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Judges 9:22-40:  Discussion on 11/10/21
Responses suggested by:  Katie


1. Abimelech reigns for 3 years, and resentment begins to build between Abimelech and the men of Shechem.  What do the men of Shechem do?  See verses 22-25.  
The uneasy alliance between Abimelech and the men of Shechem has begun to show serious cracks!  The Bible doesn’t identify the immediate cause of resentment between Abimelech and the men of Shechem.  Perhaps they found that—like many insecure and inferior leaders—he was an iron-handed despot who did not hesitate to take advantage of them after he was made king.  Perhaps he was greedy or demanding.  Possibly it had become clear that Abimelech was wholly incapable of protecting the countryside.  Whatever the cause of the disaffection, the men of Shechem seem to have decided to remove Abimelech altogether.  It is only natural that those who were willing to betray Gideon would also be treacherous toward Abimelech.  The author of Judges makes it clear that the wickedness perpetrated by Abimelech and the men of Shechem in eliminating Gideon’s sons was going to be the ultimate cause of their destruction.  Abimelech had probably taken up residence at Ophrah after he had destroyed his brothers there.  It would have been natural to him to move in on his father’s place of authority, but such a move away from his power base at Shechem might well have been an early cause of resentment.  The men of Shechem laid an ambush in the hope of capturing Abimelech at a time when he was escorted by only a few men.  But while they were waiting for their chosen victim, the ruthless men who formed the ambush began to rob all travelers and caravans that came along.  The countryside was soon in a state of insecurity that was damaging to Abimelech’s prestige and popularity.  Abimelech couldn’t allow this situation to continue and hope to be permitted to long retain his position!  
2.  Who is Gaal?  Who is Zebul?  
Gaal was a Canaanite, and evidently a person of some standing in the community.  He had a collection of followers.  Probably this group was formed from a nucleus of brothers and/or other relatives.  He may have been a transplant to the community of Shechem, having moved from somewhere beyond the Jordan.  It’s clear that he was sufficiently well known/wealthy/powerful that his opinions were heeded by others in Shechem.  Gaal seems interested in seizing power for himself, and both his conversation and his actions are calculated toward this end.  Zebul had apparently been placed by Abimelech as governor or prefect of Shechem itself.  This appears to be a cause of additional resentment for the men of Shechem, as Gaal implies.  
3.  What is the scene in verses 27-29?  What is Gaal saying?  To whom is he saying it?  
The wine-gathering festival in Palestine was the most joyous of the year.  Among the Canaanites it was generally accompanied by feasting, drinking, and hilarious merriment.  The recorded conversation takes place at this type of gathering.  Under such circumstances, the dissatisfaction with Abimelech’s rule would certainly come to the surface.  Under the influence of drink and the party atmosphere, they became bold and rash enough to openly speak against Abimelech.  Gaal in particular expresses himself.  He points out, in effect, that Shechem owes no natural allegiance to Abimelech.  And then he goes further, saying that the city isn’t even being ruled by Abimelech, but by Zebul, his underling, who is of no account at all.  How much better, he suggests, to make as your leader a pure-blooded Canaanite, descendant of Hamor, who was the hereditary owner of Shechem.  Then Gaal suggests that he could himself become governor of the city, from which position he would speedily do away with 
Abimelech.  The last statement of verse 29 is a bit confusing, because Gaal certainly said no such thing to Abimelech himself.  There would be no need for Zebul to send messages if he had!  Instead, Gaal is boasting to his merry-making companions that if Shechem were under his own authority, he would fearlessly demand that Abimelech come and meet him in battle. 
4. One way or another, Zebul soon knows what Gaal has said.  What does he do about it in verses 30-33?  What does he suggest?  
Zebul sends a secret message to Abimelech.  He is angry at Gaal’s words, because he understands that his own downfall is meant to be connected with Abimelech’s, but Zebul is not strong enough to deal with Gaal himself.  So Zebul could not openly oppose Gaal, who was popular with the men of Shechem, but instead acts in secret.  His message to Abimelech reports Gaal’s words and also suggests that Abimelech might sneak up on the city with his warriors at night, and then set on Shechem in the morning.  Then Abimelech could call Gaal out publicly without giving him time to gather a larger force.  
5. What does Abimelech do in response to Zebul’s report?  
Abimelech exactly follows the suggestions that Zebul has offered.  He does not seem particularly adept at planning his own strategies.  Abimelech’s first battle at Shechem goes in his favor, but Gaal’s survivors have secured their retreat into the city, so Abimelech has to arrange a second battle.  This suggests that Abimelech hadn’t thought his approach through all the way.  Instead he just does as Zebul has suggested.  
6. Consider the discussion between Gaal and Zebul in verses 35-37.  Where does this conversation take place?  Why?  
During the period of the judges the city gate was the regular place where the officials met with the people.  Zebul is there because he is expecting trouble.  Gaal is there because he was intently watching developments in the city so that he might further his own purpose.  Gaal immediately notes the approach of Abimelech’s soldiers, and excitedly shouts the information to Zebul.  Zebul, who knew that Abimelech was coming, mocks Gaal indirectly.  We can imagine him gaining time for Abimelech’s approach, leisurely going out to look, then replying “You’re unnecessarily excited!  It is only the shadows cast by the mountains.”  This, of course, was deceitful because Zebul knew Abimelech was coming.  But it does offer the opportunity for Zebul to imply publicly that Gaal’s observations are of no account.  Zebul seems to treat Gaal as if he were still partially suffering from the intoxication of the night before.  
7.  Consider Zebul’s statement in verse 38.  Who is fighting in verses 38-40?  Why?  Who wins?  
Zebul mockingly asks Gaal where his boastful statements are now.  Although Zebul still seems to be in no position to openly oppose Gaal, his taunts goad Gaal into fulfilling his boasts by going out to fight Abimelech’s forces.  Abimelech, already dealing with broad dissatisfaction and unrest, pretty much has to deal with Gaal before dissatisfaction and unrest turn into open rebellion.  Although Gaal certainly has hopes of leading such a rebellion, he is not yet ready to face off with Abimelech.  But Gaal would lose his following if he admits that he cannot back up his boastful words, and Zebul is there to underline this reality.  Gaal is publicly shamed into taking his men out to fight Abimelech.  Gaal is forced into battle, and Abimelech appears to have won a complete victory with little trouble.  It seems Gaal’s followers suffered heavy losses.  We don’t know why Zebul didn’t close the city gates to cut off Gaal’s retreat.  Perhaps Gaal left a strong force of men to protect the gate in order to have a safe place to which he might retreat.  Although Abimelech’s forces won the day, they didn’t take the city.  Gaal’s followers continued to hold Shechem, necessitating a later, second battle.  [bookmark: _GoBack]What have we learned with this section?  How can we apply it to our lives?
There are several things which we might learn from this story—although most of them fall under the category of “what not to do.”  Verse 23 says that “God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and the men of Shechem,” which is an interesting statement.  Of course God did not produce the evil attitude between these men and Abimelech.  God simply did not interfere with the natural consequences of a course of evil.  That which God allows is often presented as though He is the author.  Those who do not choose to serve God thereby leave themselves open to the control of Satan.  Notice that not only do bad choices lead to bad consequences but that God specifically does not step in to prevent such consequences!  He allows us to choose.  Also notice that a course begun in wickedness (like slaughtering one’s brothers) can never lead to a good place (like a successful reign).  We often start important things in our lives (jobs, relationships, children) with self-indulgence, pride, or other sinful motives.  But years later we expect that God will protect us from the consequences!  This is rather like Abimelech praying that God will protect his reign, reasoning that he has done some good since becoming king.  We have to pay attention especially to the beginning of the important things our lives so that we can begin as well as end them with God’s blessings.  
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