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Torah Talk for Balak 5782   Num 22:2-25:9 
 
Num. 23:7  He took up his theme [ $ָ֖לְׁשמ ֥אִָּׂשַּיו ], and said:  
 From Aram has Balak brought me, 
 Moab’s king from the hills of the East: 
 Come, curse me Jacob, 
 Come, tell Israel’s doom! 
 
Num. 23:18  And he took up his theme, and said:  
 Up, Balak, attend, 
 Give ear unto me, son of Zippor! 
 
Num. 24:3  Taking up his theme, he said: 
 Word of Balaam son of Beor, 
 Word of the man whose eye is true, 
 
Num. 24:15  He took up his theme, and said:  
 Word of Balaam son of Beor, 
 Word of the man whose eye is true, 
 
Num. 24:20    He saw Amalek and, taking up his theme, he said: 
 A leading nation is Amalek; 
 But its fate is to perish forever. 
 
Num. 24:21    He saw the Kenites and, taking up his theme, he said: 
 Though your abode be secure, 
 And your nest be set among cliffs, 
 
Num. 24:23    He took up his theme and said: 
 Alas, who can survive except God has willed it! 
 
Is. 14:4   you shall recite this song of scorn over the king of Babylon 
Mic. 2:4     In that day, One shall recite a poem about you 
Hab. 2:6   Surely all these shall pronounce a satire against him 
Job 27:1     Job again took up his theme and said 
Job 29:1     Job again took up his theme and said 
 
Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
7. In a raised voice, he recited his balanced verse, speaking. The translation of the term 

masal as “balanced verse” has been explained in Notes to Numbers 21:27, in clarifying the role 
of the mōšelı̂m, the ancient bards who composed and recited this genre of poetry. Idiomatic 
wayyiśśāʾ ʾet mešālô wayȳoʾmar “He recited (literally “raised, lifted”) his balanced verse, 
speaking” recalls wayyiśśāʾ qôlô wayyiqrāʾ “He raised his voice, calling out” (Judg 9:7), or 
wayyiśśāʾ ʾet qôlô wayyēbk “He raised his voice in weeping” (Gen 29:11). Ugaritic orations are 
often introduced similarly: yšu/tšu gh wy/tṣḥ “He/she raised his/her voice, and cried out” 
(Whitaker 1972:160, s.v. g “voice”; KTU2 1.2. III, 15; 1.4. II, 21, VII, 22; 1.6. IV, 9). What has 
happened here is that one “raises” the recitation rather than the voice. See Isa 14:4: wenāśāʾta 
hammāšāl hazzeh “In a loud voice, recite this balanced verse.” Cf. the noun maśśāʾ (from manśāʾ, 
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namely, “what is recited in a raised voice, aloud”), referring to a prophetic pronouncement (Isa 
13:1, 15:1, and so forth). 

27a. that the composers of mešālı̂m recite. 
The participial form mōšelı̂m “composers of mešālı̂m” is denominative of the noun māšāl, 

whose meaning requires clarification. Anticipating the captions to the Balaam orations that 
characterize each of those poems, in turn, as a māšāl, it would be well to discuss this genre 
here. We are called upon to explain the basis on which each of these poems has been 
designated a māšāl. 

In all that has been said about the māšāl as a genre of biblical compositions two viewpoints 
have dominated the discussion: (a) In the first instance, the māšāl is so-called because of its 
content, in that it establishes a comparison between similar concepts and phenomena, and then 
derives meaning from this comparison; and (b) the māšāl is so-called by virtue of its form, in 
that it is composed of two hemistich or longer verses of similar length or valence. 

 
Jacqueline Vayntrub, “To Take Up a Parable,” VT 66 (2016) 627-645 
KJV (1611) “And he took up his parable.” 
Gray (1903) “And he took up his discourse.” 
Noth (1966) “Da hob er seinen Spruch an.” “And [he] took up his discourse.” 
NIV (1978) “Then [he] uttered his parable.” 
NRSV (1989) “Then [he] uttered his oracle.” 
Milgrom (1990) “He took up his theme.” 
The phrase NŚʾ mashal  should be understood as related to NŚʾ qol, and elliptical for the “voice” 

element. The verb NŚʾ, since it means something like “to carry forth,” is a metaphor of movement for 
how the human voice is projected in performance. 

… 
The idiom is used by frame speakers to describe speech performance. In English, the phrase “to 

speak out,” effectively designates speech performance without resorting to phrases such as “to raise 
one’s voice,” that may have been shaped by the very translation strategy examined in this study. 
Moreover, “to speak out” translates the sense of the metaphor for speech performance employed by 
Biblical Hebrew NŚʾ. 

Nevertheless, questions persist. Why is one mashal introduced by a frame speaker with this 
formula and another not? Why are the mashal performances of Balaam in Num 23-24, the future 
mashal over the king of Babylon in Is 14 and of the audience in Mic 2, and of two whole chapters of 
Job introduced by speakers with NŚʾ, but all the others with either the cognate MŠL or simply ʾMR, 
“to utter”? Is there something particular about these performances that warrant such specialized 
introduction? Specifically, is there a formal or functional connection between mashal performance 
and qinah performance that can elucidate their use in this phrase? Perhaps the selection and use of 
the idiom over ʾMR or MŠL is a matter of long-standing convention in ancient Israelite literary 
production. The data set is not representative of the entire ancient Israelite literary tradition, and 
the phrase occurs infrequently in comparison to other phrases for introducing direct speech, so these 
questions may remain unanswered. 

 
Job 27:1     Job again took up his theme and said  ַֹּיו ׃רַֽמֹאַּיו ֹו֗לָׁשְמ תֵ֥אְׂש בֹוּיִ֭א ףֶס֣  
JSB [Greenstein]: 1: The odd introductory line is copied from 29.1. 
AB [Pope]:  1. continued. Literally “added to lift up,” i.e., “took up again.” This remark 

was felt to be needed after the order of parts of the preceding discourses had been jumbled; cf. 
Introduction p. XX. The same note is added in 29:1 after the disjunction caused by the long 
extraneous poem (28) on the elusive character of wisdom. 


