
Story Number 71

ABIMELECH

Gideon had a lot of wives, and between them they gave him seventy

sons, plus one named Abimelech from a woman in Shechem. When

Gideon died, the people of Israel forgot what God had done for them and

again turned to idols. They also forgot all the good that Gideon had done

for them, and did not repay his family with the kindness deserved.

Abimelech spoke to his mother’s family and asked them to speak to the

chiefs of Shechem. They should consider whether it was better for them

to be ruled by seventy of Gideon’s sons, or just by one, bearing in mind

that he himself was their close relative. The chiefs were in favour of

Abimelech, saying ‘he is our brother’, and gave him seventy silver

(?shekels) from the temple of their idol. With this money he hired some

no-goods and layabouts, went with them to Ophrah, and murdered all his

brothers, all seventy, except for one, Jotham the youngest, who hid.

The chiefs of Shechem then appointed Abimelech as their king, the first

king in Israel.

When Jotham heard of this, he went to the top of nearby Mount

Gerizim and shouted down to the chiefs of Shechem: 1

‘Listen to me. The trees decided that they wanted a king, so they

approached the olive and asked him to become their king. He refused,

1. Shechem lies between two mountains, Gerizim and Ebal. The acoustics there
are excellent: anyone shouting down from either mountain can be heard very
clearly on the other one and in the town below. It was for this reason that Moses
ordered the curses to be shouted down from there (Deut. 11:29, 26:12-14). It was
high enough for them to be unable to reach Jotham in time to stop him saying all
he had to say and to escape.
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saying “Should I abandon my oil that honours men so as to look after the

trees?” So they approached the fig, who likewise asked if he should

abandon his sweetness and good food to worry about the trees. Then they

asked the vine, who asked if he should abandon his wine that delights men

in order to look after the trees.

‘Finally they asked the thorn, who agreed to be their king on one

condition. “If you genuinely want me as king, support me, but if not, let

fire come out of the thorn and burn away even the cedars of Lebanon.”

‘Now, chiefs of Shechem, are you acting sincerely by apointing

Abimelech? Are you repaying kindly the House of Gideon for the good he

did for you, how my father fought for you and disregarding himself

rescued you from the Midianites? You have risen today against my

father’s family and killed seventy men in one go, and appointed

Abimelech the son of his slave-woman just because he is your brother!

Now if you have behaved fairly with Gideon and his family, be happy

with Abimelech and he with you. But if not, may a fire emerge from

Abimelech and consume all the chiefs of Shechem, and a fire from the

chiefs of Shechem to consume Abimelech.’

This was Jotham’s parable, or Jotham’s curse.

Jotham then quickly ran away to escape from his brother Abimelech.

For three years Abimelech ruled over Israel, then God decided to

punish him for the murder of his brothers and to punish the chiefs of

Shechem who had encouraged him to do so. God sent discord between

Abimelech and the chiefs of Shechem who then rebelled against him.

They set ambushes on the hills and stole whatever was being brought to

the king, and Abimelech was told about it.

A man named Gaal with a number of followers arrived in Shechem one

day, and the chiefs took a liking to him. They all made a big party and

cursed Abimelech. Gaal spoke: ‘Who is Abimelech? Just a son of Gideon,

with Zebul the town head of security! Why should we serve him? Give me
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the support of this people and I will remove Abimelech, and tell him to

get out!’

When Zebul heard this he was furious, and sent a message to

Abimelech, telling him that Gaal was setting the town against him. He

advised him to take his supporters into the countryside at night, hide, and

then at sunrise to storm the town and act as he wishes.

In the morning Gaal went out and stood at the town entrance, and

suddenly noticed Abimelech and his men coming towards him. He turned

to Zebul and said ‘There are people coming down from the hill tops.’

‘You imagine it’ said Zebul, ‘the shadows of the hills look like men.’

But Gaal repeated what he said, and added that they were coming from

different directions. ‘Now, big mouth’ said Zebul ‘these are the men you

despised. Go out and fight them.’ So Gaal led the chiefs of Shechem in

a battle which he lost, many were killed, and Zebul expelled Gaal and his

men from Shechem.

The next day when the people came out of the town to work in the

fields Abimelch and his men killed them, then entered the town, killed

everyone, destroyed the town and sowed it with salt.

The chiefs of Shechem Castle heard of this, and gathered in the local

idol’s temple. Hearing this, Abimelech told his people to take boughs of

trees which they set alight, and with them burned down the temple, killing

all the people of Shechem Castle, about a thousand men and women.

Then he went to Thebez and captured the town, but the chiefs and all

the men and women rushed into the local castle, locked themselves in and

went up onto the roof. Abimelech approached in order to burn it down,

but as he came near a woman standing on the roof took a mill stone and

dropped it onto his head, cracking his skull. He cried to his armour bearer

to finish him with a sword so that nobody should say that a woman killed

him, and he did so. Seeing that the king was dead, everyone went home.

Thus God punished both Abimelech and the chiefs of Shechem for the

murder of seventy brothers, and Jotham’s curse came about.
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