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Background: When Joshua died, the conquest of The Promised Land was only 
partially completed. In large part, Israel had followed the instructions of YHWH 
regarding the taking of the land and the destruction of the indigenous population 
who lived there, but Israel had not followed God completely. Large sections of the 
indigenous population remained and were not under Israeli control.  
 
From the time of the occupation (around 1380 BC) until the beginning of the 
Monarchs (1050 BC) Israel was a THEOCRACY, a nation whose king was God. Israel 
was supposed to listen to and follow the word of the Lord, but as we have already 
seen, Israel was not good at following the instructions of YHWH. Her failure to do 
so left her in trouble time and again. Partial obedience to the word of the Lord is 
disobedience to the word of the Lord and always leads to disaster. “Judges 
provides many examples of the principle that OBEDIENCE TO THE LAW BRINGS 
PEACE, WHEREAS DISOBEDIENCE MEANS OPPRESSION AND DEATH” (Charles 
Ryrie).  This is the constantly repeated lesson of the Book of Judges. Judges is the 
story of the time in Israel’s early history when “Every man did what was right in 
his own eyes” (17:6 and 21:25). This always results in chaos and disaster. 
 
In the Book of Judges a recurrent theme emerges: Step one - The people are 
following the will of YHWH; Step two - The people stop obeying the word of the 
Lord; Step three - An enemy arises that oppresses the people of God; Step four - 
The people cry out to God for help; Step five - God answers Israel’s prayer by 
sending them a deliverer (a judge to lead her, a Messiah); Step six - The people 
repent and return to the Lord. Then, the process begins again. Judges simply 
repeats this pattern over and over again.  God’s people are “stiff necked and 
disobedient.” God is forever faithful. If God’s people would follow God’s word, 
they could save themselves hardship, worry, pain, etc. But they choose to do 
what seems right in their own eyes. 
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Judges 9:1-57 
 
Verses 1-2 
Abimelech son of Jerub-Baal went to his mother’s brothers in Shechem and said 
to them and to all his mother’s clan, 2 “Ask all the citizens of Shechem, ‘Which is 
better for you: to have all seventy of Jerub-Baal’s sons rule over you, or just one 
man?’ Remember, I am your flesh and blood.” 

• Abimelech means “my father is king.” He was the son of Gideon. His 
mother was Gideon’s concubine. She lived in the city of Shechem. 

• Jerub-Baal is Gideon. Gideon was the father of 70 sons born of his many 
wives. 

• After Gideon’s death, Abimelech went to his mother’s family and to the 
people of Shechem, his home town, and asked them if they would prefer 
the 70 sons of Gideon, his step-brothers, or him alone to rule over them as 
king. He reminded them that he was one of them as Gideon’s other sons 
were not. 

 
Verses 3-6 
When the brothers repeated all this to the citizens of Shechem, they were 
inclined to follow Abimelech, for they said, “He is related to us.” 4 They gave him 
seventy shekels of silver from the temple of Baal-Berith, and Abimelech used it 
to hire reckless scoundrels, who became his followers. 5 He went to his father’s 
home in Ophrah and on one stone murdered his seventy brothers, the sons of 
Jerub-Baal. But Jotham, the youngest son of Jerub-Baal, escaped by 
hiding. 6 Then all the citizens of Shechem and Beth Millo gathered beside the 
great tree at the pillar in Shechem to crown Abimelech king. 

• The brothers are Abimelech’s uncles. They reported what Abimelech had 
said to them to the people of Shechem and the people reasoned that it 
would be in their best interest to make Abimelech their king. 

• In ancient times, temples were not simply places of worship. They were 
often butcher shops and banks as well. The people of Shechem paid 
Abimelech 70 shekels of silver to be their king. He used the gift to hire an 
army of mercenaries. 

• Abimelech went to his father’s house in Ophrah and killed 69 of his 70 step- 
brothers. The youngest brother, escaped by hiding. 

• After this, Abimelech was crowned king by the people of Shechem and Beth 
Millo. 
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Verses 7-20 
7 When Jotham was told about this, he climbed up on the top of Mount 
Gerizim and shouted to them, “Listen to me, citizens of Shechem, so that God 
may listen to you. 8 One day the trees went out to anoint a king for themselves. 
They said to the olive tree, ‘Be our king.’ 
9 “But the olive tree answered, ‘Should I give up my oil, by which both gods and 
humans are honored, to hold sway over the trees?’ 
10 “Next, the trees said to the fig tree, ‘Come and be our king.’ 
11 “But the fig tree replied, ‘Should I give up my fruit, so good and sweet, to hold 
sway over the trees?’ 
12 “Then the trees said to the vine, ‘Come and be our king.’ 
13 “But the vine answered, ‘Should I give up my wine, which cheers both gods 
and humans, to hold sway over the trees?’ 
14 “Finally all the trees said to the thornbush, ‘Come and be our king.’ 
15 “The thornbush said to the trees, ‘If you really want to anoint me king over 
you, come and take refuge in my shade; but if not, then let fire come out of the 
thornbush and consume the cedars of Lebanon!’ 
16 “Have you acted honorably and in good faith by making Abimelech king? Have 
you been fair to Jerub-Baal and his family? Have you treated him as he 
deserves? 17 Remember that my father fought for you and risked his life to 
rescue you from the hand of Midian. 18 But today you have revolted against my 
father’s family. You have murdered his seventy sons on a single stone and have 
made Abimelech, the son of his female slave, king over the citizens of Shechem 
because he is related to you. 19 So have you acted honorably and in good faith 
toward Jerub-Baal and his family today? If you have, may Abimelech be your 
joy, and may you be his, too! 20 But if you have not, let fire come out from 
Abimelech and consume you, the citizens of Shechem and Beth Millo, and let fire 
come out from you, the citizens of Shechem and Beth Millo, and consume 
Abimelech!” 

• After Abimelech had been crowned king, Jotham, the youngest son of 
Gideon, told the people a parable about the trees that refused kingship 
over the other trees because of the honor bestowed upon them as trees.  
At last, the trees, who were seeking a king to rule over them, turned to the 
thornbush to be their king. The thornbush said he would rule over the trees 
if they would sit in his shade, that is, submit to him. If they did not, the 
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thornbush said that fire would come out of his mouth, and he would 
destroy all of the other trees. 

• Jotham accused the people of Shechem of dealing dishonestly with his 
family by anointing Abimelech king. He said that if it was right and fair to 
treat his father’s family as they had, that Abimelech would be a joy to 
them. But, if they had acted unfairly, Abimelech would consume them as 
the thorn bush did the trees. 

 
Verse 21 
21 Then Jotham fled, escaping to Beer, and he lived there because he was afraid 
of his brother Abimelech. 

• Like his father, Gideon, Jotham was a fearful fellow. After his proclamation, 
he fled for fear of Abimelech’s retaliation. 

 
Verses 22-25 
22 After Abimelech had governed Israel three years, 23 God stirred up 
animosity between Abimelech and the citizens of Shechem so that they acted 
treacherously against Abimelech. 24 God did this in order that the crime against 
Jerub-Baal’s seventy sons, the shedding of their blood, might be avenged on 
their brother Abimelech and on the citizens of Shechem, who had helped 
him murder his brothers. 25 In opposition to him these citizens of Shechem set 
men on the hilltops to ambush and rob everyone who passed by, and this was 
reported to Abimelech. 

• After Abimelech had governed for three years, trouble rose between him 
and the people. The people rebelled against Abimelech’s rule. They set up 
ambushes to rob innocent people. This was reported to the king. 

• It is important to note that the Hebrew text says that God sent an evil spirit 
to stir up this trouble. God can command an evil or Satanic spirit to do his 
bidding. He works through all things to bring good to those who love him, 
even evil. 

• The Bible says that this was God’s plan to avenge the murder of Gideon’s 69 
sons. 

 
Verses 26-29 
26 Now Gaal son of Ebed moved with his clan into Shechem, and its citizens put 
their confidence in him. 27 After they had gone out into the fields and gathered 
the grapes and trodden them, they held a festival in the temple of their 



5 
 

god. While they were eating and drinking, they cursed Abimelech. 28 Then Gaal 
son of Ebed said, “Who is Abimelech, and why should we Shechemites be subject 
to him? Isn’t he Jerub-Baal’s son, and isn’t Zebul his deputy? Serve the family of 
Hamor, Shechem’s father! Why should we serve Abimelech? 29 If only this people 
were under my command! Then I would get rid of him. I would say to Abimelech, 
‘Call out your whole army!’ 

• Gaal moved into Shechem with his family and gathered the confidence of 
his new neighbors. 

• At the party following the harvesting of the grape crop, the people of 
Shechem cursed Abimelech. 

• Gaal seized the opportunity and encouraged the people to reject Abimelech 
and to choose a new king. 

• He encouraged the people to allow him to challenge Abimelech. 
 
Verses 27-41 
30 When Zebul the governor of the city heard what Gaal son of Ebed said, he was 
very angry. 31 Under cover he sent messengers to Abimelech, saying, “Gaal son 
of Ebed and his clan have come to Shechem and are stirring up the city against 
you. 32 Now then, during the night you and your men should come and lie in 
wait in the fields. 33 In the morning at sunrise, advance against the city. When 
Gaal and his men come out against you, seize the opportunity to attack them.” 
34 So Abimelech and all his troops set out by night and took up concealed 
positions near Shechem in four companies. 35 Now Gaal son of Ebed had gone 
out and was standing at the entrance of the city gate just as Abimelech and his 
troops came out from their hiding place. 
36 When Gaal saw them, he said to Zebul, “Look, people are coming down from 
the tops of the mountains!” 
Zebul replied, “You mistake the shadows of the mountains for men.” 
37 But Gaal spoke up again: “Look, people are coming down from the central 
hill, and a company is coming from the direction of the diviners’ tree.” 
38 Then Zebul said to him, “Where is your big talk now, you who said, ‘Who is 
Abimelech that we should be subject to him?’ Aren’t these the men you 
ridiculed? Go out and fight them!” 
39 So Gaal led out the citizens of Shechem and fought Abimelech. 40 Abimelech 
chased him all the way to the entrance of the gate, and many were killed as 
they fled. 41 Then Abimelech stayed in Arumah, and Zebul drove Gaal and his 
clan out of Shechem. 
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• Zebul, a political ally of Abimelech, reported what Gaal had said to the 
people to Abimelech. He urged Abimelech to come and deal with this 
threat to Abimelech’s rule. 

• So, Abimelech came to Shechem by night and divided his army into four 
detachments. The four detachments hid around the city and waited. 

• When Gaal came to the city gate in the morning, Abimelech and his forces 
came out of hiding and advanced on the city.  

• When Gaal saw the advancing forces of Abimelech approaching the city he 
said to Zebul, who was at the gate with him, “Look! People are 
approaching. But Zebul told Gaal he was seeing things. He told Gaal that 
what he saw was just the shadows moving in the pre-dawn light. 

• Gaal insisted that people were coming from the direction of a particular 
tree. But it was then too late. Abimelech’s forces were too close. Zebul 
admitted that Abimelech was attacking and suggested that Gaal prepare for 
a battle. 

• Gaal led the city’s army out in opposition to Abimelech. But they were 
unprepared for battle and so fell to the forces of Abimelech. 

 
Verses 42-49 
42 The next day the people of Shechem went out to the fields, and this was 
reported to Abimelech. 43 So he took his men, divided them into three 
companies and set an ambush in the fields. When he saw the people coming out 
of the city, he rose to attack them. 44 Abimelech and the companies with him 
rushed forward to a position at the entrance of the city gate. Then two 
companies attacked those in the fields and struck them down. 45 All that day 
Abimelech pressed his attack against the city until he had captured it and killed 
its people. Then he destroyed the city and scattered salt over it. 46 On hearing 
this, the citizens in the tower of Shechem went into the stronghold of the 
temple of El-Berith. 47 When Abimelech heard that they had assembled 
there, 48 he and all his men went up Mount Zalmon. He took an ax and cut off 
some branches, which he lifted to his shoulders. He ordered the men with him, 
“Quick! Do what you have seen me do!” 49 So all the men cut branches and 
followed Abimelech. They piled them against the stronghold and set it on fire 
with the people still inside. So, all the people in the tower of Shechem, about a 
thousand men and women, also died. 
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• The next day, Abimelech attacked the people of Shechem as they came out 
of the city to tend the fields. He pressed the attack against them until he 
had recaptured the city, which he then destroyed. Thus, the parable of the 
thornbush was fulfilled. Out of Abimelech’s mouth had come fire which 
consumed the people of Shechem. 

 
Verses 50-57 
50 Next Abimelech went to Thebez and besieged it and captured it. 51 Inside the 
city, however, was a strong tower, to which all the men and women—all the 
people of the city—had fled. They had locked themselves in and climbed up on 
the tower roof. Abimelech went to the tower and attacked it. But as he 
approached the entrance to the tower to set it on fire, 53 a woman dropped an 
upper millstone on his head and cracked his skull. 
54 Hurriedly he called to his armor-bearer, “Draw your sword and kill me, so that 
they can’t say, ‘A woman killed him.’” So his servant ran him through, and he 
died. 55 When the Israelites saw that Abimelech was dead, they went home. 
56 Thus God repaid the wickedness that Abimelech had done to his father by 
murdering his seventy brothers. 57 God also made the people of Shechem pay for 
all their wickedness. The curse of Jotham son of Jerub-Baal came on them. 

• After destroying Shechem, Abimelech attacked the city of Thebez. 
Apparently, having destroyed his own city, he needed a new one to rule 
over. He chose Thebez. 

• The people of Thebez went into the city tower for protection just as the 
people of Shechem had done. 

• As Abimelech attacked the tower, maybe following the same plan as he had 
used against the tower of Shechem, a woman dropped a millstone on his 
head and cracked his skull. (A millstone was a stone used for grinding grain 
into flour. Why a woman would have had one on the roof of the tower is a 
mystery.) Injured, Abimelech was pulled from the battle. He begged that his 
armor-bearer kill him so that it could not be said that he was killed by a 
woman. So, his armor-bearer killed him. When it was known that 
Abimelech was dead, his army withdrew from the battle. 

• The text ends by assuring us that God had moved against Abimelech and 
Shechem in this way to avenge the sons of Gideon and that the curse of 
Jotham had fallen on them all. 
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(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled Abimelech. They have been prepared by 
the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen. All rights are reserved by Cornerstone Fellowship, Coatesville, 
Pennsylvania, & The Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen. They are used here by permission.) 

 

 
 

 
 


