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My greatest concern for America today is not the treat of radical terrorists  

but the accelerating moral decline from within. There was a time when I 

was relatively unalarmed by radical voices promoting immoral and socialist 

agendas because I was confident that reasonable thinking by the vast 

majority of Americans would vote them down. But there has been a shift of 

thinking by so many in our nation that it feels as though the anchor has 

been pulled up and we are subject to the whim of the wind.   

 

For conservative Bible-believing, gospel-cherishing Christians, it can 

sometimes feel as though the battle is to no avail—like the sand eroding 

from under our feet when the tide comes in.  

 

But I want to remind you that even when it appears as through our nation 

has been carried away by unprincipled men and women, and even when it 

appears that all reverence for God has been lost in our culture, God is still 

on His throne working out His sovereign plan—even through the sinful, 

selfish choices of corrupt people. And in the end, whether on this earth or 

before the great judgment seat, every outstanding sinful thought, word, 

action and motive will be exposed, weighed, and repaid.  

 

If you “get” what I am saying, you will identify with Judges 9 today. If you 

were a true God-fearing Jew in those days you would have been tempted to 

wonder, “where is God?” You have would have been tempted to believe 

that God has lost the battle in Israel.  “At the end of Judges 8 and the 

beginning of Judges 9, it may appear as though Yahweh has lost, with 

Gideon making his ephod  and the Israelites returning to the worship of Baal 

as soon as Gideon is dead. But Yahweh has not abdicated his throne.”
1
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What we will discover in Judges 9 is that sometimes God gives a nation the 

kind of leader they deserve. When a people reject and abandon God, why 

should He not withdraw his gracious hand of favor; why should He not give 

them a godless leader of their choosing who will give them the fruit of what 

they have sown? But even then, has God abandoned His control?  

 

What we are about to witness in Judges 9 is a ruthless, treacherous, self-

absorbed king named Abimelech who was crowned by the people yet seems 

to have no accountability for his atrocities,  until he is caught in the crushing 

reality that he cannot escape the hand of God who will suddenly and 

surprisingly repay him for his wickedness.  

 

Underlying truth: We can be confident that God is reigning with justice 

even when evil appears to have the upper hand.  

 

The Backdrop: (Judges 8:30-35) 

 

It’s instructive to remember that the entire episode of Abimelech in chapter 

9 is the fruit of the last years of his father’s life.  

 

Abimelech’s father was Gideon, who is often remembered for being the 

man with a timid beginning yet who defeated the Midianites with just 

trumpets and torches because he trusted in the Lord. Yet ironically, 

Gideon’s name means “hacker,” and after his defeat of the Midianites, 

Gideon lived up to that name by killing many of his fellow Israelites in a 

spirit of revenge because they refused to join him in pursuing the 

Midianites. We will see this same kind of vengeful spirit in Abimelech who 

cuts down anyone who stands in his way. Gideon’s worst mistake was that 

made an ephod which became a source of idolatry in Israel which began the 

cultural landslide back to Baal-worship. Finally, notice that Gideon not only 

had many wives which bore him 70 sons, he also had a concubine from 

Shechem who bore him this illegitimate son, Abimelech.  

 

Chapter 8 ends on a sad note in [vs. 34-35]. When vs. 34 says Israel did not 

remember the Lord, it doesn’t mean that they had mentally forgotten Him, 



but that they had spiritually rejected Him. What they knew of Yahweh “had 

no control over them.”
2
 They could give you all the right answers about 

Yahweh, but that knowledge did not determine their loyalty to Him or to 

anyone else. How easy it is for us to fall into the same trap, to know and be 

able to articulate the truths of the gospel and yet not live as though our 

ultimate loyalty is to Christ—to not live as though He determines our 

relationships and decisions. And when we forget the Lord as our first love, 

its almost automatic that we will forget our gratitude to those whom God 

has used in our lives. Hence, verse 35: “nor did they show kindness to the 

household of Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon) in accord with all the good that he 

had done for Israel.” It’s very hard to be grateful when you are forgetful.  

 

What’s instructive for us here at the end of chapter 8 is that: 

� Gideon’s idolatry became absolute godlessness in his son, 

Abimelech. 

� Gideon’s vengeful overreach of power and authority became 

ruthless and treacherous dictatorship in his son, Abimelech.  

� Gideon’s adultery became Israel’s curse.  

We will not only reap the seeds of sin we sow, they will sometimes produce 

and even great yield in the generation to follow.  

 

Scene 1: Abimelech’s Conspiracy (Judges 9:1-6) 

 

Stop to consider for a moment that Abimelech has 70 half-brothers and he 

is the outsider—the son of a mistress. Perhaps Abimelech thought that the 

only way for him to “get ahead” in life was to force his way to the top. And 

so he develops a crafty plan. He goes to Shechem, to his mother’s relatives, 

and basically says, “You know that Gideon has 70 sons and you can only 

imagine the chaos and carnage that will take place with 70 men contending 

for power. Wouldn’t it be better to just have one ruler? And wouldn’t it be 

best to ensure that that ruler is one of your relatives?”
3
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And so the men of Shechem crown him as their king and give him enough 

money to hire what verse 4 calls “worthless and reckless” thugs. Why? To 

eliminate any potential competition. Abimelech returns to his father’s 

hometown to carry out a horrific slaughter of 69 of his brothers. Only the 

youngest, Jotham, escaped.  

 

The irony here is that Gideon’s revenge toward anyone who got in his way was primarily 

driven by the kings of Midian because they had killed his brothers. Abimelech kills his own 

brothers for his own personal gain even though his father had declared that neither he nor 

his son would rule over Israel. Gideon declared that only God should reign in Israel yet he 

when on to live like a king, and gave Abimelech a name which means “my father is king” and 

now Abimelech takes control by means of selfish ambition and bloodshed.  

 

Scene 2: Jotham’s Curse (Judges 9:7-21) 

 

Jotham’s little parable of the trees functions as a curse on Abimelech and 

the men of Shechem for trampling on truth and integrity in their slaughter 

of Gideon’s sons. The point of the parable is very simple: Abimelech is not 

an olive tree, a fig tree or a vine (all of which were of great value in Israel). 

Rather Abimelech is a bramble, a thorn bush, a worthless, obnoxious weed 

full of thorns. Incidentally, brambles would easily catch fire in the desert.  

 

And this is who they chose to be their king! Jotham is saying, “may you get 

burned under his leadership—that’s what you deserve for choosing a 

wicked, worthless man as your king. May he be your downfall and may you 

be his downfall.” One commentator said, “people have a strange tendency 

to accept bramble-leadership.”
4
 What a warning this should be to us in our 

own day. 

 

Pause: Jotham is a truth speaker. He discerns the difference between 

righteousness and evil. And He’s got the courage to call it out. So what 

might we expect after seeing the cycle of sin, oppression, and deliverance  

so consistently repeated in the book of Judges? Surely Jotham will be our 

guy, right? Surely this is the man that God is raising up as a deliverer to 
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overthrow evil Abimelech. Yet hope faints in verse 21 when Jotham flees for 

his life and we will never hear from him again.  

 

So where is God in all of this? Has he abandoned his purposes in Israel? Is 

He just going to let evil have its way? Or is He working subtly behind the 

scenes, veiled from the eyes of men?  

 

Scene 3: Divine Discord (Judges 9:22-25) 

 

I want you to imagine what it would have been like to live during these 

years. Abimelech got publically called out for his corruption, and yet he goes 

on living above the law with no obvious consequence for 3 years. And now 

to make matters worse, relations between Abimelech and the nobles of 

Shechem have eroded to the point that no one is safe to even travel in the 

area anymore. Where is God? Has he abandoned Israel?   

 

What you can’t see from the ground is that God is working behind the 

scenes. He is the one who has stirred up the hostility between Abimelech 

and the leaders of Shechem. Verse 23 tells us that God sent an evil spirit 

between Abimelech and the men of Shechem. In other words, God has 

caused their hearts to turn against one another resulting in violent hostility 

toward one another.  

 

Never begin to think that your heart or your ways are completely 

independent of God. He has the ability to turn anyone’s heart in any 

direction at any time. Of course, He is always good in what He does, and in 

this case He is doing good by bringing veiled judgment upon wicked men.  

 

Keep in mind that God will ensure that justice is served in every instance, 

though the timing of that justice is often delayed. For example:  

� Some people will escape the due penalty of justice on this earth 

only to face God directly on the final Judgment Day.  

� Others will face some measure of judgment on this earth through a 

court of law or some other measure of lawful retribution. 

� And then there are those who may experience a more subtle form 

of judgment by experiencing the consequences of their own wicked 

choices. Sometimes God uses one man’s evil to punish another 

man’s evil. Sometimes God uses one evil nation to take down 

another.  

 

Verse 24 gives us the purpose for this God-given spirit of jealousy and 

violence between Abimelech and Shechem: to cause the innocent blood of 

Abimelech’s brothers to be returned upon his own head and on the men of 

Shechem who enabled him to do it.  

 

However, if you had been on the ground in Israel, you would not have been 

able to necessarily discern what God was doing. It was veiled. Yet verses 23 

and 24 are encouraging for us because they remind us that God is always 

working even when we can’t see it, even when it seems as though evil is 

winning.  

 

Scene 4: Gaal’s Pride and Fall (Judges 9:26-41) 

 

The fickle men of Shechem, having turned against Abimelech, now put their 

trust in the next promising rebel, Gaal. One day Gaal is at a drinking party 

with the men of Shechem and with drunken confidence (and stupidity) he 

convinces them to overthrow Abimelech. However Zebul, Abimelech’s 

lieutenant, hears the conspiracy and warns Abimelech who sets an ambush 

and drives Gaal out of the land.  

 

Now imagine again that you are living in Israel. Do you see the growing 

despair as chapter 9 goes on. You have wicked Abimelech to live in fear of. 

There is chaos reigning in the land as a result of the tension between 

Abimelech and the nobles of Shechem and now Gaal has created a coup 

only to be crushed by Abimelech. You had hoped that perhaps Jotham 

would be God’s man to deliver Israel but to no avail. And now you 

wondered if maybe Gaal would be the unlikely deliver like some other 

surprising judges before. But once again, wicked Abimelech reigns on.  Only 

when you think things could not get worse, we come to scene 5… 



 

Scene 5: Abimelech’s Slaughter (Judges 9:42-49) 

 

Abimelech could not be satisfied with driving out Gaal and his men. He 

slaughters all the civilians in the city and in the fields. And then when he 

hears that the leaders of Shechem have locked themselves in the temple 

tower for refuge, Abimelech burns it down killing over a thousand people by 

fire.  

 

If you were a Jew in Israel that day, you could not see God’s hand--all you 

could see is horrific carnage. The city and surrounding fields littered with 

dead bodies, the smell of charred bodies beneath the smoking rubble. 

Gruesome. Remember, this is not a war against an enemy nation. It would 

be like the president discovering a conspiracy by the congress to overthrow 

him by force and so he turns the military on Washington D.C. slaughtering 

its citizens and burning down the capitol where national leaders have 

sought refuge. Can you imagine the horror and despair. Indeed fire has 

come out from Abimelech to consume Shechem—and this is the king they 

chose!  

 

The irony is that Shechem was the very place where Abram had built an 

altar of worship to the Lord because there He promised to give his 

descendants the land of Canaan (Gen 12:6-7). It was also the place where 

Joshua made a covenant with the people that they would serve the Lord 

even after his death (Josh 24:25). Now Shechem is barren. It seems as 

though God’s program has failed.  

 

The worst possible thing that could happen to Abimelech at this point has 

happened—success! With no one left to resist him, he must really believe 

that he is in control. And it seems as though not even God has a leash on 

him anymore. While Abimelech seems like an extreme case, aren’t we in 

danger of the same trap?  

 

Imagine a man who works extremely hard at his job because he 

feels he needs to prove himself through financial success—he’s 

determined to make himself somebody! What’s the worst thing that 

could possibly happen to him? What if his career failed? If he is 

basing his happiness and identity on success then he would be 

devastated by losing his job. However, through his failure he might 

discover that success was his idol and that money and success could 

never make him ultimately happy. This would not be the worst thing 

that could happen to him. No, the worst thing that could possibly 

happen would be more success, because it would confirm his belief 

that he is in control of his life. He will believe that he is the source of 

self-fulfillment. He will feel proud and superior to others as though 

they should serve him. Be careful! You don’t have to be a politician 

to have the heart of Abimelech.
5
  

 

Having crushed Shechem, proud Abimelech now turns his iron fist to the city 

of Thebez. But what he does not know is that at any moment, he may be 

subject to a turn of events from God.  

 

Scene 6: Abimelech’s Crushing Defeat (Judges 9:50-55) 

 

What a surprise! This unstoppable dictator is taken out by a single woman. 

As Abimelech approaches the tower to set in on fire, she leans over and 

drops a millstone on his head. Not only did she crush his skull—she crushed 

his pride. In fact, nothing could be more humiliating to an ancient warrior 

than to be killed by a defenseless woman. What a picture of Abimelech’s 

narcissistic heart that in his dying moments all he can think about is his 

reputation. But more importantly, what an incredible reminder that God 

can use even the most unconventional means to bring justice to bear.  

 

So how should we interpret Judges 9 from God’s perspective? Fortunately 

we have [verses 56-57]… 

 

The Epilogue: Inevitable Divine Justice (Judges 9:56-57) 
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Remember that in real life we don’t have the narration. In the drama of real 

life, we don’t have verse 23 to see how God turns the hearts of evil allies 

against each other. We don’t have verses 56-57 to explain what’s happening 

behind the scenes of divine providence. And so we need Judges 9 to help us 

live by faith by reminding us that even when all we can see around is evil 

like a run-away train, divine judgment on the wicked is inevitable. No 

treacherous man may rise but what he will be brought to justice by the God 

of heaven—either now or in eternity. In the words of Moses, you can be 

sure that “your sin will find you out” (Num 32:23). 

 

We can be confident that God is reigning with justice even when evil 

appears to have the upper hand. This gives us confidence and hope when 

we see injustice flourishing around us to “leave room for the wrath of God” 

(Rom 12:19) Yet Judges 9 also serves as a solemn warning for our own 

hearts to not let sin reign in us. The seeds of idolatry that Gideon sowed 

produced a greater yield in the next generation than in his own. Abimelech’s 

sinful pride caused his own heart to be self-deceived.  

 

Apart from turning to Christ with your sin, you will face the fate of 

Abimelech—to go on being deceived by your sin until suddenly you find 

yourself unable to defend yourself before the throne of God. But praise, 

God Christ has taken the crushing blow of God’s judgement for our sin.  


