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Summer is over and children are going back to school, The new academic year 
starts in October after the Jewish Holidays, and here at the office preparing for 
that means that we are reviewing applicants for the student scholarships. This 
year we plan to assist twenty messianic students with their tuition fees. The choice 
is always a difficult one because the applicants are all very good students and 
dedicated believers. Among those applying are Jews and Arabs, many are coming 
from families who immigrated from Russia, Ukraine, and Ethiopia. Several young 
people are coming from broken homes, and are not getting any financial support 
from their families. At Netivyah we are doing our best in helping these young people 
to build a better future and to succeed professionally.  Netivyah Board will review 
the applications and choose those who need it the most. It is so important to help 
these young people, not just individually but as part of our vision for the messianic 
body in Israel to develop, and integrate into Israeli society. We wish we could help 
them all!

The Jewish High Holidays will begin at the end of September and we are getting 
ready to celebrate them together as a congregation. As it has become our custom, 
for Rosh HaShanah (the Jewish New Year) we are planning on having a large 
community dinner will many traditional dishes, and reading special blessings as 
we eat them. Jewish holidays are often organized around the traditional Holiday 
meal, allowing us to build a community, to reconnect with our family members and 
to teach the new generations the Biblical Truth. Eating symbolic foods is a very 
helpful way of getting the message even to the youngest children.

Rosh Hashana is followed by the Day of Atonement, the most important day in the 
Jewish Calendar, when we fast, confess our sins, and ask God for his forgiveness 
and salvation for each of us personally and also for the entire nation. This year, after 
a two-year break due to COVID restrictions, we decided to restore our decades-old 
tradition and spend Yom Kippur together as a congregation. Since nobody is driving 
on Yom Kippur, we are planning on staying together in one of the hotels, within a 
short walking distance from our congregation. We are happy and grateful that it is 
possible again after missing it for two years.

We continue to operate the Hamotzi food center, providing nutritional security 
to so many Jerusalem families of various backgrounds, with the cost of living 
skyrocketing, it is even more essential than ever to continue this project.

Joseph and Marcia are back in Israel after a long teaching tour in USA and Brazil.

I would also like to thank an incredible artist - Elhanan ben-Avraham for his 
gracious permission to use his art in this issue of the Teaching from Zion.

Blessings and happy holidays,

Daniel Stern and the Netivyah Staff

ANIMALS 

BIBLE
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by Elhanan ben-Avraham

nimals have been there from the very beginning, 
created even before the Man. The first of animal 
life is called “taninim gadolim” (Genesis 1:21) 

which translated literally is “the great crocodiles” (there 
is no biblical word for reptiles and may well describe the 
earliest sea-going dinosaurs).  Animals, who are called 
like men nephesh chayyāh

 play important roles ,(living souls, living beings - נפש חייה) 
throughout the Bible, both physically and symbolically.  
The Garden of Eden was rife with peaceful animal life, 
Noah’s ark bore all the remnant of animals after the Flood 
that we know today, Jonah was delivered to his destination 
by a great fish, a ram was provided in place of Abraham’s 
son Isaak, the blood of the lamb would be the Passover, 
Balaam’s donkey spoke the word of God, King David 
slew lions and bears before confronting Goliath, Samson 
displayed his great strength against a lion, Daniel appeased 
a den of hungry lions, animals paid the price of human 
sin being sacrificed on the altar of the Jerusalem Temple, 
and a humble donkey bore the Messiah into Jerusalem 
on its back.  The lion is the symbol of both Judah and its 
Messiah, and, in the great Restoration, animals will once 
again dwell peacefully with humankind in a kingdom of 
God. Some of these, I have depicted in my art here in the 
pages of Teaching from Zion, which I pray that readers 
will find edifying and enjoyable.

THE ART OF 
ANIMALS
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The lion is the symbol 
of both Judah and its 
Messiah, and, in the great 
Restoration, animals will 
once again dwell peacefully 
with humankind in a 
kingdom of God.
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ANIMALS IN GOD’S SIGHT 

t may come as a surprise to some 
that animals are very precious 
in the sight of the Lord, even the 

wild “beasts of the field”. In a time 
when the people of Judah had strayed 
in large numbers from their holy faith 
in the Lord, there was a blight that 
came over their land. We read in the 
Book of Joel of the Lord’s “great army” 
that He sent among them because of 
their disobedience. The “great army” 
consisted of locusts, caterpillars, 
cankerworms, and a variety if scavenger 
insects that had laid waste to their good 
agricultural land (Joel 2:25). 

In Joel 1:17-20, one reads, “the seed is 
rotten under their clods, the barns are 
broken down, … the corn is withered.”

And about the animals, “How do the 
beasts groan! The herds of cattle 
are perplexed because they have no 
pasture. Yea, the flocks of sheep are 
made desolate.” And again, in Joel 
1:20, we see the prophet Joel ‘s distress 
on behalf of the animals in his words to 
the Lord, “The beasts of the field cry 
also unto thee.” 

It would seem as though the wild beasts 

might be asking, “Don’t our lives 
matter to our Maker as our hunger only 
gets worse? What could have happened 
to our usually fertile pastureland?”

We learn that the Lord had sent dearth 
to His people Judah as a punishment for 
their waywardness, but when the Lord 
calls for the people to “turn ye unto 
me with all your heart and with fasting 
and with weeping and mourning,” 
the religious leaders in their turn call 
for a solemn assembly for this very 
purpose. This coming together in true 
repentance does, in fact, take place, and 

by Betsy Ramsay
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circumstances subsequently improve 
for both the people and the animals.

The lives of the animals do matter to 
their Maker as we read in Joel 2:22, 
“Be not afraid, oh ye beasts of the 
field, for the pastures of the wilderness 
do spring, for the tree bears her fruit, 
the fig tree and the vine do yield 
their strength.” I myself find it both 
touching and beautiful that we can read 
here these words of the Lord’s special 
concern for the animals.

Another interesting mention of “the 

beasts” appears in the account of the 
Lord Yeshua who, immediately after 
being baptized by his cousin John, is 
driven by the Spirit of God into the 
wilderness to fast and pray there for 
forty days. He would, in this situation, 
need to stand firm against wily words 
of Satan, the enemy of our souls, who 
was there with the goal of making the 
Son of God fall into sin and temptation 
at the very moment when He was about 
to set out on His God-given, sin-free 
ministry. We read here that there were 
wild beasts in this place and, happily, 
also angels with the task of ministering 

unto Yeshua and protecting Him (Mark 
1:12-13).

Turning far back in time now to the 
days of Noah and to the colossal task 
it would seem was set before him to 
round up all the animals then existing 
on earth and bring them as male and 
female couples into the ark, he must 
have been an exceptional hunter at 
the very least! But no! As we read the 
account in Gen. 7:14-16, the animals, 
seemingly sensing that danger was 
near, went in of their own free will and 
in an orderly fashion, two and two as 

the Lord God 
made a covenant 
with Noah never 
again to destroy 
all mankind by a 
flood covering the 
whole earth. What 
is so interesting is 
that this covenant 
is indicated as 
having been made 
also with the 
animals.
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the Lord had determined. Here, indeed, 
we see that the animals were, in fact, 
more sensitive to the times than the 
majority of mankind, and they took the 
only option available to them to save 
their lives.

When the flood finally subsided after 
forty days of survival in the ark by 
mankind plus by one male and one 
female representative of every living 
creature, the Lord God made a covenant 
with Noah never again to destroy all 
mankind by a flood covering the whole 
earth. What is so interesting is that this 
covenant is indicated as having been 
made also with the animals (Genesis 
9:8-17).

“I set my bow in the cloud and this 
will be the sign of the covenant which 
I make between me and you and every 
living creature that is with you for all 
generations.”

Three times in this passage, we 
read about this everlasting covenant 
between the Lord and every living 

creature, thus signifying its enormous 
importance. Clearly, in God’s sight, 
not only every human but also every 
animal is of great importance to Him!

Now, let’s move on to a later event 
recounted in the Book of Esther! 
At a banquet that she had arranged 
Esther, the queen had successfully 
presented her urgent request to 
King Ahasuerus, her spouse, to 
spare the lives of her people, the 
Jews. Esther was at the time queen 
over a great domain reaching from 
India to Ethiopia. At that point, her 
Jewish people had been condemned 
to violent death wherever they were 
to be found in the kingdom on a date 
only a few days hence. 

Now, the King had agreed with 
Queen Esther to totally reverse this 

grim measure, and the problem at hand 
was how to make it known throughout 
his kingdom that the Jews should be 
spared. We are talking about getting 
this message out within a few days’ time 
to the magistrates and total population 
of a kingdom extending over 127 
provinces. It is common knowledge 
today that in those days there was 
no electronic communication, much 
less travel by plane, train, or car. So 
how was the entire population to be 
informed on such short notice? 

The answer is simple. They “sent 
letters by posts on horseback and 
riders on mules, camels, and young 
dromedaries”. Yes, in this remarkable 
manner, the invaluable animals were 
the vehicles available to get the 
message out quickly, and, in so doing, 
save the lives of the Jewish people 
throughout the whole kingdom!

The Word of God clearly indicates 
another way as well in which animals 
at times were used to carry out the 
Lord’s purposes; this time in the matter 

of performing His judgments against 
ungodliness. In Jeremiah 5:1-6, we 
read how His people in Jerusalem 
“have refused to receive correction. 
They have made their faces harder than 
a rock; They have refused to return [to 
the Lord]. For they know not the way 
of the Lord nor the judgment of their 
God…”

“Wherefore a lion out of the forest shall 
slay them and a wolf of the evenings 
shall spoil them, a leopard shall watch 
over their cities; everyone that goes out 
thence shall be torn in pieces; because 
their transgressions are many and their 
backslidings are increased.” (Jeremiah 
5:6)

Not once but several times, we see a 
similar message repeated. For example, 
the following words in Jeremiah 15:3-6 
are pretty much a repeat of the passage 
quoted above. “…Thou hast forsaken 
me. Thou art gone backward, saith the 
Lord. Therefore, will I stretch out my 
hand against thee. … I will appoint 
the dogs to tear and the fowls of the 
heaven and the beasts of the earth to 
devour and destroy.”

Now, if we move on to the account of 
Daniel in the lion’s den, this story, as 
told in the Book of Daniel (6:1-27), 
places the whole issue of animals as 
instruments of God’s divine judgment 
in a new perspective. Out of pure 
jealousy toward the prophet Daniel for 
his high standing with King Darius, 
the lords of Babylon cunningly come 
up with a scheme to cause Daniel to 
fall from his high position of authority 
with the king. Knowing that Daniel 
prayed on his knees three times a 
day making requests of his God, they 
pressure the king to sign a decree that 
no man in the kingdom be permitted 
to make a request of anyone but the 
king himself during the upcoming 
month. Likewise, the new law states 

Animals can pass 
judgment as to 
who is innocent 
and who is guilty. 
They appear to 
have an inner 
sense of the spirit 
in a person that 
reveals it.



that whoever disobeys this decree will 
be thrown into a den of lions leading 
to certain death as the men who hate 
Daniel assume. 

Then Daniel continues to make 
requests of his God three times a day as 
his enemies fully expect, and the king 
has no choice but to stand by his own 
decree and have Daniel thrown unto 
the lions.

As the story then unfolds, King Darius 
spends a sleepless night in distress 
on behalf of Daniel. And early the 
next morning, tremblingly, the king 
approaches the mouth of the lion’s 
den and cries “with a lamentable voice 
unto Daniel… O Daniel, servant of the 
living God, is your God whom you 
serve continually, able to deliver you 
from the lions?”

Daniel then responds by telling the 
king that God has sent His angel to 
shut the mouths of the lions, and they 
have not hurt him. And why haven’t 
they hurt him? Because Daniel was 
found to be innocent, and even before 
the king he had done no wrong.

So, what does this brief exchange of 
words tell us? It actually reveals 
that even animals can pass 
judgment as to who is innocent 
and who is guilty. They appear 
to have an inner sense of the 
spirit in a person that reveals 
it. And if this is so, it makes 
the den of lions in this story 
more like a court of justice 
than an abiding place for 
ferocious beasts!

So as this story comes to 
a close, the men who had 
contrived to eliminate 
Daniel from his high post are 

thrown into the lion’s den themselves 
along with their wives and children. 
For them there is no rescuing. “The 
lions had the mastery over them and 
broke all their bones in pieces…”

With this account, I will now round off 
my little study of animals in the Bible 
and what they can teach as revealed in 
words of Scripture. If we have learned 

anything from this study, we have 
certainly learned that animals 

are very important in the sight 
of God, and they even 

have been entrusted 
with divine tasks that 

the God of heaven 
and earth has 

committed to 
them.
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God has sent His angel to shut 
the mouths of the lions, and 
they have not hurt him. And why 
haven’t they hurt him? Because 
Daniel was found to be innocent
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he Bible starts with the story 
of Genesis—the creation of the 
world as we know it now. The 

sun, moon and stars were created on the 
fourth Day. On the fifth day, God created 
living creatures; first the creatures of 
the water and then the birds of the air. 
On the sixth day, God created the land 
animals, and only after the creation 
of the animal kingdom, God created 
Adam and Eve. The order of creation 
is of great importance, not only for the 
religious people of the world, but also 
if we examine and analyze Darwin’s 
theory, we see that the order that Darwin 
envisioned for the development of life 
on Earth fits the Genesis account, and 
the humans are the crown of God’s 
creation—the last and the highest. 

The animal kingdom exists all over 
the Earth—in the seas and oceans are 
thousands of species of great variety from 
microscopic to even giant animals—
and all were created before Adam and 
Eve. The Rabbinical interpretation is 
that all of nature including the animals 
were created for man to enjoy and use 
but also to learn from the animals some 
very important lessons. One of the most 
famous is the injunction of the book of 
Proverbs:

“Go to the ant, you sluggard! Consider 
her ways and be wise, which, having no 
captain, overseer, or ruler, provides her 
supplies in the summer, and gathers her 
food in the harvest. How long will you 
slumber, O sluggard? When will you 

rise from your sleep?” (Proverbs 6:6-9 
NKJV)

And, “The ants are a nation (people) not 
strong, yet they prepare their food in the 
summer.”

(Proverbs 30:25 NKJV)

Often times, the last thing that religious 
circles think about is learning from the 
Animal Kingdom. However, the biblical 
narratives from Genesis to Revelation 
reveal the wisdom and importance of 
learning from the Animal Kingdom. 
First, it is surprising the amount of 
animal stories in the Bible, and second of 
how much attention the Holy Spirit has 
given to animals and what an important 
role they play in the life of our biblical 
heroes.

Before I address my favorite biblical 
animal, I would like to just give a general 
picture of the broad variety of animals 
that the Biblical narrative mentions. I 
personally was surprised to see the list of 
animals that are mentioned in the Bible. 

God, the Father and Creator of all of 
nature, created animals, plants, even 
viruses, and plagues. We are intelligent 
creatures with powers that as far as we 
know the animals don’t possess, like 
imagination, and the creative power 

by Joseph Shulam

The animal kingdom exists all over 
the Earth-in the seas and oceans 
are thousands of species of great 
variety from microscopic to even 
giant animals-and all were created 
before Adam and Eve.

LEARNING 
FROM THE 
ANIMALS 
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to invent things and create things that 
are new and outside of the six days of 
creation of Genesis. But we often ignore 
what the animal world can teach us.

One of the most amazing things that we 
don’t really think about is the role and 
purpose and use of the Animal Kingdom 
in the Biblical narratives. In order 
to understand a little more about our 
relationship as humans with the animals, 
I would like to point out the great 
similarities between us, the human race, 
and the animal Kingdom, especially the 
mammals. 

First let me list the mammals that are 
mentioned in the Bible and their special 
features and similarities to us!

• Addax – (a light-colored, antelope 
native to the Saharan Desert), 
Deuteronomy 14:5

• Antelope – Deuteronomy 14:5, Isaiah 
51:20

• Ape – 1 Kings 10:22

• Bear – 1 Samuel 17:34-37, 2 Kings 
2:24, Isaiah 11:7, Daniel 7:5, Revelation 
13:2

• Behemoth – (Some say that Behemoth 

is the Hippopotamus). Some scholars 
think it could be a possible reference to a 
dinosaur), Job 40:15

• Camel – Genesis 24:10, Leviticus 11:4, 
Isaiah 30:6, and Matthew 3:4, 19:24, and 
23:24.

• Cow - Isaiah 11:7, Daniel 4:25, Luke 14:5

• Deer – Deuteronomy 12:15, 14:5

• Dog – Judges 7:5, 1 Kings 21:23-24, 
Ecclesiastes 9:4, Matthew 15:26-27, 
Luke 16:21, Revelation 22:15

• Donkey – Numbers 22:21-41, Isaiah 
1:3 and 30:6, John 12:14

• Fox – Judges 15:4, Nehemiah 4:3, 
Matthew 8:20, Luke 13:32

• Gazelle – Deuteronomy 12:15 and 14:5

• Goat – 1 Samuel 17:34, Genesis 15:9 
and 37:31, Daniel 8:5, Leviticus 16:7, 
Matthew 25:33

• Hare – Leviticus 11:6

• Horse – 1 Kings 4:26, 2 Kings 2:11, 
Revelation 6:2-8 and 19:14

• Hyrax – a gopher-like animal known 
as a rock badger found prolifically in the 
Ein Gedi park), Leviticus 11:5

• Hyena – Isaiah 34:14

• Lamb – Genesis 4:2, 1 Samuel 17:34

• Leopard – Isaiah 11:6, Jeremiah 13:23, 
Daniel 7:6, Revelation 13:2

• Lion – Judges 14:8, 1 Kings 13:24, 
Isaiah 30:6 and 65:25, Daniel 6:7, 
Ezekiel 1:10, 1 Peter 5:8, Revelation 4:7 
and 13:2

• Mountain Sheep – Deuteronomy 14:5

• Mule – 2 Samuel 18:9, 1 Kings 1:38

• Ox – 1 Samuel 11:7, 2 Samuel 6:6, 1 
Kings 19:20-21, Job 40:15, Isaiah 1:3, 
Ezekiel 1:10

• Pig – Leviticus 11:7, Deuteronomy 
14:8, Proverbs 11:22, Isaiah 65:4 and 
66:3, Matthew 7:6 and 8:31, 2 Peter 2:22

• Ram – Genesis 15:9, Exodus 25:5.

• Rat – Leviticus 11:29, 1 Kings 17:4

• Rodent – Isaiah 2:20

• Roe Deer – Deuteronomy 14:5

• Sheep – Exodus 12:5, 1 Samuel 17:34, 
Matthew 25:33, Luke 15:4, John 10:7

• Wild Goat – Deuteronomy 14:5

• Wild Ox – Numbers 23:22

the biblical narratives from Genesis to Revelation 
reveal the wisdom and importance of learning from 
the Animal Kingdom. 
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• Wolf – Isaiah 11:6, Matthew 7:15

This is not a full list of all the mammals, 
but it is close to a full list of the mammals 
that are mentioned in the Bible. 

Every artist leaves his fingerprints on 
his art. If I see any picture of Vincent 
Van Gogh, I can immediately identify 
it as a Van Gogh. Pablo Picasso’s style 
is immediately recognizable. When I 
look at the animal kingdom especially, I 
see the fingerprints of the Creator in the 
basic design of all the mammals. The 
mammals have two eyes, two ears, a 
nose in the middle of their face, and one 
mouth. All the mammals have two front 
legs (hands) and two hind legs. All of 
them procreate between male and female 
animals of their species. Another special 
feature of the mammals is that they can 
make sounds from their mouth. The 
sounds that the mammals make is very 
likely in order to communicate. 

The birds of feathers have an honorable 
mention in the Word of God. The list of 
birds mentioned in the Bible is just as long 
or even longer than that of the mammals. 
All the birds, like all the mammals, have 
some common characteristics. They 
have wings and beaks, and their feet 
have similarities. The same designer that 
designed the sparrow and hummingbird, 
also designed the Bald Eagle and 
pelicans. The flying insects like flies 
and mosquitoes are also designed by the 
same designer, and they all have some of 
the same features.

Here is a list of the birds and flying bugs, 
and crawling lizards and fish that are 
mentioned in the Bible from Genesis to 
Revelation:

• Buzzard – Isaiah 34:15

• Chameleon (a type of lizard with 
the ability to change color rapidly) – 
Leviticus 11:30

• Cobra – Isaiah 11:8

• Cormorant (a large black water bird) – 
Leviticus 11:17

• Crane (a type of bird) – Isaiah 38:14

• Cricket – Leviticus 11:22

• Dove – Genesis 8:8, 2 Kings 6:25, 
Matthew 3:16 and 10:16, John 2:16.

• Dragon (a monstrous land or sea 
creature.) – Isaiah 30:7

• Eagle – Exodus 19:4, Isaiah 40:31, 
Ezekiel 1:10, Daniel 7:4, Revelation 4:7 
and 12:14

• Eagle Owl – Leviticus 11:16

• Egyptian Vulture – Leviticus 11:18

• Falcon – Leviticus 11:14

• Fish – Exodus 7:18, Jonah 1:17, 
Matthew 14:17 and 17:27, Luke 24:42, 
John 21:9

• Flea – 1 Samuel 24:14 and 26:20

• Fly – Ecclesiastes 10:1

• Frog – Exodus 8:2, Revelation 16:13

• Gecko – Leviticus 11:30

• Gnat – Exodus 8:16, Matthew 23:24

• Grasshopper – Leviticus 11:22

• Great Fish (whale) – Jonah 1:17

• Great Owl – Leviticus 11:17

• Hawk – Leviticus 11:16, Job 39:26

• Heron – Leviticus 11:19

• Hoopoe (an unclean bird of unknown 
origin) – Leviticus 11:19

• Kite (a bird of prey) – Leviticus 11:14

• Leech – Proverbs 30:15

• Leviathan – (could be an earthly 
creature like a crocodile, a mythical 
sea monster of ancient literature, or a 
reference to dinosaurs), Isaiah 27:1, 
Psalms 74:14, Job 41:1

• Lizard (common sand lizard) – 
Leviticus 11:30

• Locust – Exodus 10:4, Leviticus 11:22, 
Joel 1:4, Matthew 3:4, Revelation 9:3

• Maggot – Isaiah 14:11, Mark 9:48, Job 
7:5, 17:14, and 21:26

• Mole Rat – Leviticus 11:29

• Monitor Lizard – Leviticus 11:30

• Moth – Matthew 6:19, Isaiah 50:9 & 51:8

• Mourning Dove – Isaiah 38:14

• Owl (tawny, little, short-eared, great-
horned, desert) – Leviticus 11:17, Isaiah 
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34:15, Psalms 102:6

• Partridge – 1 Samuel 26:20

• Peacock – 1 Kings 10:22

• Pigeon – Genesis 15:9, Luke 2:24

• Quail – Exodus 16:13, Numbers 11:31

• Raven – Genesis 8:7, Leviticus

• Rooster – Matthew 26:34

• Scorpion – 1 Kings 12:11 and 12:14, 
Luke 10:19, Revelation 9:3, 9:5, and 9:10.

• Seagull – Leviticus 11:16

• Serpent – Genesis 3:1, Revelation 12:9

• Short-eared Owl – Leviticus 11:16

• Snail – Psalms 58:8

• Snake – Exodus 4:3, Numbers 21:9, 
Proverbs 23:32, Isaiah 11:8, 30:6, and 59:5

• Sparrow – Matthew 10:31

• Spider – Isaiah 59:5

• Stork – Leviticus 11:19

• Swallow – Isaiah 38:14

• Turtledove – Genesis 15:9, Luke 2:24

• Viper (a poisonous snake, adder) – 
Isaiah 30:6, Proverbs 23:32

• Vulture (griffon, carrion, bearded, and 
black) – Leviticus 11:13

One of the interesting facts that needs to 
be noticed is that long before the Torah 
was given to Moses and the people who 
came out of Egypt, the Lord and Noah 
already had knowledge that there are 
animals that are good for human food 
consumption, and other animals that 
are not clean and for food. It is also 
interesting that God told Noah to take 
seven pairs of each of the clean animals 
permissible for eating but only two pairs 
from the animals that are not clean for 
human consumption. 

“And of every living thing of all flesh 

you shall bring two of every sort into the 
ark, to keep them alive with you; they 
shall be male and female. Of the birds 
after their kind, of animals after their 
kind, and of every creeping thing of the 
earth after its kind, two of every kind 
will come to you to keep them alive.” 
(Genesis 6:19-20 NKJV)

It is clear that already before Noah’s 
flood, both Noah and God knew which 
animals were clean and profitable for 
human consumption, and which were 
not to be eaten.

“You shall take with you seven each 
of every clean animal, a male and his 
female; two each of animals that are 
unclean, a male and his female; also 
seven each of birds of the air, male and 
female, to keep the species alive on the 
face of all the earth.” (Genesis 7:2-3 
NKJV)

According to the Law of Moses, there 
were both clean and unclean animals 
in the Bible. Only clean animals could 
be eaten as food (Leviticus 20:25-26). 
Certain animals were to be dedicated to 
the Lord (Exodus 13:1-2) and used in 
Israel’s sacrificial system (Leviticus 1:1-
2; 27:9-13).

The first century Jew, Philo of Alexandria, 
was the ambassador of Egypt to Rome. 
He wrote about the difference between 
the unclean animals which are not fit for 
human consumption and those animals 

that are clean (Kosher or Hallal). He 
reasoned that “clean animals” are clean 
simply because the clean animals don’t 
eat the meat of other dead animals. The 
Kosher (clean) animals are, generally 
speaking, vegetarian and not violent 
in their nature. According to Philo of 
Alexandria the kind of food that you 
eat influences your morals and your 
character. If you eat violent animals, 
your character will be more violent. 

It is interesting that in the Bible, animals 
are spoken of both literally (as in the 
creation account and the story of Noah’s 
ark) and also symbolically as in the Lion 
of the Tribe of Judah. Every tribe of 
Israel had a precious stone to represent 
it, and some were also represented by 
symbols, some of which were animals 
that reflected the tribal character, as 
in the case of the tribe of Judah. Here 
is a list of the tribes of Israel that have 
an animal which represents them (from 
Genesis 49:9ff):

• Judah is a lion’s whelp; from the prey, 
my son, you have gone up. He bows 
down, he lies down as a lion; and as a 
lion, who shall rouse him?

• Issachar is a strong donkey, lying 
down between two burdens.

• Dan shall be a serpent by the way, a 
viper by the path, that bites the horse’s 
heels so that its rider shall fall backward.

the donkey, was more open and 
more sensitive and more aware 
of the angel of the Lord than the 
prophet with the international 
reputation was.
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• Naphtali is a deer let loose; he uses 
beautiful words.

• Benjamin is a ravenous wolf; in the 
morning he shall devour the prey, and at 
night he shall divide the spoil.” 

Now, I would like to share with you 
about my favorite animal in the Bible. 
You might be surprised that my favorite 
animal in the Bible is the donkey, called 
the Jack-Ass in the old south of the 
United States of America. 

You could very well ask, Joseph why did 
you choose such a humble animal as your 
favorite? The answer to this question is a 
bit complicated. 

Although the donkey is not the first 
beast of burden to be domesticated, 
yet our Biblical heroes are mentioned 
in the Bible as riding on donkeys (not 
horses). Here is an interesting list that 
could inspire you just as it has inspired 
me for many years. Donkeys are the 
animals that were used the most by our 
forefathers in the Bible. They were the 
most useful animals for Priests, leaders, 
and kings of Israel.

Here is a list of some of the special events 
in which donkeys were used in the Bible.

1. Gen. 22:5, And Abraham said to his 
young men, “Stay here with the donkey; 
the lad and I will go yonder and worship, 
and we will come back to you.”

2. Gen. 24:35, The LORD has blessed 
my master greatly, and he has become 
great; and He has given him flocks and 
herds, silver and gold, male and female 
servants, and camels and donkeys.

3. Gen. 30:43, Thus the man became 
exceedingly prosperous, and had large 
flocks, female and male servants, and 
camels and donkeys.

4. Gen. 32:5, Jacob said to his brother 
Esau when they met upon his return with 
his family from Laban’s home in Aram. 
“I have oxen, donkeys, flocks, and male 
and female servants; and I have sent to 
tell my lord, that I may find favor in your 
sight.”

5. Gen. 42:26-27, So they loaded their 
donkeys with the grain and departed 
from there. But as one of them opened 
his sack to give his donkey feed at the 
encampment, he saw his money; and 
there it was, in the mouth of his sack.

6. Gen. 43:18, Now the men were afraid 
because they were brought into Joseph’s 
house; and they said, “It is because of the 
money, which was returned in our sacks 
the first time, that we are brought in, so 
that he may make a case against us and 
seize us, to take us as slaves with our 
donkeys.” (See also Genesis 43: 18, 24, 
and Genesis 44:13, 45:23, 47:17.)

7. Ex. 4:20, Then Moses took his wife 
and his sons and set them on a donkey, 
and he returned to the land of Egypt. And 

Moses took the rod of God in his hand.

8. Ex. 13:13, But every firstborn of a 
donkey you shall redeem with a lamb; 
and if you will not redeem it, then 
you shall break its neck. And all the 
firstborn of man among your sons you 
shall redeem. [This text is particularly 
interesting to me because it sets the 
donkey in a special place in God’s list 
of animals. The first born of the donkeys 
that died in the 10th plague in Egypt was 
to be redeemed with a lamb. Just like 
the first-born males of Israel that have to 
be redeemed by the Levites. It sets the 
donkey in a special place.]

9. Ex. 23:4-5, If you meet your enemy’s 
ox or his donkey going astray, you shall 
surely bring it back to him again. If you 
see the donkey of one who hates you 
lying under its burden, and you would 
refrain from helping it, you shall surely 
help him with it. [This is another one 
of these texts that elevates the humble 
donkey into a special place in God’s 
economy. You have an obligation to help 
and deliver even the donkey of your 
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God calls the holy days His own, not 
“Jewish”. He shared them with His 
people as a blessing and invited His 
people to observe them as a means of 
coming near to Him.

enemy who hates you if that donkey is 
lying under its burden. You have no right 
to ignore the donkey of your enemy 
if you can help it be relieved from his 
heavy burden. This for me is a fantastic 
divine and extremely important rule 
given by God’s Holy Spirit for us to learn 
from, even in today’s dealings with the 
property and animal husbandry of our 
enemies. Much to learn from this text.]

10. Ex. 23:12, “Six days you shall do your 
work, and on the seventh day you shall 
rest, that your ox and your donkey may 
rest, and the son of your female servant 
and the stranger may be refreshed.”

11. Deut. 5:14, “but the seventh day is 
the Sabbath of the LORD your God. In it 
you shall do no work: you, nor your son, 
nor your daughter, nor your male servant, 
nor your female servant, nor your ox, nor 
your donkey, nor any of your cattle, nor 
your stranger who is within your gates, 
that your male servant and your female 
servant may rest as well as you.” [This 
is another of the very special rules and 
divine injunctions that the Word of God 
gives us: the Sabbath Day, the day of rest 
for you, for your servants and even for 

your beasts of burden including your ox 
and your donkey.]

12. Deut. 5:21, “You shall not covet 
your neighbor’s wife; and you shall not 
desire your neighbor’s house, his field, 
his male servant, his female servant, 
his ox, his donkey, or anything that 
is your neighbor’s.” [This is from the 
Ten Commandments in Deuteronomy 
chapter 5, together with a neighbor’s 
wife, house, land, and servants, you 
ought not covet your neighbor’s ox or his 
donkey. Note that horses and camels are 
not explicitly mentioned.]

13. Deut. 22:3-4, “You shall do the same 
with his donkey, and so shall you do 
with his garment; with any lost thing of 
your brother’s, which he has lost, and 
you have found, you shall do likewise; 
you must not hide yourself. You shall not 
see your brother’s donkey or his ox fall 
down along the road, and hide yourself 
from them; you shall surely help him lift 
them up again.”

14. Judg. 15:15-16, He found a fresh 
jawbone of a donkey, reached out his 
hand and took it, and killed a thousand 
men with it. Then Samson said: “With 
the jawbone of a donkey, Heaps upon 
heaps, With the jawbone of a donkey I 
have slain a thousand men!” [I especially 
like this story and this text. The reason 
is simple: even a dead donkey and only 
his jawbone is useful and can serve as 
a weapon in this story. This was a very 
special donkey’s jawbone in the hands of 
a very special man, Samson.]

15. 1Sam. 25:18, 20, 23, 42, Then 
Abigail made haste and took two hundred 
loaves of bread, two skins of wine, five 
sheep already dressed, five seahs of 
roasted grain, one hundred clusters of 
raisins, and two hundred cakes of figs, 
and loaded them on donkeys. 20, So it 
was, as she rode on the donkey, that she 
went down under cover of the hill; and 

there were David and his men, coming 
down toward her, and she met them. 
23 Now when Abigail saw David, she 
dismounted quickly from the donkey, 
fell on her face before David, and bowed 
down to the ground... 42 So Abigail rose 
in haste and rode on a donkey, attended 
by five of her maidens; and she followed 
the messengers of David, and became 
his wife. [This whole story again is so 
burdened with donkeys who play a side 
role in this story, but who also show how 
important these beasts of burden are 
which are often not given a rightful place 
in our understanding of the Bible and the 
importance of this humble animal that 
is so useful in the ancient Middle East 
to our forefathers and to our biblical 
culture.

16. 2 Sam. 16:1-3, When David was a 
little past the top of the mountain, there 
was Ziba the servant of Mephibosheth, 
who met him with a couple of saddled 
donkeys, and on them two hundred 
loaves of bread, one hundred clusters of 
raisins, one hundred summer fruits, and 
a skin of wine. And the king said to Ziba, 
“What do you mean to do with these?” 
So Ziba said, “The donkeys are for the 
king’s household to ride on, the bread 
and summer fruit for the young men to 
eat, and the wine for those who are faint 
in the wilderness to drink.” [This story 
again demonstrates the place of the 
donkey in the biblical economy even in 
the service of Kings.]

17. 1 Kings 13:23-24, So it was, after he 
had eaten bread and after he had drunk, 
that he saddled the donkey for him, the 
prophet whom he had brought back. 
When he was gone, a lion met him on the 
road and killed him. And his corpse was 
thrown on the road, and the donkey stood 
by it. The lion also stood by the corpse. 
[This is a special and very unique story. A 
prophet from Judea is sent to Israel with 
specific instructions that he didn’t keep 
because he trusted a false prophet who 

Although the 
donkey is not 
the first beast 
of burden to be 
domesticated, 
yet our Biblical 
heroes are 
mentioned in the 
Bible as riding 
on donkeys
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deceived him. The prophet was deceived 
but his donkey was saved, and the lion 
that killed the deceived prophet didn’t 
damage or harm the prophet’s donkey. 
This is just another very interesting and 
important story that demonstrates the 
power of God to control and honor both 
the lion and the donkey even more than 
to honor the prophet who didn’t obey the 
rules that God gave him.]

18. Isa. 1:3, “The ox knows its owner, 
And the donkey its master’s crib; But 
Israel does not know, My people do 
not consider.” [This is the text because 
of which every nativity scene has an ox 
and a donkey. It is a kind of anti-Jewish 
statement in the Christian nativity 
tradition.]

19. Zech. 9:9, “Rejoice greatly, O 
daughter of Zion! Shout, O daughter 
of Jerusalem! Behold, your King is 
coming to you; He is just and having 
salvation, lowly and riding on a donkey, 
a colt, the foal of a donkey.” [This is 
messianic prophecy that is accepted by 
both the orthodox Jewish tradition of the 
Messianic advent into Jerusalem, and by 
Christian tradition to be a fulfillment of 
the Messianic prophecy.]

There is one more very special donkey 
that must be mentioned in this article! It 
is from Numbers 22.

So Balaam rose in the morning, saddled 
his donkey, and went with the princes of 
Moab.

Then God’s anger was aroused because 
he went, and the Angel of the LORD 
took His stand in the way as an adversary 
against him. And he was riding on his 
donkey, and his two servants were with 
him. Now the donkey saw the Angel of 
the LORD standing in the way with His 
drawn sword in His hand, and the donkey 
turned aside out of the way and went into 
the field. So Balaam struck the donkey 
to turn her back onto the road. Then the 
Angel of the LORD stood in a narrow 
path between the vineyards, with a wall 
on this side and a wall on that side. And 
when the donkey saw the Angel of the 
LORD, she pushed herself against the 
wall and crushed Balaam’s foot against 
the wall; so he struck her again. Then the 
Angel of the LORD went further, and 
stood in a narrow place where there was 
no way to turn either to the right hand or 
to the left. And when the donkey saw the 
Angel of the LORD, she lay down under 
Balaam; so Balaam’s anger was aroused, 
and he struck the donkey with his staff.

Then the LORD opened the mouth of the 
donkey, and she said to Balaam, “What 
have I done to you, that you have struck 
me these three times?”

And Balaam said to the donkey, “Because 
you have abused me. I wish there were a 
sword in my hand, for now I would kill 
you!”

So the donkey said to Balaam, “Am I not 
your donkey on which you have ridden, 
ever since I became yours, to this day? 
Was I ever disposed to do this to you?”

And he said, “No.”

Then the LORD opened Balaam’s eyes, 
and he saw the Angel of the LORD 
standing in the way with His drawn 
sword in His hand; and he bowed his 
head and fell flat on his face. And the 
Angel of the LORD said to him, “Why 
have you struck your donkey these 
three times? Behold, I have come out 
to stand against you, because your way 
is perverse before Me. The donkey saw 
Me and turned aside from Me these three 
times. If she had not turned aside from 
Me, surely, I would also have killed you 
by now, and let her live.”

And Balaam said to the Angel of the 
LORD, “I have sinned, for I did not 
know You stood in the way against me. 
Now therefore, if it displeases You, I will 
turn back.”

Then the Angel of the LORD said to 
Balaam, “Go with the men, but only the 
word that I speak to you, that you shall 
speak.” So Balaam went with the princes 
of Balak.

Now when Balak heard that Balaam was 
coming, he went out to meet him at the 
city of Moab, which is on the border at 
the Arnon, the boundary of the territory. 
(Numbers 22:21-36 NKJV)

The story of this donkey, Balaam’s 
donkey, is one of the most fascinating 
stories about animals in the Bible. What 
do we have in this story? We have the 
King of Moab, Balak, who is afraid of 
the hordes of Israelites coming out of the 
desert and crossing the land of Moab. 
He is afraid of them for three reasons: 1) 
They are a very large number of peoples. 
I say peoples and not people because with 
the Israelites coming out of Egypt, there 
were several other tribes and nations that 
joined them in this exodus by seeing 
what they did and copying. They saw 
the Israelites slaughter a lamb and put 
its blood on their door posts and lintels; 
these tribes did the same. They saw the 

there are many 
things that we 
can learn from 
the animal 
kingdom, but 
above all, I 
want to learn 
from the 
donkey!
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Israelites packing their belongings; they 
did the same. They saw the Israelites 
crossing the Red Sea on dry land; they 
walked right in with the Israelites. 
They stood under Mount Sinai with the 
Israelites and heard the Voice of the 
Almighty One speak from the top of the 
Mountain through the clouds. 2) These 
hordes of Israelites and the other tribes 
have a reputation that they have defeated 
their enemies, the Amalekites, and the 
King of Arad, and have spread fear to the 
whole region. 3) Balak was afraid that 
this great number and powerful nation 
could take his land or at least devour 
the crops and dry their wells of water 
because of their great multitude. So, 
Balak the King of Moab resorts to magic 
and witchcraft. He invited Balaam, 
the pagan prophet from Mesopotamia, 
to come and curse the Israelites with 
superstitious forces of paganism. So, 
Balak invites the number one prophet 
who had a great reputation: Balaam. 
Balak offers Balaam great riches and 
rewards for cursing Israel, believing that 
Balaam’s powers can stop the Israelites. 
The first words of Balaam when he sees 
the encampment of the Israelites are: 
“How lovely are your tents, O Jacob! 
Your dwellings, O Israel!” (Numbers 
24:5 NKJV) The interesting thing is that 
in every synagogue around the whole 
world, including ours in Jerusalem, the 
opening of the service on every Sabbath 
and Holiday is with the words of this 
arch-nemesis Balaam. Every synagogue 
for many centuries starts its service with 
these words: “How lovely are your tents, 
O Jacob! Your dwellings, O Israel!”

However, the most interesting thing 
about this story of Balaam is his donkey. 
The great international prophet Balaam 

shows some interesting characteristics. 
He states that he will not do or say what 
he doesn’t hear from the Lord or receive 
permission to do. However, the great 
prophet didn’t see or hear the angel of 
the Lord appear along the way, yet his 
donkey did see the angel of the Lord and 
hear him talk. The donkey was more of 
a prophet and more open-eyed than his 
master Balaam was. Balaam got angry at 
the donkey and raised his cane and hit 

the donkey and threatened to even kill 
the donkey. Only after the donkey spoke 
to Balaam and Balaam saw the angel 
did he understand what was happening 
with his donkey, and that the donkey was 
actually trying to save him. 

The moral of this story is that the animal, 
the donkey, was more open and more 
sensitive and more aware of the angel 
of the Lord than the prophet with the 
international reputation was. 

We are all normally not thinking of 

how important the animal kingdom is in 
God’s economy, and we normally don’t 
think that God really cares about the 
animals, or even uses the animals, but 
at every step and in every move, God 
cares and uses the trees and the rocks and 
the animals. And sometimes, on some 
rare occasions when He uses us human 
beings in His service, we can outdo the 
humility and hard work of the donkey!

We must remember that the donkey also 
eats, and needs rest, and sleeps at night; 
donkeys also like to play and enjoy 
fresh vegetables. Generally speaking, 
donkeys are faithful to their masters and 
work hard. Donkeys, like humans, have 
feelings and emotions, and they like to 
have a family and make children that 
will be just like themselves: just plain 
donkeys. 

 Ecclesiastes 3:19

“For in respect of the fate of man and the 
fate of beast, they have one and the same 
fate: as the one dies, so dies the other, 
and both have the same life breath; man 
has no superiority over beast, since both 
amount to nothing.” 

You would think that this is a pessimistic 
statement that Solomon gave us in the 
book of Ecclesiastes! I bring it here to 
say that since we and the beasts have 
the same fate, there are many things 
that we can learn from the animal 
kingdom, but above all, I want to learn 
from the donkey! Work hard, serve your 
MASTER, stay humble and enjoy your 
family, and be faithful and grateful to 
your master!
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ANIMALS IN THE BIBLE 

his brief article will be an 
overview of animals mentioned 
in the Bible. It is not a 

comprehensive list; for that you can 
refer to several online sources such as 
www.learnreligions.com/animals-in-
the-bible-700169. Instead, I will focus 
on animal species that have particular 
importance in biblical thought.

Animals are mainly mentioned in 
the bible for their symbolic value – 
courage, cruelty, meekness, wildness, 
uncleanness, etc. The perspective is 
mainly that of the rural, pastoral (sheep 
and goat herding) peasant life. There 
are no pets mentioned in the bible. 
Dogs are mentioned mainly as unclean 
carrion feeders, even feeding on human 
corpses. Herd dogs are mentioned only 
once in the bible despite the pastoral 
orientation of Israelite culture. It seems 
that Israelite shepherds had no dogs 
helping them, despite the fact that the 
dog was the first animal domesticated 
in this area.

Cats are not mentioned at all – a 
curious note since cats are native to the 
Levant, being descended from the wild 
swamp cat of Israel and certainly were 
popular human companions in Egypt. 

Clearly, the omission of animals from 
biblical mention is as interesting as 
their inclusion, and the list of animals 
in the bible does not reflect their 
abundance in the land.

I have selected the following species 
(organized by groups) to discuss:

Mammals: Sheep, Goats, Cattle, 
Camel, Horse, Donkey, Pig, Dog, 
Wolf, Jackal, Lion

Birds: Nesher, Owl, Partridge, Quail, 
Dove 

Marine and aquatic animals: Fish 
and Whales

Insects: Locust, Bee, Ant 

Mythical animals: Behemoth and 
Leviathan

The discussion of most will be quite 
brief, and I understand donkeys are 
covered in other articles in this issue, 
so I will pass them quickly. I will spend 
more time on species of particular 
interest to myself.

Mammals

Sheep and goats are the species which 
get the most attention in the bible, as 
would be expected from a pastoral 
nation. After the dog, the “small cattle” 
of sheep and goats were the earliest 
domesticated animals in the Neolithic 
period. By the time they are mentioned 
in the biblical Bronze Age, pastoralism 
had developed over thousands of years 
and already was a traditional way of 
life. 

But the sheep of the biblical period 
were not the “cotton ball” Merino 
breed; they were “hair sheep” rather 
like the South African Dorper sheep 
today, with rough, hairy wool that was 
not suitable for knitting sweaters. Their 
agility was more goatlike, the main 
difference being that sheep grazed 
while goats browsed. 

(see www.timesofisrael.com/biblical-
sheep- in- is rae l - for-firs t - t ime- in-
millennia/)

The people of Israel were often referred 
to as the “sheep” or the flock and the 
king as their “shepherd”. The sheep 
were key livelihood but were also 
loved. They symbolized gentleness but 
also stupidity, needing the shepherd to 
keep them from becoming lost or eaten 
by predators.

Biblical goats, on the other hand, 
had a reputation for intelligence and 
self-sufficiency but less value since 
they did not produce wool. There is 
a somewhat negative attitude toward 
goats in the bible. The Azazel goat of 
Yom Kippur symbolized Satan. Since 
goats also represented Pan and the 
satyrs in the Greek world, there may 
have been negative attitudes toward 
them among Jews. (The sanctuary of 
Pan at Banias in the upper Galilee had 
dancing goats as part of their religious 
rituals, for example.)

Cattle were late comers to the bible; 
most of the hill country originally 
occupied by the Israelites was 
unsuitable for them, and they would not 
have survived the desert pastoralism 
practiced by ancient Hebrews. The 
large flat valleys of the northern 
kingdom of Israel did support cattle, 
and the Philistines also had them in 
abundance; hence we read about cattle 
(oxen) being used to plough with the 
stronger, heavier Philistine iron plow, 
while the Judahites still used shallow, 
light wooden ards (wooden plough 
without a moldboard). We read of 
Saul sacrificing his plow oxen on a 
fire made from the plow when he is 
anointed king. Oxen were valuable and 
expensive to keep, compared to sheep 
and goats, but made cereal cultivation 
possible on a large scale.

by Dr. Linda Olsvig-Whittaker, Israel Nature and Parks Authority (retired)
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Oxen or bulls symbolized strength and 
power (See Num. 23:22, n. 22a; Num. 
24:8.) not only for Israelites but for all 
people in the Middle East at that time. 
They were worshipped in Egypt (the 
Apis Bull), and the horns of cattle were 
found in Near Eastern shrines even in 
Neolithic times. The first cattle were 
domesticated from the Aurochs which 
stood six feet high and weighed about 
800 pounds – the biggest animals that 
Middle Eastern people would ever 
domesticate.

Dromedary camels came late in 
domestication, about 3,000 BCE, 
roughly the end of the Bronze Age. 
They made desert travel possible. While 
they are mentioned in connection with 
Abraham, this may be an anachronism; 

Abraham was estimated to live about 
4,000 BCE, when donkeys were the 
main mode of transportation. Camels 
symbolized the desert for biblical 
people much as they do for us today.

The horse was an introduction not 
used in earliest Israelite times when 
the terrain of their homeland was not 
suitable. Later, with the settlement 
of the great Jezreel Valley and the 
conquest of the Philistine Plain, war 
horses and chariots (the horse was 
usually not ridden) became important. 
The horse symbolized royalty, pride, 
arrogance, and foreign conflict – rather 
like tanks in today’s world – but was 
also a symbol of courage and high 
spirit.

Other authors will discuss the donkey 
in detail, so I will pass by it here 
except to mention that the donkey 
was the preferred riding animal, and 
it also served for caravans before the 
domestication of camels. It was an 
ancient domestication. The onager, 
or wild ass, is a different species 
altogether, also mentioned in the bible. 

Pigs have a fascinating place in the 
bible and in local ecology as well. The 
pig is native to the Levant. It thrives 
in Israel, producing up to three litters 
of piglets per year, feeding largely 
on tubers of wild plants but with an 
omnivorous diet. Early people in this 
area ate pigs, but by the Middle Bronze 
age, the consumption of pigs declined 
among Canaanites. It is speculated 

War horses and chariots (the horse was usually 
not ridden) became important. The horse 
symbolized royalty, pride, arrogance, and foreign 
conflict – rather like tanks in today’s world – but 
was also a symbol of courage and high spirit.
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that they were not profitable to rulers 
because they produced no byproducts 
such as milk or wool which could 
be taxed. Thus, the pig was a village 
animal, and the great Bronze Age cities 
and their rulers discouraged it. 

In any case, not just Israelites but all 
people in this area had more or less 
stopped consuming pigs by the time of 
the Philistine arrival at the beginning 
of the Iron Age, so pig bones in an 
excavation are one way of determining 
whether the site is Philistine or not, but 
do not necessarily indicate an Israelite 
settlement. The Philistines introduced 
European pig genes to the local 
population of Asiatic pigs, which carry 
a European DNA profile to this day.

There is endless debate about WHY 
pigs and pork are forbidden to Jews, 
but the most likely explanation is 
that pigs cannot be kept by nomadic 
pastoral people. They fit the settled 
agricultural and urban life which 
was not practiced by early Israelites. 
The pig would represent Canaanite/
Philistine/Egyptian lifestyle to the 
quasi-Bedouin early Israelites.

The dogs of the Levant would have 
been the Canaanite breed descended 
from jackals. They were similar in 
function to pariah dogs in India – 
they consumed garbage and dead 
bodies (including human bodies). 
Far from being pets, their diet made 
them repugnant to biblical people, 
and they symbolized death, decay, and 
degradation. The same was true for 
jackals, their near kin.

The wolf was the traditional enemy 
of the shepherd, here as well as 
everywhere else in the world of 
shepherds. In biblical symbology, 
the wolf was savage and brutal, the 
ultimate predator without the dignity 
of the lion. The wolf was regarded as 

evil and destructive for the sheer sake 
of destruction. (Which actually does 
not fit real wolf behavior at all.)

Lions did occur in the Levant in biblical 
times, although never abundant. They 
too were predators but of a much 
higher order. The lion was a symbol of 
kingship, nobility, and courage. (Here 
the power of observation of early 
people may be questioned – it is in fact 
the female lioness who hunts for the 
pride, while the males actually do very 
little besides lie around and mate with 
the females, which maybe was a king’s 
ideal life…)

Birds 

Nesher is the Hebrew name for the 
griffon vulture, but it is ordinarily 
translated to English in the bible as 
“eagle”, which it is not. The griffon, 
like its American counterpart the 
condor, is one of the world’s best long-
distance fliers. The griffon vulture’s 
two-meter wingspan is the longest of 
all birds in the Middle East, and the 
griffon is able to cruise from Israel to 
Turkey and back in a week. Hence, we 
have the biblical allusions to the “wings 
of eagles” which are more appropriate 
to the griffon than any eagle species. 
These birds feed on carrion, and by this, 
their populations have been decimated 
by shooting and pesticides. Although 
protected, they are an endangered and 
declining species.

Owl: The bible actually mentions 
several species of owl: the little owl, 
the desert owl, and others. They have 
symbolic association with solitude and 
desolation, possibly because some, 
notably the desert owl (Hume’s owl) 
will inhabit dry wells, cisterns, and 
abandoned buildings for nesting. Its 
natural habitat is crevices and holes 
in cliffs, but human constructions are 
acceptable substitutes. In the Negev, 

I even found desert owls nesting in 
an abandoned outhouse toilet pit. The 
well-known biblical curse that a city is 
given to the owls and jackals reflects 
this nesting habit.

Partridge: Jeremiah 17:11, “As a 
partridge that hatches eggs which it has 
not laid, so is he who makes a fortune, 
but unjustly”. No, partridges don’t 
do that. This is a nice example of the 
biological misinformation one finds in 
folk bestiaries. But it is true that the 
chukar partridge lays a LOT of eggs, 
even though they are all her own. This 
was and remains a popular game bird 
with very tasty meat (which I myself 
have eaten, tasting much like chicken 
but better), and clearly it was hunted 
by ancient Israelites as well as modern 
Bedouin.

Quail: Numbers 11:31-33 (King James 
Version), “And there went forth a wind 
from the Lord and brought quails from 

There is endless 
debate about 
WHY pigs 
and pork are 
forbidden to 
Jews, but the 
most likely 
explanation 
is that pigs 
cannot be kept 
by nomadic 
pastoral people.



The famous “great fish” of the book of Jonah was 
probably a whale. Could a man be swallowed by a 
whale and survive? Only one species of whale, the 
sperm whale, can swallow a human and this has in 
fact happened in the recent past.
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the sea and let them fall by the camp...
and they gathered the quails...and 
while the flesh was yet between their 
teeth, ere it was chewed...the Lord 
smote the people....”

There has been endless speculation 
about what was going on in this event. 
First, quail do migrate between Africa 
and Eurasia, but are not particularly 
strong fliers. They have been observed 
dropping in masses to rest in Sinai on 
their route, exhausted. But why would 
they be fatal if eaten? One medical 
researcher offers a theory that the birds 
had been eating toxic seeds which I 
suppose is as good an explanation as 
any. (https://www.massmed.org/about/
mms-leadership/history/don-t-eat-the-
quails/) 

Quail, like partridge, are a Galliformes 
species (related to chickens) and are 
very tasty; they also produce lots of 
eggs which are also very tasty and 
popular. This would have been one 
of the delightful meats of the ancient 
Israelites.

The dove of course has great value 
in the bible as a symbol of peace and 
reconciliation due to its use in the 
story of Noah’s Flood. It also was 
an acceptable temple sacrifice for 
the poorest people (possibly because 
of this association with peace and 
reconciliation?). Oddly enough the 
dove is not a gentle bird; male doves 
have been known to savagely attack 
each other. Mourning doves are 
even known to kill each other. (Once 

again, the folk bestiary is way off.) 
Because doves were acceptable temple 
sacrifices, the Israelites bred them 
in columbaria for use as food and 
sacrifice; these domestic birds were 
notably smaller than the wild type 
(since the law specified only that two 
birds must be offered, not how big they 
must be). Hence smaller birds could be 
fed on the same amount of food as the 
wild type.

Marine and aquatic animals: 

fish and whales

Fish – especially the tilapia or “St. 
Peter’s Fish” of the Sea of Galilee 
– are important animals in the New 
Testament, partly because so much of 



the action takes place around the lake 
and because several of the disciples 
were fishermen. The “St. Peter’s Fish” 
is interesting. A plankton feeder, it 
must be netted since it will not be 
attracted to hooked bait. It is also the 
northernmost species of the Tilapia 
genus which is centered in the Great 
Lakes of Central Africa. At one time, 
the Sea of Galilee was connected by 
way of the Rift Valley to the Central 
African Lakes, and at that time the 
ancestors of St. Peter’s Fish were able 
to migrate this far north. Later tectonic 
action closed the pathway, and this 
species was left isolated far from its 
African origin.

Whales were not common in the 
Mediterranean but not unknown either. 
The famous “great fish” of the book 
of Jonah was probably a whale. Could 
a man be swallowed by a whale and 
survive? Only one species of whale, 
the sperm whale, can swallow a human 
and this has in fact happened in the 
recent past (1891). For the story read 
here: https://www.scienceabc.com/
humans/can-a-whale-swallow-you-
whole.html

Only one problem; sperm whales do 
not occur in the Mediterranean today 
although they do have a worldwide 
distribution, but perhaps in the days of 
Jonah.

Insects: Locust, Bee, Ant

The locusts of the bible are in 
fact several species of swarming 
grasshoppers, which still have the same 

behavior today. We had an invasion of 
locusts only a few years ago in Israel, 
coming up from Africa. They are quite 
large grasshoppers, and – as most bible 
students know – are the only insects 
which are kosher to eat. The abdomen 
is the eaten part, and when we had the 
swarm, some of us at the Israel Nature 
and Parks Authority decided to try 
them, sauteed in olive oil – not bad. 
One could survive on them, greatly 
improved by soy sauce and chili 
pepper. Chef Basson at Eucalyptus 
experimented with them. https://www.
greenprophet.com/2013/03/feasting-
on-locusts-a-recipe-from-moshe-
bassons-kitchen/

Biblically, in both fact and symbol, the 
locust was a plague and punishment, 
consuming all plant material in its 
path and ruining crops. This would 
mean famine – hence the permission 
to eat the locust itself was a kind of 
dispensation to enable survival. The 
devouring locust is one of the most 
powerful images from the bible, used 
for everything from invading armies to 
hungry teenagers.

Bees and hornets were considered 
similarly in the bible – as attacking 
forces. The wild bee of the Levant 
(the locals had not figured out to 
domesticate bees for honey yet) was 
aggressive like the hornet, and people 
had the experience of being chased by 
them. So, the symbolism of the bee (or 
hornet) was of an infuriated population 
chasing an enemy. (Deuteronomy 1:44, 
Isaiah 7:18)

Since the bee was not yet domesticated, 
the “honey” of the bible was almost 
certainly date syrup, and the “land of 
milk and honey” was a land of lush 
pastures and productive oases with 
date palms.

Ants get a good reputation in Proverbs 
as industrious workers who set aside 
food in the summer to carry them 
through the winter. There are many 
species of ants with very different 
habits, but most likely, this observation 
came from watching harvester ants 
(messor arenarius) going about their 
business of collecting seeds in late 
spring through summer. Their nests can 
be quite large and sometimes contain 
kilos of seeds, especially in the desert. 
This is one case where the folk bestiary 
is on target.

Mythical animals: Behemoth 

and Leviathan

We do not know exactly which animals 
these were, or whether they were indeed 
not just mythical creatures. Behemoth 
is mention in the Book of Job (Chapter 
40), and Job itself seems derived from 
local Canaanite mythology, so it may 
incorporate Near Eastern traditions of a 
giant beast of some kind. Interestingly, 
Behemoth is male, while Leviathan is 
the female sea monster counterpart. 
Leviathan is a bit easier to identify 
as the Sumerian goddess Tiamat, so 
Behemoth is also probably a memory 
of Sumerian creation myths as well 
(see http://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/
amgg/listofdeities/tiamat/index.html)

Since the bee was not yet domesticated, the 
“honey” of the bible was almost certainly date 
syrup, and the “land of milk and honey” was a 
land of lush pastures and productive oases with 
date palms.
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Summary – while the Bible is rich in 
references to animals, the emphasis is 
on those treasured by an agricultural 
and pastoral people – sheep, goats, 
donkeys, and oxen were the most 
important animals in the biblical world. 
Oxen were the possession of wealthier 
people, and horses were the possession 
of nobility and warriors. Wild animals 
were viewed from the perspective of 
farmers and shepherds and not always 
observed well; local mythology played 
a large part in their understanding of 
the natural world which was not always 
accurate.

Appendix: some biblical citations for 
the animal species mentioned in this 
article

Mammals: 

Sheep: 200 references. See for example 
Genesis 4:2, Genesis 30:32, Leviticus 
22:27, Numbers 27:17, Deuteronomy 
14:4, 2 Samuel 7:8, 2 Samuel 24:17, 
Psalm 78:52, Psalm 95:7, Song of 
Solomon 6:6, Jeremiah 50:6, Ezekiel 
34:12, Matthew 7:15, Matthew 10:6, 
John 10:3, John 10:16, John 21:16 and 
more for “lamb”; 

Goats: 150 references. For example 
Genesis 30:32, Exodus 12:5, Exodus 
26:7, Leviticus 4:23, Leviticus 16:8, 
Leviticus 16:22, Psalm 104:18 (wild 
goats = ibex), Song of Solomon 4:1, 
Daniel 8:5, Matthew 25:32; 

Cattle: 59 references. For example 
Genesis 47:17, Deuteronomy 32:14, 
1 Kings 1:25, 2 Chronicles 35:7, 
Matthew 22:4 and more for calf and 
heifer; 

Camel: 58 references. For example 
Genesis 24:10, Genesis 31:17, Genesis 

37:25, Deuteronomy 14:7, Judges 7:12, 
1 Kings 10:2, Isaiah 60:6, Matthew 
19:24; 

Horse: 184 references. For example, 
Genesis 50:9, Exodus 15:1, 
Deuteronomy 20:1, 1 Kings 4:26, 1 
Kings 10:29, 2 Kings 6:17, Job 39:19, 
Psalm 20:7; Donkey: 140 references. 
For example, Genesis 22:3, Genesis 
49:11, Exodus 13:13, Numbers 22:23, 
Deuteronomy 22:10, Job 24:5 and 
Jeremiah 2:24 (in this case the “wild 
donkey” is the “paran” or onager, a 
different species from the domestic 
donkey), Matthew 21:5

Pig (swine): 19 references. For 
example, Deuteronomy 14:8, Matthew 
7:6, Luke 8:32, Luke 15:16

Dog: 40 references. For example, 2 
Samuel 9:8, 1 Kings 14:11, 1 Kings 
21:23, Job 30:1 (a rare reference to 
shepherd dogs, and probably not of 
Israelite origin), Matthew 15:27 (rare 
reference to pet dogs)

Wolf: 12 references, For example, 
Genesis 49:27, Isaiah 11:6, Jeremiah 
5:6, Ezekiel 22:27

Jackal: 17 references. For example, Job 
30:29, Jeremiah 9:11, Jeremiah 51:37 

Lion: 122 references. For example, 
Genesis 49:9, Numbers 23:24, Judges 
14:18, 2 Samuel 17:10, 1 Kings 10:20, 
Proverbs 28:1, Isaiah 31:4, Isaiah 31:4, 
1 Peter 5:8

Birds: 

Nesher (usually translated “eagle” 
in English, but in fact a vulture): 33 
references. For example, Exodus 19:4, 
Deuteronomy 28:49, Deuteronomy 

32:11, Psalm 103:5, Isaiah 40:31

Owl (several species) 9 references. 
For example: Leviticus 11:17, Isaiah 
13:21,

Partridge, 2 references. 1 Samuel 
26:20, Jeremiah 17:11

Quail, 4 references. 16:13, Numbers 
11:31, Numbers 11:32, Psalm 105:40

Dove, 32 references. For example, 
Genesis 8:11, Song of Solomon 1:15, 
Jeremiah 48:28 

Marine and aquatic animals: fish and 
whales

Fish (mostly tilapia), 69 references. 
For example, Numbers 11:5, Matthew 
7:10, Luke 5:9

Whales 3 references Note the “big 
fish” of Jonah was a whale. Jonah 1:17, 
Jonah 2:10

Insects: 

Locust, 35 references. For example, 
Exodus 10:12, Leviticus 11:22, Judges 
6:5, Proverbs 30:27

Bees, 3 references. Deuteronomy 1:44, 
Judges 14:8, Psalm 118:12

Ant, 2 references. Proverbs 6:6, 
Proverbs 30:25

Mythical animals: 

Behemoth, 1 reference. Job 40:15

Leviathan, 5 references. Job 3:8, Job 
41:1, Psalm 74:14, Psalm 104:26, 
Isaiah 27:1
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BALAAM’S  
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eally? Really?? A talking ass??? 
Are we talking Hollywood here, 
like in the movie Shrek (which, 

by the way, is one of my favorite 
movies!)? Just so that we know what 
kind of animal (a donkey or an ass) 
that we are talking about here, ass is 
apparently a more scientifically correct 
name. However, I will use both terms, 
donkey and ass, interchangeably. 

Now, let’s get our cast of characters 
from Numbers 22:1-35 straight, 
because we may not be able to tell who 
is who from the dialogue alone.

First, we have a man, Balaam, who is 
characterized as a “prophet.” We can 
conclude that he was a big, important 
man since King Balak, king of the 
Moabites, was willing to “honor him 
greatly” and “do whatever you ask” in 
exchange for Balaam’s services. So, 
we have a big, influential, important 
man—a seer, a wise man, a powerful 
magician, a diviner—having a verbal 
sparring match with an ass? And, to 
make things even more interesting, he 
was bested in that verbal spar! What 
exactly was King Balak offering to 
pay him for? King Balak wanted his 
enemies, the Israelites, cursed. So, 
Balaam apparently practiced magic 
arts of perhaps various descriptions. 
Later in history, he will lead Israel into 
apostasy. Outside of our story today, 
he is best remembered by Peter and 
Jude as a greedy and unscrupulous 
man. As we will see later in today’s 

story, Balaam appears to have a bit of 
a temper.

Then we have a donkey who could, at 
least today, best a ‘wise man’. What 
do we know about donkeys since most 
of us have probably never owned one? 
Donkeys have excellent memories and 
are capable of independent thinking 
and decision-making, but probably no 
one would suggest that they are smarter 
than humans. The behavior in our story 
is pretty typical of a donkey, minus the 
talking of course. When they sense (or 
see) something wrong, they will refuse 
to move ahead. So, we have a mostly, 
pretty typical donkey in our story. 

As a rather ancillary character, we 
also have King Balak. He was a 
very powerful man who ruled the 
Moabite kingdom east of the Jordan. 
Historically, Moab was an enemy to 
Israel so King Balak’s desire to curse 
a people whom he saw as competition 
for the resources under his control is 
quite understandable. 

Our setting finds the Israelites just 
coming out of Egypt and planning on 
passing through Moab on their way to 
Canaan (the Promised Land). As the 
story goes, King Balak, in an attempt 
to weaken the approaching Israelites, 
tried to hire Prophet Balaam. He was 
willing to pay Balaam handsomely to 
curse Israel. Balaam was apparently 
willing to do this but said he needed 
God’s permission. 

When Balaam inquired of the Lord if he 
could accept this lucrative job offer, the 
Lord told Balaam that he must refuse 
to go to King Balak. Neither Balaam 
nor Balak were satisfied with this 
answer, so Balaam asked the question 
of the Lord again. This time the Lord 
seems to have changed His mind but 
stipulates that Balaam would speak 
only His words. So, Balaam saddled 
his ass and accompanied the princes 
of Moab back to King Balak. Looking 
pretty good for Balaam financially!

But knowing Balaam’s heart, Scripture 
tells us that “God was incensed that 
Balaam was going.” Getting God 

So, we have a big, influential, important 
man-a seer, a wise man, a powerful magician, 
a diviner-having a verbal sparring match 
with an ass?

Moab was an 
enemy to Israel 
so King Balak’s 
desire to curse 
a people whom 
he saw as 
competition for 
the resources 
under his 
control is quite 
understandable.
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1. So you don’t think I am using a cuss word, you will find that Weymouth New Testament, Bible in Basic English, American Standard Version, Darby Bible, Young’s Literal Translation, and Revised Standard 
Version also use ass for a donkey in several verses. See also factslegend.org.

2. 2 Peter 2:15 –16; Jude 1:11     |     3. 30 Interesting Donkey Facts (factslegend.org)     |     4. Numbers 22:8     |     5. Numbers 22:22     |     6. 2 Peter 2:16

incensed at you is never a good thing as 
we will see as the story unfolds in the 
three potentially unpleasant encounters 
with an angel of the Lord.

In the first encounter, the Angel of 
the Lord stood before Balaam and his 
donkey with a drawn sword. Balaam 
couldn’t see the angel, but the donkey 
did. Can we assume that this donkey 
had better spiritual eyes than a ‘seer’? 
The donkey turned aside into a field, to 
which behavior Balaam responded by 
striking her.

In the second encounter, the Angel 
stood blocking a narrow path. The 
donkey responded by hugging one of 
the walls alongside this path, catching 
Balaam’s foot between the donkey and 
the wall. Again, Balaam responds by 
striking her.

The third encounter was in a ‘very 
narrow place’. This time, there was 
no place for the donkey to maneuver. 
So, the donkey did a very donkey-like 
thing and lay down under Balaam. 

Balaam was angry and again struck the 
donkey.

At this point the Lord opened the 
donkey’s mouth. Not only was she 
able to speak words in a language that 
Balaam understood, but she reasoned 
pretty intelligently, she answered 
questions put to her by Balaam, and 
generated some questions of her own. 
Or, it is entirely conceivable that the 
donkey wasn’t doing any of this with 
her own mind but that God opened 
her mouth and spoke through her. In 
the Book of Second Peter, we read his 
description of a donkey as “a beast 
without speech” yet who “spoke with a 
man’s voice.” However this transpired, 
the donkey was able to speak and win 
the verbal spar!

I have two questions at this point:

Did the donkey think that Balaam could 
see the same things that she could see? 
In which case the donkey might be very 
surprised that a seemingly intelligent 
human would not react in exactly the 

same way, by trying to get the heck out 
of the way of the armed and potentially 
dangerous angel. 

Also, isn’t it curious that Balaam 
didn’t seem at all shocked at a talking 
donkey? The feeling I get from the 
story is that Balaam seems to have 
owned the donkey for a long time, and 
this had apparently never happened 
before. Balaam just seems to take this 
newfound donkey talent in stride.

Continuing with the story, we read that 
the Lord then opened Balaam’s eyes 
to see the angel. It doesn’t say that the 
Lord opened the donkey’s eyes (just 
her mouth). It was just the seer’s eyes 
that needed opening. And guess what! 
After the Lord opened Balaam’s eyes, 
he responded the exact same way as the 
donkey had. He got on the ground. If I 
had been the donkey, I might have said 
something like, “Sure, now you do the 
exact same thing that you beat me for 
doing! I saved your life, buddy!” But 
in the end this donkey held her temper 
better than Balaam. 

At this point the Lord opened the donkey’s 
mouth. Not only was she able to speak words 
in a language that Balaam understood, but 
she reasoned pretty intelligently, she answered 
questions put to her by Balaam, and generated 
some questions of her own. 
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DONKEYS IN 
SCRIPTURE

About 100 species of animals are 
mentioned in the Bible. Amongst the 
equids, the donkey gained quite a bit of 
attention in the text and is mentioned 
some 200 times. Two of the most famous 
donkeys that the reader immediately 
might think of are Balaam’s jenny 
and the donkey that Yeshua rode on 
when entering Jerusalem. But there are 
many more interesting donkeys in the 
Bible. Though these animals often are 
considered stubborn and not so smart, 
we might learn some important lessons 
from them. Let us explore the history of 
the donkey in the Biblical world and the 
Biblical text.  

The donkey was domesticated in the 
Ancient Near East and was used for 
different purposes. The donkey is a 
strong animal and cheaper and faster 
than an ox. A healthy donkey can work 
many years. It can survive drought 
while it needs only low-quality food, it 
can carry heavy loads of about 75-100 
kg long-distance on roads with difficult 
terrain, and nevertheless, it can be 
managed by one person only. All those 
characteristics were of course of great 
advantage for the people whose life 
depended on agriculture and trade. It is 
not surprising that the donkey became a 
widely used animal.

In Mesopotamia (modern-day Iran and 
Iraq), the donkeys were mainly used for 
ploughing, and in the Levant (modern 
Lebanon, Syria, Israel, and Jordan), they 
were mainly used for packing. In Egypt, 

however, the main use of the donkey was 
for threshing. Nevertheless, an example 
of packing is mentioned in the Bible 
and relates to Egypt. Joseph “sent to his 
father: ten donkeys loaded with the best 
things of Egypt and ten female donkeys 
loaded with grain and bread and other 

provisions for his journey” (Gen. 45:23). 
All these usages of the donkey indicate 
their vital role in the development of the 
economy. 

It might be due to this vital role that the 
donkey became the subject of worship. In 
the entire Ancient Near East, intentional 
donkey burials have been found. Those 
burials were next to human burials, 
below walls of structures, and sometimes 
close to places of worship. In Syria, for 
example, a whole temple complex has 
been found with numerous equids, most 
of them domesticated donkeys. In the 
Negev, a donkey burial was found next 
to a temple complex as well. 

Not only archaeological evidence points 
out the special status of the donkey in 
the Near East; also, several other texts 
indicate their uniqueness. Those texts 
refer to donkeys as beasts of burden 
and dissoluteness. In those texts, on the 
one hand, the donkey is often associated 
with negative aspects like sickness and 
death. On the other hand, the donkey 
is considered of high value and of 
importance in divination processes 
(rituals to obtain insight in the future). 
In the Bible, the donkey serves as God’s 
agent. 

Before we turn to this interesting 
passage, we should examine the words 
used in the Hebrew Bible for the equids 
that we often generalize as donkeys. The 
Hebrew Bible contains five different 
words:  ḫamor (חמור, a general term, 

by Pnina Torn Broers

The relation of 
the donkey and 
the destination 
of one’s life fits 
well into the 
cultural sphere 
of the Ancient 
Near East. 
However, the 
Bible has some 
other, more 
unique attitudes 
towards the 
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which can be either male or female), 
‘aton (אתון, jenny), and ‘ayir (עיר, male 
equid, either donkey, jack, or mule). 
For the hybrid animals the words pered 
 female פרדה) and pirdah (male mule ,פרד)
jennet/hinny) are used.

The first time we meet an equid is in the 
book of Genesis when Abram and Sarai 
went down to Egypt, and Pharaoh takes 
Sarai into his court. Pharaoh blesses 
Abram, and “he treated Abram well for 
her sake, and Abram acquired sheep 
and cattle, male and female donkeys, 
male and female servants, and camels” 
(Gen. 12:16). The second time is in the 
before-mentioned verses about Joseph. 
Both show that the donkey was used 
by the elite in Egypt, and they were an 
important part of flocks.  

In numerous ways the importance of the 
donkey is seen in the Bible about which 
six cases can teach us. 

Donkeys and Destiny

The idea that  donkeys can be related to 
a certain destination of someone’s life is 
found in Ancient Near Eastern texts and 
in the Bible. One story that might come 
to mind is the story of the lost donkeys 
of Kish, the father of the king-to-be Saul. 

1 Samuel 9:1 states that Kish was an 
important man, and verse 3 tells his 
jennies were lost. The whole story of 
the appointment of Saul by the prophet 
Samuel was triggered by those lost 
animals. If it were not for the jennies, 
Samuel, who was already told by God 
that he will meet the man that is going 
to lead the people of Israel (verse 23), 
would not have met Saul. 

Another passage with an element of 
destiny can be found as a small remark 
in the generation list of Esau. In Gen. 
36:24, we read about a certain Anah, son 

of Zibeon, son of Seir, a man living in the 
place were Esau and his family settled: 
“This is the Anah who discovered the hot 
springs in the desert while he was grazing 
the donkeys of his father Zibeon.” Maybe 
the hot springs were the condition that 
made life suitable in this area. Though 
we do not have much information, the 
fact that it was during the grazing of the 
donkeys was of enough importance to be 
written down. 

In the book of Samuel two other incidents 
are reported. Prince Absalom, the son of 
king David, “was riding his mule, and as 
the mule went under the thick branches 
of a large oak, Absalom’s hair got 
caught in the tree. He was left hanging 
in midair, while the mule he was riding 
kept on going” (2 Sam. 18:9). Here, the 
relation to the mule and the fatal moment 
is straightforward.

It is only one chapter earlier that 
Ahithophel, the king’s advisor, “saddled 
his donkey and set out for his house in 
his hometown. He put his house in order 
and then hanged himself. So he died…” 
(2 Sam. 17:23). Ahithophel was king 
David’s advisor, but chose Absalom’s 
side when the latter tried to seize the 
throne. The moment he understood 
that this attempt was going to fail, he 
killed himself. It is remarkable that 
immediately afterwards, also Absalom, 
though unintentionally, was hung. He 
was killed by Yoav, but the motive of 
the hanging and the mentioning of the 
donkey in the same verse does not seem 
accidental. 

The relation of the donkey and the 
destination of one’s life fits well into the 
cultural sphere of the Ancient Near East. 
However, the Bible has some other, more 
unique attitudes towards the donkey.  

Redemption of the Donkey

In the Ancient Near East, donkeys were 

Balaam and the angel, painting from Gustav Jaeger, 1836.

29Teaching from Zionwww.netivyah.org



30 Teaching from Zion

used in offerings and sacrifices. Because 
it is a non-kosher animal, it could 
not be sacrificed to the God of Israel. 
Nevertheless, the donkey should be 
redeemed. In Exodus 13, we read, “All 
male animals will be to the Lord. But 
the donkey…you should redeem it with 
a lamb, otherwise you should break its 
neck.” This remarkable commandment 
within the land of Israel, is the only one 
applying to non-kosher animals. It might 
be that the donkey was the only non-
kosher animal held, or it might reflect 
some of its importance in daily life. In 
the latter case, it reminds us of God’s 
request to devout to Him all our life and 
all our belongings.

Even until today, the redemption of 
the donkey takes places, though rarely, 
and reminds us of the importance of 
obedience to God’s law even if it seems 
illogic to us.  

B’nei Hamor

It is already clear from the above that 
the donkey was considered special in the 
Ancient Near East. This was also the case 
in Shechem, an important Canaanite city. 
A decapitated equid found in a special 
burial site might indicate that some ritual 
took place in the city of Shechem, likely 
related to making a covenant. 

It is in this city that we meet the family 
of the sons of Ḫamor, literally, the sons 
of a donkey. It is written about Jakob that 
he “arrived safely at the city of Shechem 
in Canaan and camped within sight of 
the city. For a hundred pieces of silver, 
he bought from the sons of Hamor, the 
father of Shechem, the plot of ground 
where he pitched his tent” (Gen. 33:18-
19).

It is mere speculation to determine why 
the family was called ḫamor. It is known 
from texts from Syria that donkeys were 
used in ceremonial practices, especially 
those involved in making a covenant. It 
might be that the forefathers of Shechem 
engaged in such a pact and their name 
was a reminder of it. Another possibility 
is that they were donkey-drivers, using 
them in trade. A third option might 
indicate some royal descendance of the 
family, not unthinkable, for Shechem 
was one of the most important cities in 
Canaan. 

The Donkey of Balaam

Another story, maybe the most famous 
one, is about Balaam’s jenny. The prophet 
Balaam son of Be’or was an important 
figure in the area of Moab, as we read 
in the Bible and in an ancient plaster 
text discovered in modern Jordan. In the 
Bible, we read about Moabite officials 
who visit Balaam with a message from 
king Balak in which he requests him to 
come and curse the Israelites. Balaam, 
however, wants first to ask the Lord, and 
when he receives the answer, he “got up 

and said to Balak’s officials, ‘Go back 
to your own country, for the LORD has 
refused to let me go with you’” (Num. 
22:13). Only after another delegation of 
officials comes to Balaam, and he again 
asks the Lord, he receives confirmation 
that he can go. “Since these men have 
come to summon you, go with them, but 
do only what I tell you” (Num. 22: 20), 
he is told in a nightly vision. 

So, the next morning he saddles his 
jenny and leaves for Moab. On the 
road, apparently, Balaam forgets that 
he has to obey the words of the Lord, 
whose mission he is going to fulfil. He 
is not aware at all that there is someone 
standing on the path. Only the jenny had 
open eyes and immediately understood; 
she noticed an angel on the path. She 
leaves the path into the field, but her 
impatient master forces her to go back 
on the path. Without choice, while trying 
to avoid the angel, she pushes herself 
against the wall and as a result gets 
beaten by Balaam. He did not even try to 
understand the reason for her behavior, 
and when she lies down on the ground, 
he beats her even more. Only then, she 
opens her mouth and speaks. She asks 
Balaam, who is not surprised by her 
voice, why he hit her. 

Instead of pointing at the angel, the 
jenny asks Balaam if she ever behaved 
like this before, and it is through her 
questions that Balaam realizes that there 
is something unusual. The jenny does 
not tell him straight away but tries to 
cause self-reflection. Only when Balaam 
confesses that she never behaved like 
this before, his eyes are opened. 

The following verses contain an 
important lesson: “The angel of the 
LORD asked him, ‘Why have you 
beaten your donkey these three times? I 
have come here to oppose you because 
your path is a reckless one before me. 
The donkey saw me and turned away 
from me these three times. If it had not 
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turned away, I would certainly have killed 
you by now, but I would have spared it.’ 
Balaam said to the angel of the LORD, 
‘I have sinned. I did not realize you were 
standing in the road to oppose me. Now, 
if you are displeased, I will go back.’ 
The angel of the LORD said to Balaam, 
‘Go with the men, but speak only what I 
tell you.’ So Balaam went with Balak’s 
officials” (Num. 22:32-34). 

Balaam the prophet did not really listen 
to the Lord’s words. He was told to go 
to Moab but to speak what he is told to 
speak. He had to learn from his jenny who 
was speaking God’s words.  

The Man of God from Judah

Though Balaam’s jenny is the only 
speaking equid we know from the Bible, 
another story shows us the importance of 
the donkey and the obedience of animals. 
In a quite peculiar episode in 1 Kings 13, 
we read about a certain ‘man of God’ 
riding a donkey, who sits under an oak 
tree, when some prophet of a nearby town 
asks him to come to his place and dine with 
him. Though the man had heard a clear 
instruction not to do so, he is persuaded 
and follows the man. After the meal, he 
saddles his donkey and returns on his 
way, where suddenly a lion appears that 
kills him. The lion, who apparently got 
the instruction to kill the man only, stayed 
with the donkey, which was faithfully 
watching its master, both still on the road 
when the prophet finds the body of the 
‘man of God’. “The lion had neither eaten 
the body nor mauled the donkey. So, the 
prophet picked up the body of the man of 
God, laid it on the donkey, and brought 
it back to his own city to mourn for him 
and bury him” (1 Kings 13: 28-29). This 
is yet another example of an obedient 
donkey, almost an agent of the Lord, like 
Balaam’s jenny. Interestingly, some other 
ancient sources put these animals (the 

lion and donkey) together as peacefully 
operating. 

Now that we have discussed some 
examples of donkeys in the Hebrew 
Bible and have seen their importance, one 
might ask why the donkey of Messiah is 
considered so unimportant? This has to do 
with the appearance of the horse which, 
over time, became the elegant equid 
used by kings and officials. In the second 
Temple Period, the simple donkey, which 
was a high-valued and important animal 
a few ages ago, was now nothing more 
than a beast of burden used in trade and in 
agriculture. It was this animal, considered 
nothing special, that was chosen by 
the King as His animal to ride on when 
entering His city.

The Donkey of Yeshua

He was even not a grown-up animal, but 
a small jack, tied somewhere in the city 
next to his mother, when he was chosen 
by Messiah. This was already prophesied 
by Zechariah (9:9): “Say to the Daughter 
Zion, ‘See, your King comes to you, 
gentle and riding on a donkey, and on a 
colt, the foal of a donkey.’”

Both the jack and his mother were taken 

to Yeshua. The choice of those animals is 
in my eyes a beautiful expression of the 
Kingdom of Yeshua, where “the last will 
be first, and the first will be last” (Matt. 
20:16). The tied donkeys became untied 
to serve Messiah. Their ancestors might 
have been animals that served kings 
and prophets, but they were considered 
nothing special. But it is not the society’s 
choice whether they are suitable or not. 
The jenny and her jack have become the 
most famous in history. It is not our eyes 
that count, but the Master’s view. 

The list of donkey-stories, donkey-texts, 
and donkey-related-finds is much longer 
than has been discussed here. However, 
from all the above-mentioned donkeys, 
we might learn a lot for our life.

Donkeys, today generally considered 
stubborn and stupid, were once highly 
valued animals, vital for the ancient 
economy. Though often considered with 
negative things, in the Bible we see a 
slightly different picture. How blessed 
we would be if we were like the jenny 
of Balaam, with open eyes to see God’s 
angels, aware of God’s will, and speaking 
His words.  How blessed would we 
be if we were like a first-born donkey, 
redeemed, and not slaughtered. How 
blessed would we be if we were part 
of a decisive incident for the destiny of 
someone’s life, in a positive way. And how 
blessed would we be if we were servants 
of our Master, like this little donkey in 
Jerusalem so many years ago. In God’s 
eyes, all His creatures have a purpose and 
are worthy to serve Him. When we listen 
to His voice, it does not matter how others 
see us or treat us, we are worthy, because 
He has chosen us. 

Source: Kenneth C. Way (2011) Donkeys 
in the Biblical World: Ceremony and 
Symbol. 
Bible passages were taken from the NIV.
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