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DOWNWARD SPIRAL, PART 9: “RUIN AND RETRIBUTION”
JUDGES 9:1-10:5

Personal Introduction

Hi everyone!  If you don’t know me, my name is Eric and I’m a pastor at HMCC of Jakarta, and it’s my privilege to preach the Word of God for us today.

Sermon Series Introduction

We’re currently in Part 9 of our sermon series called “Downward Spiral,” where we’re going through the book of Judges together.  

And today’s sermon is titled: “Ruin and Retribution.”

So let’s get right into it.

Sermon Introduction

We live in a world that is not random or arbitrary, but certain causes lead to certain effects.

We have many ways of referring to this.

In general, we might say:
· Input leads to output.
· Activities lead to outcomes.
· Behaviors lead to results.

Or specifically, we might say:
· Practice makes perfect.
· Diet, sleep, and exercise lead to physical health.
· Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise.

But, Scripture constantly repeats and emphasizes a more foundational cause-and-effect that we don’t often give much thought to.
· Sin always leads to ruin and retribution (or punishment).

But there is another cause-and-effect that is just as foundational, which Scripture also constantly repeats and emphasizes.
· God acts and sinners are delivered from their sin.

Understanding both of these foundational cause-and-effects are vital for us to understand the whole of Scripture and the reality of our lives. 

Sin always leads to ruin and retribution (or punishment), but God still offers deliverance.

The One Thing
Sin always leads to ruin and retribution, but God still offers deliverance

Scripture Introduction
Turn your Bibles to Judges 9:1-10:5.

I’d encourage you to keep your Bibles open to this passage and look down at verses that are referred to throughout the sermon.
 
If you need access to a Bible, you can download the ESV Bible app, or just ask someone next to you, and I’m sure they’d be happy to share with you.

<pause>

“Judges” here doesn’t refer to judicial or court judges, but these judges were military leaders that God raised up to deliver his people from an oppressor. They were not kings over all of Israel, but they were more like clan or tribal leaders.

Last time we were in the book of Judges, we looked at the rise, victory, and fall of Gideon the judge. 

As part of his fall, Gideon became the first judge to kill his fellow Israelites and basically hand-hold Israel back into idolatry during his lifetime. 

And today, we turn to the story of Gideon’s son, Abimelech, which means “my father is king.” He was not a judge-deliverer of Israel by any means, but quite the opposite. Though he was an Israelite, he was more like a foreign oppressor, as we’ll soon see. 

And that’s where we are as we begin today’s passage.

Scripture Reading
Instead of reading the entire passage at the beginning, since this is a longer passage, we’ll read portions at a time and unpack them as we go.

Overview
We’ll go through this passage in four parts by breaking down the one thing:
I. Sin (9:1-6)
II. Always leads to ruin (9:7-21)
III. And retribution (9:22-57)
IV. But God still offers deliverance (10:1-5)

I. Sin (9:1-6)

Chapter 9, verses 1-6 say this:

1 Now Abimelech the son of Jerubbaal went to Shechem to his mother's relatives and said to them and to the whole clan of his mother's family, 2 “Say in the ears of all the leaders of Shechem, ‘Which is better for you, that all seventy of the sons of Jerubbaal rule over you, or that one rule over you?’ Remember also that I am your bone and your flesh.”

3 And his mother's relatives spoke all these words on his behalf in the ears of all the leaders of Shechem, and their hearts inclined to follow Abimelech, for they said, “He is our brother.” 4 And they gave him seventy pieces of silver out of the house of Baal-berith with which Abimelech hired worthless and reckless fellows, who followed him. 5 And he went to his father's house at Ophrah and killed his brothers the sons of Jerubbaal, seventy men, on one stone. But Jotham the youngest son of Jerubbaal was left, for he hid himself. 6 And all the leaders of Shechem came together, and all Beth-millo, and they went and made Abimelech king, by the oak of the pillar at Shechem.

A couple preliminary points we need to know.

First, Jerubbaal is another name for Gideon—the judge who previously delivered the people from the seven-year oppression of the Midianites.  So every time you see Jerubbaal throughout this passage, just remember that it’s referring to Gideon.

Second, Abimelech is the son that Gideon had with a concubine from Shechem, so Abimelech was half-Shechemite. That’s important to know because that’s the whole basis of Abimelech’s appeal here.

In verse 1-2, Abimelech goes to his relatives in Shechem, which was an Israelite city, and asks them, “Would you rather have all seventy of Gideon’s sons rule over you (none of whom are Shechemites), or would you rather have just one person rule over you? And by the way, remember that I’m family, which means that you can expect some family perks if I’m king.”

And in verse 3-5, his relatives convince the leaders of Shechem to follow Abimelech, and they provide him money to hire mercenaries, and together, Abimelech and his hired men kill all seventy of his brothers on one stone. 

And then, the leaders of Shechem made Abimelech king over them.

<pause>

I don’t think any of us need to be convinced that what’s going on here is sin. 

The most obvious sin was the cold-blooded killing of Abimelech’s seventy brothers.

But there was also corruption on every level. 
· Abimelech wanted to be king, so he rallied support for himself. 
· The people of Shechem wanted favor from Abimelech once he was made king, so they supported him.
· And then, they mask it all under the seemingly positive principle of “family first.”

At the root of corruption are hearts that seek to exalt themselves—to gain something for themselves. And when that desire becomes consuming, it’s willing to hurt others to satisfy those desires.

Whenever we hear of corruption, we hate it. There have been revolts throughout Indonesia’s history because the people instinctively recognize that corruption is wrong—sinful.

And yet, the reality is that we can see the same roots of corruption in our own hearts.

When we want something for ourselves, we often seek to sway popular opinion towards our viewpoint. We warn of how bad something will turn out if it doesn’t go the way that we propose. And we remind people of the perks of how things will be if we get our way.

And when we choose to support something, we often don’t think in terms of “What does God’s word say?” but we think in terms of “What will I get out of it?” 

And then, we somehow mask or justify our corruption with some principle we claim to hold.

And by the way, Abimelech was not consistent with his principle of “family first.” Yes, he was half-Shechemite, but he was also half-brothers with the seventy men that he killed. What happened to "family first” there?

We seem to conveniently forget or diminish our so-called principles when they don’t act in our favor—or when they expose sin in us that we’d rather not see.

<pause>

This would be a great discussion to have over dinner or later this week. I’d encourage you to write down these questions:

[Questions for later reflection & discussion:]
· What are ways that you’re tempted to exalt yourself at the expense of others? 
· What are principles you refer to when making a point to others but conveniently ignore in applying to yourself?

Kids, ask your parents these questions as well; and parents, take the lead in having these kinds of conversations with your kids.

<pause>

Going back, just imagine for a moment what Abimelech may have felt or thought as he killed his seventy brothers.

Surely his conscience must have kicked in when he killed his first brother. But then he didn’t stop. He proceeded to kill his second brother, and third, and fourth, until he slaughtered seventy of them. 

Why didn’t he stop? 

The logic of sin seems to be: “You’ve already taken this step; you might as well go all in.” “You’ve already tasted a little; you might as well indulge yourself.”

If we’re honest with ourselves, don’t we succumb to the same flawed logic at times? 

Sin only needs to convince us to take one small step, and then it drags us down a downward spiral, until we can’t possibly see how we can get out.

Perhaps we don’t want to get out by that point, because we got what we wanted—or at least what we thought we wanted.

<pause>

That seems to be the case for Abimelech. He may have slaughtered his seventy brothers, but he finally got what he wanted—he was made king.

But why did he want to be king to begin with?

It seems that his father Gideon had a big part in that. 

Even though Gideon refused the offer to be king, he acted like a king. And given that he named his son “my father is king,” he inevitably planted the seed for Abimelech’s aspiration to be king.

And if Gideon was willing to kill his fellow Israelites to get what he wanted, Abimelech just took that one step further in killing his fellow brothers to get what he wanted.

Parents, the way you raise your kids will greatly influence the trajectory of their lives. 

“Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from it” (Prov. 22:6). 

This is not a promise, but a proverb that tells us how things generally go in God’s world. 

Listen to the cautionary lyrics of an old song called “Cat’s in the Cradle.” 

The main stanzas say this:

My child arrived just the other day
He came to the world in the usual way
But there were planes to catch and bills to pay
He learned to walk while I was away
And he was talking 'fore I knew it and as he grew
He'd say, "I'm gonna be like you, Dad
You know, I'm gonna be like you"
	
My son turned ten just the other day
He said, "Thanks for the ball, Dad, come on, let's play
Can you teach me to throw?" I said, "Not today
I got a lot to do." He said, "That's okay"
And he walked away but his smile never dimmed
And said, "I'm gonna be like him, yeah
You know, I'm gonna be like him"

Well, he came from college just the other day
So much like a man I just had to say
"Son, I'm proud of you, can you sit for a while?"
He shook his head and he said with a smile
"What I'd really like, Dad, is to borrow the car keys
See you later, can I have them please?"

I've long since retired and my son’s moved away
I called him up just the other day
I said, "I'd like to see you if you don't mind"
He said, "I'd love to, Dad, if I could find the time"
"You see, my new job's a hassle and the kids have the flu
But it's sure nice talking to you, Dad
It's been sure nice talking to you"

And as I hung up the phone, it occurred to me
He'd grown up just like me
My boy was just like me

Parents, what are you instilling in your kids?
· If you’re consumed by work, and even when you are home, you’re just checked out, then don’t expect them to want to spend time with you or to be great to their family in the future.
· If you complain about church and it’s not much of a priority for you, don’t expect them to value and join a church in the future.
· If they hear you talk poorly about people, and see you treat people around you rudely, then don’t expect them to be kind and gentle towards you or others in the future. 

Of course, we are all individually responsible for our own decisions and actions (Deut. 24:16; Jer. 31:30; Ezek. 18:20), and praise the Lord that he sometimes intervenes, by his grace, to undo what we have instilled in our kids. 

But parents, do not neglect your responsibility to bring your children up in the instruction and discipline of the Lord, modeling and talking to them about what that looks like in your own life (Eph. 6:4). 

<pause>

Going back, after committing all kinds of sin, Abimelech and the Shechemites each got what they wanted. And at least for the moment, all seems to be well for them, but that won’t last long.

<pause>

So first, sin; and second…

II. Always leads to ruin (9:7-21)

Verses 7-15 say this:

7 When it was told to Jotham, he went and stood on top of Mount Gerizim and cried aloud and said to them, “Listen to me, you leaders of Shechem, that God may listen to you. 8 The trees once went out to anoint a king over them, and they said to the olive tree, ‘Reign over us.’ 9 But the olive tree said to them, ‘Shall I leave my abundance, by which gods and men are honored, and go hold sway over the trees?’ 10 And the trees said to the fig tree, ‘You come and reign over us.’ 11 But the fig tree said to them, ‘Shall I leave my sweetness and my good fruit and go hold sway over the trees?’ 12 And the trees said to the vine, ‘You come and reign over us.’ 13 But the vine said to them, ‘Shall I leave my wine that cheers God and men and go hold sway over the trees?’ 14 Then all the trees said to the bramble, ‘You come and reign over us.’ 15 And the bramble said to the trees, ‘If in good faith you are anointing me king over you, then come and take refuge in my shade, but if not, let fire come out of the bramble and devour the cedars of Lebanon.’

Jotham, the youngest of Gideon’s sons, has managed to hide from his executioners and escaped with his life (v. 5).

But here, in verse 7, as he hears that Abimelech is made king, he comes out of hiding and issues a warning against Abimelech and the Shechemites. 

And then he proceeds to tell them a fable (or a parable) about a group of trees, who go to an olive tree, a fig tree, and a vine, asking each of them to be their king. 

But each of these more productive and worthy trees and vine decline being their king.

So finally, they ask a bramble (or a thornbush) to be their king—and this unproductive, worthless plant accepts.

But look at verse 15. 

The bramble invites the trees to “come and take refuge in [its] shade,” but that’s impossible; it’s not large enough to provide shade for the trees. 

Brambles could also catch fire easily and cause whole forest fires, so the bramble then issues a threat; basically saying, “If you don’t take refuge in my shade—or if you leave my shade—then fire will come out from me and devour all of you, trees.”

So what does this parable mean?

Thankfully, we don’t have to guess because Jotham explains it right away.

Verses 16-21 say this:

16 “Now therefore, if you acted in good faith and integrity when you made Abimelech king, and if you have dealt well with Jerubbaal and his house and have done to him as his deeds deserved— 17 for my father fought for you and risked his life and delivered you from the hand of Midian, 18 and you have risen up against my father's house this day and have killed his sons, seventy men on one stone, and have made Abimelech, the son of his female servant, king over the leaders of Shechem, because he is your relative— 19 if you then have acted in good faith and integrity with Jerubbaal and with his house this day, then rejoice in Abimelech, and let him also rejoice in you. 20 But if not, let fire come out from Abimelech and devour the leaders of Shechem and Beth-millo; and let fire come out from the leaders of Shechem and from Beth-millo and devour Abimelech.” 21 And Jotham ran away and fled and went to Beer and lived there, because of Abimelech his brother.

So in the parable, the trees represent the Shechemites and the bramble represents Abimelech. It’s meant to portray the ruinous choice the Shechemites made in making Abimelech their king.

And notice, it’s not just that the bramble will devour the trees, but the trees will also devour the bramble. 

In verses 16-20, Jotham gives some conditional statements, and the point is that the way Abimelech and the Shechemites acted towards Gideon and his sons will be the way they will act toward one another. 

If they had acted with integrity with Gideon and his sons (and they haven’t), then they can expect to act with integrity and rejoice with one another.

But if they had acted treacherously with Gideon and his sons (and they have), then they can expect to act treacherously and devour one another. 

They will eventually ruin one another by the very sins they committed to make Abimelech king to begin with. And that’s exactly what we’ll see in the next part. 
· The Shechemites betrayed Gideon, the judge who delivered them from foreign oppression, and killed his sons—and so, they’ll just as easily betray Abimelech.
· Abimelech was willing to kill his own brothers to become king—and so, he’ll just as easily kill Shechemites in order to stay king.

In other words, our sins are not isolated but they bleed into other relationships.

If you act wickedly towards one person, you’re capable of acting wickedly to another person.

If someone is talking poorly about someone else to you, then you can be quite sure that it’s only a matter of time that they are gossiping about you to others. 

They may tell you and tell themselves that you’re the exception, but that’s never really the case because we are who we are—and our sins bleed into other relationships, and they have a way of eventually coming back to ruin us (whether in this life, or in the life to come).

When I was in college, I knew I was not ready to date anyone because the hardest people for me to love at the time were my parents. 

I couldn’t talk to my parents without getting upset and raising my voice at them. And I knew that how I spoke to my parents would eventually come out in how I talked with my future wife and kids.

And I was right. Later in college, there was an incident where I ended up yelling at a friend. She actually hadn’t done anything wrong, but I was just really upset about something else, and she just happened to be there for me to raise my voice at. 

And that really scared me. I realized that my parents aren’t the exception, but this issue of anger is in me. And if I can’t control my temper with my parents, then it will eventually bleed into my other relationships.

So until I could talk to my parents in a civil manner, I knew I wasn’t ready to date anyone.

<pause.

So ask yourself: “Who are some of the hardest people for me to love right now? And how am I treating them?”

We all have them.

You may think that they’re the exception, but they’re not. 

Will you deal with them in good faith and integrity? 

If so, then by God’s grace, it may just lead you to experience relationships where you can rejoice in one another. 

If not, it will come back to your own ruin—and that’s what we see with Abimelech and the Shechemites.

<pause>

Before moving on, notice that Jotham came out of hiding to deliver this message to Abimelech and the Shechemites—and this was at the risk of his life.

Seventy of his brothers were just murdered on one stone. And if you look at verse 21, perhaps the reason he “ran away and fled” right after giving this message is because they came after him.

Why would Jotham risk his life like this?

Evidently because it was the right thing to do. 

How could he sit by and say nothing when his own half-brother, Abimelech, murdered seventy of his brothers and all the people support that and even crown him king?

He spoke the truth even at the risk of his life because it was the right thing to do.

Just let that sink in for a moment. Not because his heart inclined him to do it. Not because there was any peer pressure to do it. But he did the hard thing because it was the right thing to do.

<pause>

Let’s look away from Jotham and look to Jesus for a moment. 

Jesus was the perfect example of doing the right thing even when it was hard to do. Jeus knew the cost and the inner turmoil of following through. And yet, he did it anyways—not only risking his life but losing his life on the cross.

So when we know that there’s something we need to do or say to each other because it’s right, but we struggle and we fear because it’s hard or it’s awkward, look to Jesus. 

Trust that he is ultimately sovereign over your relationships. Trust that the Holy Spirit will help you in what you need to say. And trust that God’s grace is enough to cover your fears or your mistakes.

Like the apostle Paul, we should make it our aim to be able to say to one another with a clear conscience, “I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all of you, for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:26-27; cf. Ezek. 33:6).

Brothers and sisters, we must warn one another that sin always leads to ruin.

<pause>

So first, sin; second, always leads to ruin; and third…

III. And retribution (9:22-57)

Verses 22-29 say this:

22 Abimelech ruled over Israel three years. 23 And God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and the leaders of Shechem, and the leaders of Shechem dealt treacherously with Abimelech, 24 that the violence done to the seventy sons of Jerubbaal might come, and their blood be laid on Abimelech their brother, who killed them, and on the men of Shechem, who strengthened his hands to kill his brothers. 25 And the leaders of Shechem put men in ambush against him on the mountaintops, and they robbed all who passed by them along that way. And it was told to Abimelech.

26 And Gaal the son of Ebed moved into Shechem with his relatives, and the leaders of Shechem put confidence in him. 27 And they went out into the field and gathered the grapes from their vineyards and trod them and held a festival; and they went into the house of their god and ate and drank and reviled Abimelech. 28 And Gaal the son of Ebed said, “Who is Abimelech, and who are we of Shechem, that we should serve him? Is he not the son of Jerubbaal, and is not Zebul his officer? Serve the men of Hamor the father of Shechem; but why should we serve him? 29 Would that this people were under my hand! Then I would remove Abimelech. I would say to Abimelech, ‘Increase your army, and come out.’”

In verse 25, we begin to see Abimelech’s three-year rule beginning to crumble. The Shechemites are ambushing and robbing people in such a way that the ambush is “against him”—against Abimelech.[footnoteRef:0] [0:  Arthur E. Cundall (Judges, TOTC [Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2008]) suggests that perhaps they’re robbing Abimelech of the tribute he would receive from people, or perhaps they’re just wounding his pride because he can’t seem to guarantee safe travel in his regional kingdom. Either way, Abimelech knows that these ambushes are “against him” and “it was told to [him].”] 


In verses 26-28, we then see a man named Gaal move into Shechem, who begins to challenge Abimelech’s rule. 

And notice, he uses that exact same principle that Abimelech used earlier—“family first.”

Since Abimelech’s father was Gideon, he’s only half-Shechemite, but Gaal says they should serve a native Shechemite—someone like him. 

Essentially, Gaal is claiming to be more closely related to the people than Abimelech is. He’s more family than Abimelech is.

And then, in verse 29, Gaal boasts about how he would remove Abimelech as king and even challenges him, saying, “Increase your army, and come out.”

Verses 30-41 then say this:

30 When Zebul the ruler of the city heard the words of Gaal the son of Ebed, his anger was kindled. 31 And he sent messengers to Abimelech secretly, saying, “Behold, Gaal the son of Ebed and his relatives have come to Shechem, and they are stirring up the city against you. 32 Now therefore, go by night, you and the people who are with you, and set an ambush in the field. 33 Then in the morning, as soon as the sun is up, rise early and rush upon the city. And when he and the people who are with him come out against you, you may do to them as your hand finds to do.”

34 So Abimelech and all the men who were with him rose up by night and set an ambush against Shechem in four companies. 35 And Gaal the son of Ebed went out and stood in the entrance of the gate of the city, and Abimelech and the people who were with him rose from the ambush. 36 And when Gaal saw the people, he said to Zebul, “Look, people are coming down from the mountaintops!” And Zebul said to him, “You mistake the shadow of the mountains for men.” 37 Gaal spoke again and said, “Look, people are coming down from the center of the land, and one company is coming from the direction of the Diviners' Oak.” 38 Then Zebul said to him, “Where is your mouth now, you who said, ‘Who is Abimelech, that we should serve him?’ Are not these the people whom you despised? Go out now and fight with them.” 39 And Gaal went out at the head of the leaders of Shechem and fought with Abimelech. 40 And Abimelech chased him, and he fled before him. And many fell wounded, up to the entrance of the gate. 41 And Abimelech lived at Arumah, and Zebul drove out Gaal and his relatives, so that they could not dwell at Shechem.

A lot is happening here, so let’s unpack this section a bit more. 

A new character, Zebul, a man Abimelech has placed as ruler of the city, was introduced earlier in verse 28.

And here, in verse 30, Zebul is described as being angry because earlier, Gaal had mocked him for being associated with Abimelech.

So in verses 31-33, Zebul then secretly tells Abimelech all about how Gaal is stirring up the people of Shechem against him, and he advises Abimelech to set up an ambush the following morning.

In verses 34-38, Gaal then wakes up the following morning in a panic, exclaiming to Zebul that he sees Abimelech coming with his army down the mountain. 

In response, Zebul first gaslights him and then taunts him, basically saying, “What happened to all your boasting? Didn’t you invite this fight by reviling and taunting Abimelech and his army? Go out and fight him like you said you would.”

So in verse 39-41, Gaal haphazardly pulls together a makeshift army of the people of Shechem and goes out to fight Abimelech—and they just get crushed. And Gaal and his relatives are driven out of town.

So that would seem to be the end, but not quite. The story continues.

Verses 42-49 then say this:

42 On the following day, the people went out into the field, and Abimelech was told. 43 He took his people and divided them into three companies and set an ambush in the fields. And he looked and saw the people coming out of the city. So he rose against them and killed them. 44 Abimelech and the company that was with him rushed forward and stood at the entrance of the gate of the city, while the two companies rushed upon all who were in the field and killed them. 45 And Abimelech fought against the city all that day. He captured the city and killed the people who were in it, and he razed the city and sowed it with salt.

46 When all the leaders of the Tower of Shechem heard of it, they entered the stronghold of the house of El-berith. 47 Abimelech was told that all the leaders of the Tower of Shechem were gathered together. 48 And Abimelech went up to Mount Zalmon, he and all the people who were with him. And Abimelech took an axe in his hand and cut down a bundle of brushwood and took it up and laid it on his shoulder. And he said to the men who were with him, “What you have seen me do, hurry and do as I have done.” 49 So every one of the people cut down his bundle and following Abimelech put it against the stronghold, and they set the stronghold on fire over them, so that all the people of the Tower of Shechem also died, about 1,000 men and women.

Abimelech is not satisfied with just driving out Gaal and his relatives; he wants to destroy everyone in the city.

So in verses 42-45, as the people of Shechem resume normal life the next day, Abimelech blocks the entrance back into the city, and then he slaughters all the people working in the fields. 

And then he goes into the city, and there’s a series of ruthless verbs: “he captured… he killed… he razed… he sowed….” He destroyed everything and everyone—and then he sowed the city with salt as a symbolic act of cursing it that it would remain desolate and unfruitful.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Arthur E. Cundall (Judges, TOTC [Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2008]) writes: “The sowing of the city with salt does not mean that all cultivatable soil was made unfruitful; this would have required an operation of impossible magnitude. Rather, it indicates a symbolic ritual action in which the destroyed city was condemned to perpetual desolation (cf. Deut. 29:23; Ps. 107:34; Jer. 17:6). Shechem was rebuilt during the reign of Jeroboam I, more than a century and a half after the campaign of Abimelech (1 Kgs 12:25).”] 


But Abimelech still isn’t done. 

In verses 46-49, about 1,000 men and women found refuge in the Tower of Shechem, which was a pagan temple complex—or “stronghold.”[footnoteRef:2] Abimelech and his men then light the tower on fire—and everyone in the Tower of Shechem dies. [2:  Barry G. Webb (Judges and Ruth [Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015]) writes: “Some of the rulers, “all the leaders of the Tower of Shechem,” have escaped. Seeing that the end was near, they had somehow got out before the city was destroyed and have taken refuge in “the stronghold of the house of El-berith” (v. 46). This was probably a fortified temple complex outside the city walls, with a tower that was designed to be a last place of refuge if the city itself fell. The “leaders” in question may have been a group of men with special responsibility for the defense of this fortress. But when they hear how total the destruction of the city has been, they realize that defending even the fortress will be impossible and retreat into the tower to await their fate (v. 47).” Regarding “Beth-millo” in verse 6, Arthur E. Cundall (Judges, TOTC [Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2008]) writes: “With them were associated all the house of Millo (6, AV, RV), which is best regarded as a proper name, Beth-millo (RSV). The word millo derives from a verb meaning ‘to be filled’, and originally referred to a rampart or earthwork; but its association with fortifications may have developed into a reference to fortresses generally. Thus Beth-millo may be identical with the tower of Shechem (46ff.).”] 


Just as Jotham said, fire has literally come out of Abimelech and devoured the Shechemites.

But Abimelech still isn’t done.

Verses 50-55 say this:

50 Then Abimelech went to Thebez and encamped against Thebez and captured it. 51 But there was a strong tower within the city, and all the men and women and all the leaders of the city fled to it and shut themselves in, and they went up to the roof of the tower. 52 And Abimelech came to the tower and fought against it and drew near to the door of the tower to burn it with fire. 53 And a certain woman threw an upper millstone on Abimelech's head and crushed his skull. 54 Then he called quickly to the young man his armor-bearer and said to him, “Draw your sword and kill me, lest they say of me, ‘A woman killed him.’” And his young man thrust him through, and he died. 55 And when the men of Israel saw that Abimelech was dead, everyone departed to his home. 

In verse 50, Abimelech continues on his rampage in another nearby city, Thebez.

And in verses 51-52, again, the people there try to find refuge in their strong tower; and again, Abimelech thinks he’ll just burn it to the ground.

But in verses 53-54, we find out that a certain woman came prepared; she brought a heavy stone with her.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  NET footnote on Judges 9:53 explains: “A hand mill consisted of an upper stone and larger lower stone. One would turn the upper stone with a handle to grind the grain, which was placed between the stones. An upper millstone, which was typically about two inches thick and a foot or so in diameter, probably weighed 25-30 pounds (11.4-13.6 kg).”] 


And as Abimelech came close to the tower, she dropped it on his head and crushed his skull. And not wanting to be remembered as being killed by a woman (cf. 2 Sam. 11:21), which would have been disgraceful (cf. Judg. 8:20), he asks his armor-bearer to kill him—and then he dies.

And in verse 55, in almost a sigh of relief, once everyone saw that Abimelech was dead, there was no more senseless killing, and they all just went home.

And then, verses 56-57 say this:

56 Thus God returned the evil of Abimelech, which he committed against his father in killing his seventy brothers. 57 And God also made all the evil of the men of Shechem return on their heads, and upon them came the curse of Jotham the son of Jerubbaal.

These last two verses (as well as verses 23-24 from earlier) give us the interpretive lenses to understand all that was happening here. 

Even though God was not easily seen in all that was happening, he was still sovereignly orchestrating it all to bring retribution (or his just punishment) on both Abimelech and the Shechemites for all the evil they did to Gideon by killing his seventy sons.

In verse 57, it says that God made all their evil “return on their heads.” And as we think about how God did this, you get a glimpse of God’s poetic justice, and how he brings things full circle upon their own heads as their just punishment.
· Shechem ambushes Abimelech, and so, Abimelech ambushes Shechem.
· Gaal boastfully invites Abimelech to come out with his army, and Abimelech comes out with his army.
· Abimelech kills his seventy brothers on one stone, and he himself is killed by one stone.

Throughout the Bible, we see people mock or scoff at God because retribution may not come right away or in extraordinary ways. They confirm their unbelief by saying, “Where is your God?” (Ps. 42:3, 10; 79:10; 115:2; Mic. 7:10; Mal. 2:17). 

But God sees every sin, and he will judge every sin. And every consequence of sin we receive in this lifetime is really a kindness to us because it is a foreshadowing of the hell that we deserve and that is coming.

And in this passage, we see God bringing retribution to Abimelech and the Shechemites through ordinary means, even sovereignly using their evil desires and sinful actions towards one another as his very means for bringing about his retribution. 

<pause>

For Jotham, he had to wait three years to see God’s retribution come back on the heads of Abimelech and the Shechemites. 

For us, we may or may not see God’s justice for our sins or others sins in this lifetime, but whether in this life or in the life to come, God will bring retribution for every sin. 

If this passage is not clear enough, listen to the witness of other passages of Scripture.

Ezekiel 11:21: But as for those whose heart goes after their detestable things and their abominations, I will bring their deeds upon their own heads, declares the Lord GOD.”

Obadiah 1:15: For the day of the LORD is near upon all the nations. As you have done, it shall be done to you; your deeds shall return on your own head.

Sin always leads to God’s retribution.

<pause>

So first, sin; second, always leads to ruin; third, and retribution; and fourth…

IV. But God still offers deliverance (10:1-5)

Chapter 10, verses 1-5 say this:

10:1 After Abimelech there arose to save Israel Tola the son of Puah, son of Dodo, a man of Issachar, and he lived at Shamir in the hill country of Ephraim. 2 And he judged Israel twenty-three years. Then he died and was buried at Shamir.

3 After him arose Jair the Gileadite, who judged Israel twenty-two years. 4 And he had thirty sons who rode on thirty donkeys, and they had thirty cities, called Havvoth-jair to this day, which are in the land of Gilead. 5 And Jair died and was buried in Kamon.

Here, we see the introduction of two minor judges—Tola and Jair. 

“Minor” judges just means that their accounts are much shorter than the “major” judges, who have much longer narratives.

There are a few things to notice here. 

First, throughout chapter 9, not once is the covenant name Yahweh—or the LORD in all caps—mentioned. Nobody is seeking the LORD, nobody is crying out to the LORD for help. 

It’s just a chapter full of the people of Israel sinning against one another.

And yet, here in chapter 10, verse 1, it says, “After Abimelech there arose to save Israel….” Even amidst the people’s sin that leads to ruin and retribution, God still offers deliverance to such people.

<pause>

Second, notice that, for the first time, judges are raised up, but no foreign oppressor is named.

In the past, the judges delivered the Israelites from the oppression of the Mesopotamians (3:7-11), the Moabites (3:12-30), the Philistines (3:31), the Canaanites (4:1-24), and the Midianites (6:1-28).

Remember, there was also no foreign oppressor in all of chapter 9, but it was just one long account of the people of Israel destroying themselves in senseless sin and killing of one another.

The people think that their biggest problem is foreign oppression, but that’s not true, because what causes the foreign oppression to begin with? What’s always the start of the downward spiral they continually repeat?

Just peek down at chapter 10, verse 6, and you’ll see: “The people of Israel again did what was evil in the sight of the LORD….” 

Their perpetual problem is themselves—their own sinful hearts that lead them to do evil.

<pause>

Third, even though God still delivers his people with these two minor judges, there’s something not quite right with Jair.

He has thirty sons (and who knows how many daughters?), which means that he has multiple wives (and possibly concubines). That’s reminiscent of Gideon acting like a king with the harem that he established for himself.

And these thirty sons have thirty cities that they rule over. That’s reminiscent of Abimelech who ruled over Shechem and the surrounding cities.

And these cities are called “Havvoth-Jair,” which means “the villages of Jair.”[footnoteRef:4] And that’s reminiscent of Gideon who named his son, “my father is king.” [4:  Barry G. Webb, Judges and Ruth (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015).] 


Jair is a compilation of the follies of both Gideon and Abimelech. Everything we just read about in chapters 8 and 9 about Gideon’s fall and Abimelech’s sin are being repeated in this judge, Jair.

So this passage ends with an ominous note—a foreshadowing of the same kinds of sin problems to come.

God still offered deliverance to his sinful people, but his judges needed saving just as much as the rest of his people.

Conclusion

So as we close, I want us to see that this entire passage points us to our need for Christ.
· Abimelech is often the kind of king we want for our own perceived benefits, but Jesus is the true King that we really need.
· The woman crushed the head of Abimelech so that everyone could go home, but at the cross, Jesus crushed the head of Satan, so that we can be welcomed into our heavenly home (cf. Gen. 3:15; Judg. 4:21).
· Jair was just another sinful judge who needed saving, but Jesus is the sinless judge-deliverer who gave his life to save sinners.

Our hope is not in other kings and judges, not in our own hearts that are constantly inclined toward sin—but our hope in found in Christ alone.

In this passage, we see that…
· All of us are far worse sinners than we could possibly imagine.
· And the consequences for sin are ruin and retribution, ultimately in hell for eternity.
· But God came in the person of Jesus Christ to die on the cross to take on the retribution (or punishment) that we deserved for our sin, and to resurrect three days later to confirm who he is and what he did.
· And now, God offers this deliverance to all who would receive him.

So would you respond to him today? Would you repent of your sins and believe in Jesus Christ alone as your Lord and Savior?

I pray that you would—whether for the first time or for the nth time. There is no better king and no greater judge-deliver.

Sin always leads to ruin and retribution, but praise God that he still offers deliverance in the person and work of Jesus Christ.

Let’s pray.
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