The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #7

“When Might Makes Wrong”
Judges 9
Tomorrow is President’s Day, a holiday celebrating all those who have served as Chief Executive of the United States, but in reality is the combination of the birthdays of two Presidents: Abraham Lincoln (February 12) and George Washington (February 22). 

When George Washington’s army defeated the British General Charles Cornwallis at Yorktown, the end of the Revolutionary War began. Winning the war didn’t automatically end the problems that the colonies faced. Things became so bad economically that one of George Washington’s colonels wrote Washington a secret letter, urging him to use his army to make himself king or dictator. To the colonel, this was the only way to get the affairs of the young nation under control. Washington rejected the plan, but with his popularity and power he probably could have become king if he had so desired.

Abimelech, son of Gideon and the subject of Judges 9, was just the opposite. He had such a passionate desire to be king that he allowed nothing to stand in his way, not even the lives of hundreds of innocent people. This is the longest chapter in the Book of Judges and one of the most depressing.

Two words used twice in Judges 9, in verses 16 and 19, provide a key phrase for understanding the story of Abimelech. The Hebrew terms ’emeth and tāmim, translated “honorably and in good faith” in the niv, appear in the nasb as “truth and integrity.” A decline in truth and integrity is one mark of the general downward trend of Israelite life throughout the book of Judges—not so much in a cycle, but in a steadily declining spiral. In the last three chapters, the story of Gideon, it becomes plain how in Israelite society truth and integrity were going out of fashion. 

“Truth and integrity” is the key phrase of the story of Abimelech not because they appear in it, but because they don’t. They ought to be the characteristics of a people loyal to their God and to one another. Instead, the undermining of such values leads to their general collapse.

The Greek philosopher Plato said, “Might is right”; and three centuries later, the Roman philosopher Seneca wrote, “Might makes right.” (In fairness to Plato and Seneca, it should be pointed out that they were not defending political brutality—the end justifies the means—but discussing how to bring about justice in society. “Might is right” and “might makes right” only if we sincerely want to do right.) But when might is in the hands of selfish dictators, might makes wrong. The prophet Habakkuk described such people in Habakkuk 1:11 as “guilty men, whose own strength is their god.”

In Judges 9, Abimelech shows the tragic results of what happens when might makes wrong.

Despicable Violence

Judges 9 begins with despicable violence. We read in verses 1-6,

Abimelech son of Jerub-Baal went to his mother’s brothers in Shechem and said to them and to all his mother’s clan, “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.” 

When the brothers repeated all this to the citizens of Shechem, they were inclined to follow Abimelech, for they said, “He is our brother.” They gave him seventy shekels of silver from the temple of Baal-Berith, and Abimelech used it to hire reckless adventurers, who became his followers. 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. Then all the citizens of Shechem and Beth Millo gathered beside the great tree at the pillar in Shechem to crown Abimelech king. 

Remember that Gideon had received the offer to “rule over” the men of Israel after his stunning victory over Midian in the previous chapter. Not only was he to be their ruler, but the offer was an offer of a hereditary rulership: “You, your son, and your grandson also.” To all this Gideon declined unconditionally and asserted instead the principle in Judges 8:23, “The Lord will rule over you.” 

Gideon’s son, however, was not that reluctant. After his father’s death, Abimelech became king of Shechem. We might wonder why, after turning down a hereditary crown, Gideon would name a son “Abimelech,” which meant in Hebrew, “My father is king.” It seems as though that was not his given name, but rather a new name he gave himself when he decided to take the position his father rightfully declined.

Abimelech was the illegitimate son of Gideon, born of a Shechemite mother. He seems to have been ostracized in some measure from the family and lived at Shechem with his mother’s relatives, while the other seventy sons of Gideon dwelt at Ophrah, their father’s home.
 He grew to adulthood with a pathological desire for power.

The first step is his power grab was taking control of Shechem, an important commercial and political center. A great fortress-temple excavated there has been identified as the temple of this chapter. It was constructed in the seventeenth century bc and lasted until the city’s destruction by Abimelech in the twelfth century bc. The largest temple yet found in Canaan, it measures 70 by 86 feet, with foundations 17 feet thick.

The Israelites had been acquainted with the people of Shechem since the days of Abraham. Abimelech’s mother was a Shechemite and his father was an Israelite. If Abimelech became king, he could represent both constituencies!
 

Abimelech had another plank in his political platform: The Canaanites in Shechem had no indebtedness to Gideon’s sons, while Abimelech was definitely one of their own. Furthermore, which of Gideon’s seventy sons should be chosen king and how would he be selected? Or would all seventy try to rule the land together? With this kind of logic, Abimelech enlisted the support of both his relatives and the men of the city; and now he was ready to move into action.
 His plan met with a ready acceptance and he acted with a vigor characteristic of his father, but without any of his father’s scruples.

In verse 4 Abimelech demonstrated his evil character. Financed by funds from a heathen temple, he hired a band of desperadoes and, in the words of one writer, “waded to power through a river of blood.”
 Gideon’s work had begun by throwing down Baal’s altar; Abimelech’s career began with Baal’s money used for mass murder.

Abimelech was his own god and had no interest in God’s will for the nation. His accepting money from Baal worshipers to finance his crusade was a public announcement that he had renounced the God of Israel and was on the side of Baal. But Abimelech had another god beside ambition and Baal, and that was might. With the tainted money from the heathen temple, he hired a group of no-account mercenaries who helped him gain and keep control over the people. These vile terrorists also assisted him in his evil plot to murder his seventy half-brothers and remove every rival to the throne.
 Here is a clear case where might makes wrong instead of right.

Verse 5 records that this mass murder took place “on one stone.” Could this have been the same stone on which Gideon placed a meal before the angel of the Lord and it was consumed by fire? Or is this stone mentioned because another stone is significant later in the story? We are not sure. But Abimelech’s seventy brothers were slaughtered like sacrificial animals here. (One brother, Jotham, escaped and appears later in the chapter.) In effect he inaugurated his kingship by using his Israelite half-brothers as his coronation sacrifices.
 Yet, as Habakkuk 2:12 warns, “Woe to him who builds a city with bloodshed and establishes a town by crime!” God saw what Abimelech had done, and He would have the last word.

Abimelech’s “coronation” in verse 6 was a farce, an empty ritual that was never accepted or blessed by the Lord. The new “king” not only blasphemed God by the promises he made, but he defiled a place sacred in Israelite history. The coronation took place at the “great tree at the pillar in Shechem.” This is probably the “oak of Moreh,” where the Lord first appeared to Abraham and promised to give him and his descendants the land in Genesis 12:6. Jacob buried the household idols here as he called his family back to God in Genesis 35:1–5. It was near this site that the nation of Israel heard the blessings and curses read from the Law and promised to obey the Lord in Deuteronomy 11:26–32 and Joshua 8:30–35. And it was here that Joshua gave his last speech and led the people in reaffirming their obedience to the Lord in Joshua 24. All of this sacred history was degraded and dishonored by the selfish acts of one godless man.

In fact, you have only to set these verses alongside Joshua 24 to see the great irony of these events. Joshua had brought together a gathering at which “all the tribes of Israel” promised not to “forsake the Lord, to serve other gods.” Where did this solemn exchange take place? “Joshua made a covenant with the people that day…at Shechem. And…he took a great stone, and set it up there under the oak” (Joshua 24:25-26). And in what terms had Joshua presented the challenge? “Fear the Lord, and serve him in tāmim and ’emeth,” says verse 14, the only place outside Judges 9 where these two words are combined. Serve him in truth and integrity. The story of Abimelech is set at the heart of the book of Judges to show what happens when truth and integrity are rejected.

Yet someone appears and crashes Abimelech’s coronation in verses 7-21,

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. One day the trees went out to anoint a king for themselves. They said to the olive tree, ‘Be our king.’ 

“But the olive tree answered, ‘Should I give up my oil, by which both gods and men are honored, to hold sway over the trees?’ 

“Next, the trees said to the fig tree, ‘Come and be our king.’ 

“But the fig tree replied, ‘Should I give up my fruit, so good and sweet, to hold sway over the trees?’ 

“Then the trees said to the vine, ‘Come and be our king.’ 

“But the vine answered, ‘Should I give up my wine, which cheers both gods and men, to hold sway over the trees?’ 

“Finally all the trees said to the thornbush, ‘Come and be our king.’ 

“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!’ 

“Now if you have acted honorably and in good faith when you made Abimelech king, and if you have been fair to Jerub-Baal and his family, and if you have treated him as he deserves— and to think that my father fought for you, risked his life to rescue you from the hand of Midian (but today you have revolted against my father’s family, murdered his seventy sons on a single stone, and made Abimelech, the son of his slave girl, king over the citizens of Shechem because he is your brother)— if then you have acted honorably and in good faith toward Jerub-Baal and his family today, may Abimelech be your joy, and may you be his, too! But if you have not, let fire come out from Abimelech and consume you, citizens of Shechem and Beth Millo, and let fire come out from you, citizens of Shechem and Beth Millo, and consume Abimelech!” 

Then Jotham fled, escaping to Beer, and he lived there because he was afraid of his brother Abimelech.
Amid the festivities, Jotham appears from an overhanging crag 800 feet above the valley, startling the crowd with a strange and sarcastic message they all were certain to understand, and then just as suddenly disappearing into the mountain recesses.

If this scene seems unlikely, understand that voices can carry a long way in the atmosphere of the Near East. Mount Gerizim itself was used as an open-air pulpit in the great religious ceremony of Joshua 8:30-35.
 Jotham’s voice could have been heard.

His message is, in fact, the first parable recorded in the Bible. Jotham pictured the trees looking for a king. They approached the olive tree with its valuable oil, the fig tree with its sweet fruit, and the vine with its clusters that could be made into wine; but all of them refused to accept the honor. They would each have to sacrifice something in order to reign, and they weren’t prepared to make that sacrifice.

All that remained was the bramble, a thornbush that was a useless nuisance in the land, good only for fuel for the fire. (Some scholars identify this as the buckthorn, a scraggly bush common in the hills of Palestine and a constant menace to farming.
) This, of course, was a symbol of Abimelech, the new king. For a thornbush to invite the other trees to trust in its shadow is a laughable proposition! Often in the summer, fires would break out in the bramble bushes and would spread and threaten the safety of the trees. 

Jotham had made his point: Abimelech, the “bramble king,” would be unable to protect the people, but he would cause judgment to come that would destroy those who trusted him. The men of Shechem should have been ashamed of the way they rejected the house of Gideon and honored a worthless opportunist like Abimelech. Eventually, both Abimelech and his followers would destroy one another. Abimelech considered himself to be a stately tree of great value, but Jotham said he was nothing but a useless weed. What a blow to the new king’s pride!
 Via the parable, Jotham warns the Israelites against thorny Abimelech. Via the parable, God warns us against greed-driven promotions: In a desire to be great, one might cease being any good.

Divided Villains 

Secondly we see divided villains in verses 22-25,

After Abimelech had governed Israel three years, God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and the citizens of Shechem, who acted treacherously against Abimelech. 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. 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. 

Abimelech ruled over Shechem for three years, from 1151–1149 bc.
 Notice that the author does not use the word “judge” here; Abimelech the opportunist must not be given a place amongst the judges of Israel who owed their position to their character and achievements in delivering the people.
 

The verb “ruled” occurs only here in Judges but its root is used nine times, always in situations of confrontation and violence.
 Abimelech is in effect a local warlord.
 In every respect Abimelech was the antithesis of the Lord’s appointed judges.

In spite of the claim that Abimelech “governed Israel,” his domain was probably limited to Shechem and three adjacent towns: Beth-millo, Arumah, and Thebez. He would no doubt have referred to himself as reigning over Israel, but it is highly unlikely that his authority extended any further than the tribe of Ephraim and half of Manasseh.

And so, after three years of relative success, Abimelech found himself in trouble. It’s one thing to acquire a throne and quite something else to defend and retain it. The citizens of Shechem, who had helped crown him king, began to give him trouble, as well as an intruder named Gaal.
 Shechem had lifted Abimelech to power. Shechem would betray him.
 The one who founded his kingdom by treachery is himself undone by treachery.

Many have trouble with the phrase, “God sent an evil spirit…” This doesn’t absolve Abimelech and the Shechemites of responsibility for their own wrongdoing. On the contrary, it is sent precisely to call them to account for what they have done. Nor does it imply that God himself is tainted by evil. Rather, it shows his complete sovereignty over it: even an evil spirit is made to serve his purpose of punishing wrongdoers.

The Lord created a breech between the king and his followers, so much so that the Shechemites started to work against the king. They began to rob the caravans that passed by the city on the nearby trade routes. Abimelech was living at Arumah, and the activities of these bandits were robbing him of both money and reputation. The merchants would hear about the danger, take a different trade route, and not have to pay Abimelech whatever tariffs were usually levied upon them. But even more, the word would get out that the new king couldn’t control his people and protect area business.

Abimelech’s foe is identified in verses 26-29,

Now Gaal son of Ebed moved with his brothers into Shechem, and its citizens put their confidence in him. After they had gone out into the fields and gathered the grapes and trodden them, they held a festival in the temple of their god. While they were eating and drinking, they cursed Abimelech. Then Gaal son of Ebed said, “Who is Abimelech, and who is Shechem, that we should be subject to him? Isn’t he Jerub-Baal’s son, and isn’t Zebul his deputy? Serve the men of Hamor, Shechem’s father! Why should we serve Abimelech? 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!’”

As anarchy becomes more and more common, a man named Gaal comes to Shechem. He has with him a band of armed men. Although originally from that region— he would claim to be a descendant of Hamor, the founder of Shechem
—he had become a “soldier of fortune.” He has gathered about him a group of mercenaries, and he and his men took up residence in Shechem. Their numbers and combined strength are probably more than a match for the token force Abimelech has left in the city.

In a short time, Gaal gained the confidence of the men of Shechem, who were already unhappy with their king; and when a crowd was gathered to celebrate a harvest festival, Gaal openly criticized Abimelech’s administration. He reminded the people that their king had an Israelite father, while they were sons of Hamor, like him.
 Like Abimelech did in verse 2, Gaal skillfully plays the ethnicity card in his bid for power.
 The similarities between Abimelech and Gaal are striking, but then again, those who think “might makes right” often operate from the same playbook.

Dale Davis writes tongue-in-cheek,

Gaal had gall all right, at least when he was fortified with a little alcohol. Grape harvest was a naturally joyous time and all the more so when the harvesters gathered for happy hour in Baal-berith’s temple. Gaal found that a little Shechem Lite went a long way. He denounced Abimelech and offered to lead a revolt against him. He had lots of support there in Baal’s Bar.

All his talk turned out to be hollow, though. His bravado was undone by one of Abimelech’s lieutenants, Zebul, who was stationed in Shechem. We read in verses 30-41,

When Zebul the governor of the city heard what Gaal son of Ebed said, he was very angry. Under cover he sent messengers to Abimelech, saying, “Gaal son of Ebed and his brothers have come to Shechem and are stirring up the city against you. Now then, during the night you and your men should come and lie in wait in the fields. In the morning at sunrise, advance against the city. When Gaal and his men come out against you, do whatever your hand finds to do.” 

So Abimelech and all his troops set out by night and took up concealed positions near Shechem in four companies. Now Gaal son of Ebed had gone out and was standing at the entrance to the city gate just as Abimelech and his soldiers came out from their hiding place. 

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.” 

But Gaal spoke up again: “Look, people are coming down from the center of the land, and a company is coming from the direction of the soothsayers’ tree.” 

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!” 

So Gaal led out the citizens of Shechem and fought Abimelech. Abimelech chased him, and many fell wounded in the flight—all the way to the entrance to the gate. Abimelech stayed in Arumah, and Zebul drove Gaal and his brothers out of Shechem.
Zebul, Abimelech’s local henchman, keeps quiet when Gaal insults his boss. He secretly informed Abimelech of the growing anti-Abimelechian sentiment and speciﬁed precisely when and how Abimelech should move to quell the revolt. By about 3:00 a.m., Abimelech had four companies of troops waiting in position around Shechem. Then there is that classic scene at the city gate. Gaal arrives about 6:00 at the city gate, munching on his doughnut and sipping his coffee from the convenience store. Abimelech’s men started forming their attack, and Gaal remarked to Zebul that men were coming down from the hills. Zebul asks, “How long since you’ve seen your ophthalmologist, Gaal?” Gaal squints and exclaims, “No, Zebul, those are men!” Zebul has his trump card ready: “Where is your mouth now?” He must have practiced that line all night.

Very few details are given of the battle itself, but the terseness of the account is telling. There was no real contest. Gaal realized too late that he had been outmaneuvered and tried to beat a hasty retreat, only to lose most of his men in the process. Gaal himself and his brothers—the instigators of the rebellion—did make it back into Shechem, but were unable to remain there or cause any further trouble. Zebul, now in full control of the city again, drove them out, reversing their arrival there back in verse 26 and bringing closure, apparently, to the whole Gaal episode. We never hear of Gaal again.

Divine Vengeance 

Abimelech is not finished, though. His bloodlust has been kindled and he thirsts for more. Abimelech had one more score to settle, and that was with the citizens of Shechem who were attacking caravans and robbing him of both money and reputation.
 We read in verses 42-45,

The next day the people of Shechem went out to the fields, and this was reported to Abimelech. 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. Abimelech and the companies with him rushed forward to a position at the entrance to the city gate. Then two companies rushed upon those in the fields and struck them down. 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. 

God causes the evil that Abimelech and the men of Shechem do to rebound on their own heads.
 How true are the words of Galatians 5:15, “If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other.” A selfish spirit is a torment to everybody, and at last the greatest curse to itself.

The mark of Abimelech’s total victory is that he sprinkled the ruined city with salt as a symbol that it was to be forever an uninhabited, barren desert.
 It is a ritual enactment of the intense hatred he now has for the place and everything associated with it. But as we are about to see, even this does not exhaust his mad fury.

In keeping with Jotham’s parable, fire is about to come out from the bramble and destroy the men of Shechem. In an act of willful vengeance, Abimelech attacks the city and breaches its walls. The men inside the city retreat into the inner chamber of the temple of Baal-berith—the same temple from which they had obtained money three years earlier to make Abimelech, “their brother,” king. There is something ironic about the Shechemites’ retreat, for they enter the tower (or stronghold) of their god, seeking safety. It is as if they are hoping Baal will defend his honor and save their lives.
 But Abimelech turned the temple into a furnace and killed all the people in it.
 Verses 46-49 record,

On hearing this, the citizens in the tower of Shechem went into the stronghold of the temple of El-Berith. When Abimelech heard that they had assembled there, 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!” So all the men cut branches and followed Abimelech. They piled them against the stronghold and set it on fire over the people inside. So all the people in the tower of Shechem, about a thousand men and women, also died.

In foretelling the fate of the Shechemites, Jotham had spoken of trees and fire. Now, with awful accuracy, his words have been fulfilled: fire came out of the “bramble” they chose as their king and consumed them, and not just the rulers themselves but every last man and woman who had depended on them as their leaders.

Again, Abimelech was not finished. Or so he thought. In verses 50-57 we read,
Next Abimelech went to Thebez and besieged it and captured it. Inside the city, however, was a strong tower, to which all the men and women—all the people of the city—fled. They locked themselves in and climbed up on the tower roof. Abimelech went to the tower and stormed it. But as he approached the entrance to the tower to set it on fire, a woman dropped an upper millstone on his head and cracked his skull. 

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. When the Israelites saw that Abimelech was dead, they went home. 

Thus God repaid the wickedness that Abimelech had done to his father by murdering his seventy brothers. God also made the men of Shechem pay for all their wickedness. The curse of Jotham son of Jerub-Baal came on them.

Thebez lay approximately ten miles northeast of Shechem, on the road leading to Beth-shean. While there is no record of its implication in the revolt against Abimelech, the narrative suggests that this was the case.
 Or at least Abimelech thought it was.

Abimelech went there with his army to punish them as well. Like the people from Beth-Millo, the citizens of Thebez fled to their tower; and Abimelech tried to use the same method of attack that he used so successfully at Shechem.

What differed in this case was that the residents took items with them to defend themselves.
 Davis quips, “One can just imagine a husband panting beside his wife as they run to refuge in the Thebez tower, exasperated that his wife insists on lugging her upper millstone along. Doubtless she responded: ‘Now, dear, you never know when you might need a good millstone!’”

The upper millstone was circular with a hole in the center. Grinding grain was women’s work, usually considered too lowly for men to perform.
 Abimelech was killed by a woman using a domestic implement, much like Jael in an earlier chapter.

The final verses of the chapter underline the ingredient of divine retribution to which our attention has already been drawn. “God caused the wickedness to return” is the literal rendering of the Hebrew text of verse 56. Thus the whole sad story ends with no winners but God, whose justice has been carried out with impressive completeness.

What possible encouragements can we draw from such a uniformly depressing record of human sinfulness? Perhaps the emphasis we need to make is on the controlling hand of God through it all. Yes, He does permit the evil to thrive and develop, with disastrous consequences, but He also limits its extent. He cuts Abimelech short in the midst of his career. He extinguishes the flames when they seem certain to spread and overwhelm the whole land.

So, we are not looking at a forest fire that is out of God’s control. Nothing ever is, in this world or the next. Our God reigns, and He uses the adverse circumstances of life to teach His people that fundamental truth over and over again.
We do not have to look far for contemporary illustrative material of the same sad mechanism. Stories abound of the paranoia of a dictator who can never be 100 percent sure that he is in total control, or that he has quashed every opponent. The lust for power can and does lead to the most outrageous actions in the business world, in family struggles, and even in the church of Jesus Christ. People will do terrible things when they are consumed by the desire to come out on the top. Such arrogance destroys relationship, because it kills trust and silences dialogue.

The world may say “might makes right,” but God’s Word has a different take. Only right makes right. And only trouble comes when might makes wrong.
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