
Nants in go nya, ma ba-ki thi ba-ba!  

So begins the story told in Disney’s The Lion King.  

Watching this as an eight year old, I remember being horrified by the character of Scar, the 

brother of King Mufasa who goes on to murder the King and attempt to murder his nephew, 

Simba so that Scar can become king instead. 

I was relieved that Scar didn’t get away with his evil deeds because Simba eventually returns 

to reclaim the throne and bring Scar to justice.  

Our story from the Book of Judges this morning, shares some common themes.  

But unlike The Lion King which eventually comes full circle of life and ends happily with a 

good king on the throne, our story spirals deeper and deeper into bloodshed and judgment, 

resulting in the destruction of both Abimelek and the people who chose him to be their king. 

The story of Abimelek is a tragedy, a story where instead of a fairy tale ending it ends with a 

sense of brokenness and pointless suffering.  

We are left trying to pick up the pieces and learn something from the story to avoid 

something like this happening to us.  

<slide change> 

Our big idea for this morning is: When God is not our King, the Kings we choose lead us 

to destruction. 

We’re going to look at the story in two parts, first from the perspective of Abimelek and 

we’re going to see that making ourselves King leads to our downfall in point one.  

Then we are going to loop back through the story from the perspective of the people of 

Shechem and we will see that choosing the wrong King leads to our destruction in point 

two.  

Let’s pray first before we get started in the passage.  

<blank slide> 

Dear Almighty King and Saviour,  

Thank you for this morning, that we can be here together as your people to hear your Word. 

Speak to us by your Spirit as we explore your Word together this morning. Allow us to leave 

the distractions and disruptions of the past week behind us. Encourage us cast aside the 

worries and concerns of the week before us. Remind us and convict us of our need of Jesus 

to be our Saviour and our King. Help me to speak your words clearly and reverently, please 

change my heart so that I’m not motivated by my own glory and reputation but that I would 

sincerely strive that Christ might receive all the glory He is due.  



In Jesus’ Name, 

Amen 

 

Making ourselves King leads to our Downfall 

The story of Abimelek begins with the end of Gideon’s story at the end of Judges chapter 8.  

Over the past weeks in Judges, we have heard how God raised Gideon up to deliver Israel.  

God set Gideon up to deliver God’s people not through the strength of Gideon and his 

armies, but through God’s own power and sovereignty over Israel’s enemies.   

We heard last week, even though Gideon did pretty well for a while, by the end of his life the 

wheels had come off the wagon. 

At the end of Gideon’s life, though he rejected the role of King that was offered to him, 

Gideon set up a golden idol in his home which led Israel back toward idolatry.  

We are told Gideon finished his innings at a ripe old age and was laid to rest with his fathers.  

The land had peace for 40 years, but it didn’t take long for things to go back to the way they 

were in Israel. 

No sooner than Gideon was in the grave, the people went back to worshipping the Baals. 

We see the theme of Gideon’s fall away from following God as king at the start of our 

passage this morning. 

It seems Gideon was a bit of a ladies’ man; he took lots of wives just like future kings of Israel 

would do, at least enough wives to bear him seventy sons.  

But apparently a small harem of official wives wasn’t enough, he also had taken a bit on the 

side, a concubine from a neighbouring nation in the nearby town of Shechem in verse 31.  

Gideon might not have taken the title of king but his lifestyle was told a different story and 

suggested maybe Gideon even though of himself as king. 

We can see this even more clearly in the name that Gideon gives to the son that his 

concubine in Shechem bore him. 

Gideon named this son, Abi-melek, Abi meaning ‘father’ as in ‘Abba Father’ and melek 

meaning King or putting it together ‘My Father is King’.  

Gideon, after so strongly rejecting the kingship offered to him by the Israelites gave his son a 

name that proclaimed that Gideon was king after all.  

And this sets the scene for the tragedy of the thornbush King, Abimelek the self-ambitious, 

selfish king who was driven only by his desire for fame and glory. 

I wonder what it would have been like growing up as Abimelek.  



I expect he grew-up hearing all the stories of his Dad’s exploits and conquests, perhaps 

sometimes in his Dad’s own words when Gideon came for a visit.   

Abi was probably also aware being the son of a second class wife made him a second class 

son.  

I can’t imagine Abi had access to his Fathers’ affection or affluent lifestyle like his seventy 

brothers did, he probably didn’t have any stake in the inheritance Gideon left behind for his 

sons. 

I can’t imagine Abi was very welcome at his Dad’s house up in Ophrah.  

I suspect amidst the shame of his pedigree and isolation from the house of his famous Dad, 

Abimelek might have taken much comfort from the name his Dad had given him.  

Abimelek. My father is king. But as Abi grew up, it seems that the way he thought about his 

name changed from comforting reassurance to be his one ambition and goal in life.  

Abimelek worked out that if his father could have been king, then surely that meant that he 

could be king too.   

When he was king, he could do great things like winning battles and conquering kings that 

made his Dad so famous, only bigger and better. 

Abi just couldn’t wait to be king! 

Since the people of Israel had rejected God as their King and Gideon had not taken the role 

of king, there was a leadership vacancy to be filled.  

Abimelek knew this was his chance, now or never.  

The boy who’s father was king set about making himself king as well.  

But Abi had a problem – he had seventy half-brothers who were ahead of him in line to the 

throne. 

I mean you thought Prince Harry has a hard time being 8th in line to the throne. 

There was no way that Abimelek was going to become king by biding his time and waiting 

his turn. 

So Abimelek hatched the first of his cunning plans. 

Abimelek realized that blood is thicker than water and he has some strong family 

connections of his own.  

He goes to his uncles in chapter 9 verse 2, the brothers of his mother and he asks ‘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.”  

And his argument wins them over.  



Abi’s uncles had no direct blood relationship with any of Gideon’s other sons; if one of these 

sons became king there would be no reason they favour the people of Shechem. 

They probably thought to themselves; Abimelek’s our blood relative; if we make him king 

then we’ll be able to live it up.  

Sure we’ll let him sit on the throne and play king but he’s our little Abi, at the end of the day 

we’ll be pulling the strings and he will rule for us. 

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

With the support of the men of Shechem, Abimelek puts his plan to take the throne for 

himself into action.  

He knows his seventy half-brothers aren’t going down without a fight.  

So the men of Shechem give him seventy shekels of silver from the temple of Baal-Berith and 

Abi takes the money and hires some thugs in verse 4. 

From the start, we can see that Abimelek’s ambition to rule is not grounded in restoring 

Yahweh’s rule or even to follow in his Dad’s namesake as ‘destroyer of Baals’.  

Abimelek was happy to take the proceeds of idolatry to finance his bid for the throne. 

Abimelek wanted to live up to his Dad’s great deeds but he wasn’t interested in fulfilling the 

mission that God had given Gideon. 

Telling his hired thugs, Be Prepared, Abi gathers them and heads up to his father’s house.  

This wasn’t to be a social call.  

Nor was it a sit-down negotiation with his brothers to intimidate them into submission or 

bribe their allegiance to him.  

Abimelek knew that the surest way to secure his crown was to eliminate everyone who had a 

better claim to the throne than he did.  

In verse five we read that ‘He went to his father’s home in Ophrah and on one stone 

murdered his seventy brothers, the sons of Jerub-Baal.’ 

It is a blunt and brief description of a brutal massacre.  

This was cold-blooded execution, almost evoking ritual sacrifice.  

Abimelek dragged his brothers, the sons of father he seems to regard so highly, up to a 

stone and murders them in cold blood one by one by one by one.  

Abimelek was willing to do anything to be king and step into the shoes of his father, even if 

that meant destroying a big part of his Dad’s legacy by killing all his true born sons.  



 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We find out starting in verse 22 of chapter 9 that Abimelek didn’t enjoy the ‘hakuna matata’ 

reign he was hoping for; in fact he had plenty of worries for the rest of his days. 

After Abimelek had been crowned king and ruled Israel for three years, a new player with big 

ambitions moved into Shechem. 

Gaal, Son of Ebed, had moved into Shechem with his clan and made it no secret that he 

thought he would be a better king than Abimelek and had a better claim to the throne to 

boot. 

Abimelek heard what was going down in Shechem from his loyal governor Zebul in verse 31 

and Zebul told Abimelek to get down to Shechem quick stat to sort things out. 

Abimelek wasn’t going to put up with any challenge to his rule and so he called out his 

armies and took them down to Shechem overnight.  

Zebul arranged for Gaal to be outside the city walls the next morning, vulnerable to attack 

and Zebul goaded and mocked Gaal into fighting against Abimelek. 

Abimelek crushed Gaal’s attempted takeover and set him and his whole clan packing back to 

where they had come from. 

We might think at this point that Abimelek would have been satisfied that the revolt had 

been put down and he could go back home assured that his reign was secured. 

But no, Abimelek was enraged and blood thirsty for vengeance just like his father Gideon 

had been when the men of Sukkoth and Peniel had refused to help Gideon in Judges chapter 

8. 

How dare the men of Shechem rise up against his kingship?  

How dare they break covenant with him and seek to replace him as king?!  

If you were shocked at Abimelek’s brutal rise to the throne, just wait till you see his brutal 

actions to keep his seat on the throne.  

Abi hangs around at Arumah, just outside of Shechem and when he hears that the people of 

Shechem were heading out the next morning to work in the fields, he rushes down to the 

city gates with his army. 

He keeps a company at the gates to cut off the Shechemites escape to safety and sends two 

of his companies out into the fields to cut the people down like the sheaves of wheat they 

were busy harvesting.  

The ground turned red with blood but that wasn’t enough for Abimelek.  

Abimelek goes on to completely destroy the city and even scatters salt over it, symbolically 

cursing the very ground so that it would never produce crops and sustain a city ever again.  



Still not satisfied, Abimelek takes the fight to the citizens of the ‘Tower of Shechem’, 

probably a little subsection of Shechem and also called Beth Millo in verse 6. 

The citizens of this little ‘city within a city’ lock themselves in their strong tower and hope 

that Abimelek won’t be able to get to them. 

Inspired by the great story of Gideon tearing down the tower of Peniel, Abimelek decides to 

live up to his father’s name again but put his own flair on it. 

If people were going to call him the thornbush king, he’d give them a taste of the thornbush 

alright. 

Abimelek piles up thornbush branches around the tower in verse 49, sets it alight and 

watches the tower burn down with all the people of Beth Millo inside, about 1000 men and 

women died that day.  

After running out of people to punish, Abimelek starts back home. 

Abimelek appears to be completely out of control at this point because heading north to 

Ophrah, he stops in and attacks the city of Thebez.  

We are not told what Thebez did to offend Abimelek, perhaps the citizens of Thebez had 

been reluctant to make Abimelek king in the first place or perhaps Abimelek was paranoid 

and was fearful that the rebellion in Shechem might have spread to neighbouring towns.  

Whatever the reason, we read that Abimelek besieged the city and captured it in verse 50. 

As at the tower of Shechem, the citizens of Thebez retreated into their own strong tower, 

locked the doors and assembled on the roof. 

Abimelek goes for his signature fire the tower move again, only this time was different; this 

time Abimelek got a little bit too close to the action.  

As Abi approaches the gate of the tower to set it on fire, a woman steps up to the plate and 

lobs an upper milestone down at him in verse 53. 

An upper millstone was basically a big flat stone used to grind grain into flour for making 

bread.   

It might seem like a strange thing to have in this situation, but it was seen as one of the most 

valuable things your family owned. 

Without it you couldn’t provide food for your family so taking the milestone kind of like 

grabbing title deeds, passport and other essential documents when we evacuate our homes. 

But things were looking so dire at this point that the woman was willing to sacrifice this 

valuable tool and put all her money on a direct hit on Abimelek standing below. 

<make sound of falling rock> clunk!  

Direct hit, right on his noggin. 



And in this moment, as Abimelek lay there dying, his true colours as a king who only cared 

about his own renown and reputation were on full display.  

Somehow in his dazed state, he realised that it was a woman who had beaned him on the 

head with this rock and his biggest concern was that being killed by a sheila might put a 

damper in his great tales of renown.  

All Abimelek could think about was the stories that would be told about him after he was 

gone.  

So he presents a request to his armour bearer in verse 54. 

‘Draw your sword and kill me, so that people can’t say ‘A woman killed Abimelek’.  

Even faced with his own death, Abimelek wasn’t worried about God’s judgment for his 

actions or his repuation as a good and godly king or even setting up his own dynasty and 

passing the kingdom onto his sons. 

While God is not mentioned much in this story, it is clear that God has been at work all along 

behind the scenes to bring Abimelek to justice for his horrible sin against God and his father 

Gideon in murdering his seventy brothers. 

There are patterns in God’s judgment that are unmistakable.  

Abimelek’s death at the hand of a woman should remind us of the story Jael who God raised 

up to bring judgment on Sisera, the enemy king, at the pointy end of a tent peg which we 

looked at earlier in this series.  

Just as Jael had used a familiar tool from her life as tent dweller as a weapon, the lady on the 

top of the tower used a common tool from her work at home to deliver judgment.  

Finally, there is a sense of divine irony that the guy who became king by murdering his 

brothers on a stone was in turn murdered by a stone; it links the judgment directly back to 

the sin which lead to the judgment. 

In verse 56, the writer of the story provides us with a footnote to erase any doubt we might 

have for why this judgment came upon Abimelek. 

 56 Thus God repaid the wickedness that Abimelek had done to his father by murdering his 

seventy brothers. 

Abimelek didn’t follow in the pattern of a good king at all.  

Rather than protecting God’s people from their enemies, he brought death and destruction 

wherever he went. 

We might not relate too closely with Abimelek.  

We’re all probably pretty unlikely to murder family members to realise our life goals or raze 

whole cities to ground when people get in our way. 



Abimelek is a pretty extreme example of selfish kingship, a villain that makes Scar look like a 

tame house cat. 

But at the end of the day, we’re all born into this world a little bit like Abimelek.  

Outside of Christ, we all have the attitude that we are destined to be king, at least king of our 

own lives. 

When we make ourselves king of our own lives, we reject God as the rightful king. 

We might not have big goals of ruling over a country, or climbing to the top in our 

profession or having authority over people at all.  

And yet our base desire is still to seek out our own glory; far too concerned about how great 

people think we are. 

Because our sinful hearts produce sinful and selfish motivations, the actions we take while we 

are king over our own lives always impact those around us destructively and God will hold us 

to account for them.  

And for a long time, it might seem like we’re doing pretty well under our own rule.  

But eventually our sinful thoughts, words and actions will have consequences and will bring 

about our own ruin. 

The story of Abimelek is a reminder to us that even though God might not appear to be at 

work, God is still in control and will ultimately bring judgment upon us for rejecting his rule. 

Making ourselves king will always, always bring about our own downfall. 

 

Choosing the wrong King leads to our Destruction 

There is hope for us, but it’s a little too early in this sermon for hope. We’ll get onto the hope 

part at the end. If we have time. For now, we’ll move onto point two Choosing the wrong 

King leads to our Destruction.  

 

All the way back in verse 5, we found out Abimelek’s youngest half-brother Jotham 

somehow escapes the fate of his brothers and remains safely hidden away.  

Until one day he hears that Abi’s big day has finally come, the day he was to be crowned 

king of Israel.  

Jotham decides to crash the coronation ceremony and give his half-brother his “very best 

wishes”. 

<slide change> 

Coronations are often held in places with rich historical significance for that nation.  



Visiting England for a family wedding, Deb and I spent some time walking around 

Westminster Abbey in London.  

It was a sobering and humbling experience, walking through narrow walkways and crowded 

little rooms surrounded by the tombs of past kings and queens. 

We saw the throne which Queen Elizabeth sat on at her coronation, an event which occurred 

inside Westminster Abbey, the very same church where the Kings and Queens of England 

have been crowned all the way back to William the Conqueror in 1066.     

<blank slide> 

Likewise, the location of Abimelek’s coronation was a place of immense sacred significance 

to the people of Israel.  

We are told in verse 6 that all the people of Shechem and Beth Millo gathered beside the 

great tree at the pillar in Shechem to crown Abimelek king.  

This great tree is the same tree that Abram camped at where God appeared to him and first 

promised this very land to Abrams’ descendants. 

Towering over the scene was Mount Gerizim on one side and Mount Ebal on the other.  

This was the same place that Joshua brought the Israelites to when they entered the 

promised land.  

Mount Gerizim was lush and productive so it was known as the Mount of Blessing whereas 

Mount Ebal was barren and ruggedly was known as the Mount of Cursing. 

It was here that Joshua lined the people up, one half facing Mount Gerizim and the other half 

facing Mount Ebal and reminded the people that they had a choice to make.  

They could choose to serve and obey God would result in blessing and abundance while 

breaking covenant promises to God would result in cursing.  

So it was here, standing next to these larger than life reminders that God fulfils his promises 

and remaining faithful to God was the difference between blessing and curse that the people 

of Shechem were about to choose a new king.  

You would have thought this would have given the people of Shechem pause; they could 

just gone, what are we doing here?  

Let’s return to God, He has been faithful to us and delivered us so many times in spite of our 

idolatry.  

We don’t need another King, God is our King. Let’s choose to follow and obey Him instead 

and then He will continue to bless us.  

But no, this reminder was ignored… 

As the ceremony was in full swing, Jotham appeared on Mount Gerizim, the Mount of 

Blessing and spoke to the citizens of Shechem from verse 7. 



Jotham does not have a blessing to give to the people of Shechem that day, but instead tells 

them that if they didn’t listen to his warning about what would happen if they chose 

Abimelek, that God would not listen to them.  

Since God’s people disregarded the tree of God’s rule and faithfulness, Jotham told them a 

parable about the tree they were going to choose instead starting from verse 9. 

The first three trees represent good candidates for kingship, these were all trees that 

produced good things that came from God’s provisions, oil from the olive tree for use in 

temple worship to honour both gods and men, sweet figs from the fig tree which were 

pleasing to eat and brought nourishment and wine from the grapevine which brought joy to 

both gods and men. 

They were the types of trees that grew on the mount of Blessing and represented God’s rich 

and abundant provision to His people, things that brought joy, peace and prosperity.  

But none of these trees were willing to rule over the other trees, instead each recognized 

their role was not to rule over God’s people, just as Gideon realized that it wasn’t his place to 

be king because God was meant to be king instead.  

The trees were persistent though, they wanted another king to rule over them, whatever the 

cost.  

So the trees went to the thornbush instead.  

Thornbush probably refers to a plant something like this one. <change slide> 

You would have found these growing all over the Mount of Cursing.  

It’s not really the sort of tree you’d choose to take shade under.  

It hugs pretty close to the ground, but if you do manage to crawl in underneath; you have to 

contend with some really thorny branches.  

We also know that thornbushes are a major fire hazard in that part of the world. 

To find shade under a thornbush was not only an uncomfortable experience, it could also 

prove to be a life threatening experience if a bush fire ripped through. 

Jotham goes on to relate the meaning of his story. 

Can you feel the love, today, in Jotham’s words? 

Maybe you have acted honourably to my father and his family today?  

If you have, may Abimelek be your joy and may you be his too! You deserve each other and I 

wish you every happiness in your future together.  

Not only had the men of Shechem broken covenant with Yahweh by worshipping the Baals, 

they had also broken covenant with Gideon by murdering his sons, even though Gideon had 

delivered them from the oppression of the Midianites. 



Jotham looks out over the crowd and warns them that Abimelek’s rule would be cursed and 

would destroy them.   

After dropping this bomb on his brother’s special day, Jotham ran for his life and escaped to 

a safe place. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The rest of the story plays out as just as Jotham predicted.  

The people of Shechem followed through with their choice and made Abimelek King.    

But they weren’t comfortable in the shade of the bramble for very long. 

In verse 23 we read that God stirred up the animosity between the men of Shechem and 

Abimelek.  

Along comes Gaal, boasting drunkenly that he would be a better king that Abimelek. 

The men of Shechem latched onto Gaal and put their trust in him instead. 

And so it was a pretty bad day for the citizens of Shechem when Abimelek came back to 

town. 

They found out that Gaal, in spite of all his big talk, wasn’t able to protect them from the 

wrath of Abimelek.  

They also found out that Abimelek wasn’t the merciful or forgiving king they would have had 

if they had chosen God to be their king instead. 

The citizens of Beth Millo or the Tower of Shechem fared no better.  

Looking on as their countrymen were cut down out in the fields, the Beth Millo’ans figured 

their best bet was to lock themselves away in the temple of their god, Baal Berith.  

With great horror, they watch from their tower as Abimelek leads his men up the Mount of 

Cursing, his men cut up the thornbushes that grew up there and carted the branches back 

down to the tower. 

I wonder if the words of Jotham’s curse were ringing in their minds as they watched all this 

happen. 

‘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!’ 

Jotham’s prophecy was being fulfilled before their eyes as the thornbush branches were 

piled around the base of the tower and set on fire. 

But it was too late to cry out to God to deliver them.  

With nowhere left to run, all they could do was let it all happen.  

The smoke rose, the air grew hot, crying, screaming and then silence. 



They had made their choice, they chose poorly and they suffered the consequences. 

In verse 57, we are told that just like God had judged and punished Abimelek for the evil 

done to his father, God also repaid the people of Shechem for their unfaithfulness and 

wickedness to Gideon and his family. 

Choosing the wrong King will always lead to our destruction. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

So where does this story leave us? I promised there would be some hope.  

I wish I could say that this tragic tale occurred as a one-off warning that the people of Israel 

could look back on and remember to choose better kings in the future.  

But sadly no, the legacy of bad kings continues throughout Israel’s history. 

There are a few good kings along the way, kings who rule with God as their king and lead 

God’s people away from idolatry and evil.  

But the good kings are few and far between. 

Israel continues the pattern they started with Abimelek choosing worse and worse kings, 

spiralling down, down, down to destruction.  

Eventually things got so bad that God judges both nations and delivers them over into 

bondage to their enemies. 

When God is not our King, the Kings we choose lead us to destruction. 

 

Without Jesus, we are very much like the people of Shechem in the story of Abimelek and 

the people of Israel throughout the Old Testament. 

Left to our own devices without God’s intervention, we will never choose God to be our King. 

You see, choosing a good king isn’t primarily a head issue; it’s a heart issue.  

Our default heart attitude is either to make ourselves King leading to our downfall as God 

judges our rebellion against him or to choose the wrong kings to rule over us who will lead 

us deeper into sin and the destruction it will bring. 

It isn’t even just simply a matter of finding a better King and following their example. 

Eventually God Himself comes to Israel to rule over his people as the perfect King. 

But the people of Israel even rejected Jesus as their King.   

We don’t just need a perfect king to follow as an example, we need a perfect saviour who 

can fix our heart problem first.  

Jesus is the only hope that we can find out of the tragedy of Abimelek this morning.  



It is only when Jesus delivers out of bondage to our sin that our heart is transformed to be 

able to submit to, obey and follow Jesus as our King.   

Today, like every other day, we are faced with the choice of who we will serve, which king we 

will place on the throne of our lives.  

Let’s learn from the story of Abimelek and the people of Shechem this morning, by God’s 

grace, let’s choose to submit to Jesus our King, today and every day.  

Because when we make God our King, King Jesus will deliver us from destruction and lead us 

into His blessing which lasts forever. 

Let’s pray.  

  



Discussion Questions 

1. What does Abimelek’s name tell us about his Dad (Gideon) toward the end of his life?  

 

2. What were the different steps Abimelek took to become king? 

 

3. What are some words you would use to define the type of king Abimelek was? How does this 

description compare with the kind of king Jesus is? 

 

4. How does the way that Abimelek died tell us something about why he died?  

 

5. What are the ways that we might be similar to Abimelek? What can we learn from his life? 

 

6. What was significant about the place that the people of Shechem crowned Abimelek king? 

 

7. Tell the parable of Jotham in your own words. What was the story meant to warn the people of 

Shechem about?  

 

8. The people of Shechem chose a bad king and it destroyed them. What are some things or people 

we can make king of our lives? Why will choosing any king other than Jesus always lead us to 

destruction?  


