going to come out of Jacob who will be a star.  He will be a great and powerful person.  He will accomplish great and spectacular things. This someone will carry a scepter.  He will be a great king.

Now who is this person who is to come?  Who is this great king?  This prophecy has two fulfillments as do a number of the prophecies in the Old Testament.  This prophecy was fulfilled in King David when he came out of Jacob and he conquered this entire area of the world and made Israel a great and powerful nation.  But David’s greater Son, Jesus Christ, a descendant of Jacob, is also this great star.  He came and conquered all the enemies of the people of God and he is coming again to finally destroy his people’s enemies at the end of time.

The prophecy notes that the person who is to come will come from Jacob.  David was a descendant of Judah, the fourth son of Jacob.  Jesus Christ also descended from the tribe of Judah and from the family of David.  So both of these stars came from Jacob.  The prophecy also notes that a scepter will rise out of Israel. The Lord changed Jacob’s name to Israel.  A scepter was a symbol of royalty.  David became the king of Israel who succeeded Israel’s first king, Saul.  Jesus Christ is also a king.  As Jesus told the Roman Governor Pilate at his trial, “You are right in saying I am a king.  In fact, for this reason I came into the world, to testify to the truth.”  (John 18:37)

Centuries after Balaam’s prophesy other astrologers from the east who practiced the same profession as Balaam came to Jerusalem and said, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?  We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.”  (Matthew 2:2)  Balaam had been referring to a person, but these men who must have had access to Balaam’s prophecy understood this to mean a star in the sky.  So when a special phenomena occurred in the sky they knew that a special king had been born in Israel.  How did these men have access to the Old Testament?  Remember the children of Israel were in captivity in Babylon, modern day Iraq, for 70 years.  They took the Scriptures with them and they shared God’s Word with the people of Babylon.  It is probably here where these astrologers gained access to the prophecy of Balaam.

WHAT WILL THIS STAR DO?

Balaam doesn’t just speak about a special star.  He goes on to tell us what this star will do.  He says, “He will crush the foreheads of Moab, the skulls of all the sons of Sheth (or the sons of the tumult of war).   Edom will be conquered; Seir, his enemy will be conquered, but Israel will grow strong.  A ruler will come out of Jacob and destroy the survivors of the city.”  (Vv. 17b-19)  These are not words that the King of Moab wanted to hear.  His nation would be destroyed and the children of Israel would conquer his people.  In addition surrounding nations would also be overrun and conquered.

When David became King of Israel he did conquer Moab and the surrounding areas.  We read in 2 Samuel 8  “David also defeated the Moabites. (2 Sam 8:2a)  “. all the Edomites became subject to David” (2 Sam 8:14b) The immediate fulfillment of Balaam’s prophecy is found in King David.

However, a greater fulfillment is found in our King Jesus Christ.  He as a great and shining star did things more wonderful than David ever could do.  Jesus destroyed the enemies that daily battle us.  Daily you and I struggle with temptation.  Daily we lose the battle with evil thoughts, with unkind and curse words.  Daily we struggle to do what is right and so often fail.  But our star and king Jesus fought that battle successfully for us.  Daily for 33 years he faced the same temptations that we do.  But he overcame every temptation the devil and the unbelieving world set before him.  He lived a perfect and holy life for you and me.  He did good to all people.  He was kind, loving, forgiving and helpful.  Then Jesus faced our final enemy death.  He battled death.  He faced being separated from God’s blessings and enduring the torments and punishment of hell.  The good news is that Jesus defeated death.  He came back to life.  Eternal death has been overcome.  Physical death has lost its hold.  That victory is now yours and mine.  Jesus our great star shares that victory with us.

“Israel will grow strong.” (v. 18c) We are the people of Israel in 2001.  We are the people of God, his believers.  We will continue to grow strong.  As members of the Holy Christian Church we are safe and secure.  This is a message we need to hear.  As people in our nation are running scared, afraid to fly, afraid to open their mail for fear of anthrax, afraid to travel we rest secure as God’s people.  We don’t live in fear.  We are held safely and securely in the hands of our loving and forgiving Lord.  Why?  Because our star Jesus Christ is our Savior and our King.  He is in charge of this world and of our lives.  We belong to him.  He bought us with his blood.  He gave us our citizenship papers for heaven.  He promises to be with us and protect us.  He assures us that he will cause everything that happens in our lives to work for our good.

As you and I prepare to celebrate the birth of the greatest star this world has ever seen or will see.  May we share this good news as the angels did with the shepherds that first Christmas Eve.  “Don’t be afraid!  Today in the city of David a Savior has been born for you.  He is Christ the Lord.” (Luke 2:10a & 11)

                                                                                          Amen.

