
BOOK OF JUDGES 

CHAPTERS 7-9 

 

April 29, 2020 

 

Judges 7 

We pick up where we left off in Chapter 6 (the call of Gideon)! 

God chose a weak and unlikely leader in Gideon (6:15). 

Moving forward God also desired a small and weak army to fight the Midianites. 

A small number of warriors would recognize God as the One who would win the victory. 

 

Gideon started with thirty-two thousand soldiers. 

It would have been an enormous army in this ancient period. 

Hebrew word for thousand (elep) also means tribal unit. 

Earlier versions of the story imply that there were about 32 units. 

A unit consisted of about ten soldiers. 

 

God sought to reduce the number in the army through two tests. 

First test is drawn from the laws found in the Book of Deuteronomy. 

In Deut. 20:8 the law specifies that if any warrior is frightened he should return home.   

Any who were disheartened would discourage the other troops if they stayed in the army. 

After this first test 22 units left, and 10 units remained. 

 

     Still not satisfied God devised a second    

     test to reduce the number of soldiers. 

 

     All those who knelt down and drank by 

     putting their hands to their mouths were  

     excluded. 

 

     Those who drank in this way remained 

      alert and ready for combat even as they  

     drank.  God once more chose the weaker   

     ones who lapped the water with tongues. 

 
 

 

Now God commands Gideon to attack and knows that Gideon will need more reassurances. 

Gideon and his servant sneak down to the enemy camp and overhear the Midianites talking. 

Their fear of him and his army encouraged Gideon and he called on his soldiers to fight. 

Each of the soldiers blew a trumpet and smashed a clay jar that concealed a torch inside. 

Dark night was pierced by the simultaneous sound of 300 trumpets and explosions of light. 

Enemy soldiers were terrified and confused. 

At the end of the battle Gideon claimed a piece of the spotlight along with God. 

Surrounding the enemy, blowing trumpets, and shouting parallels conquest of Jericho by Joshua.   

However, Joshua did not give glory to himself but only to the Lord. 

 



Gideon initially gathered his army from some of the middle and northern tribes of Israel. 

He had not at first invited the important northern tribe of Ephraim to join the battle. 

Ephraim succeeded in capturing the two captains of the Midianite army, Oreb and Zeeb. 

In Psalm 83:11 both names are listed as enemy leaders of Midian. 

 

Warriors from the tribe of Ephraim brought the heads of those two captains to Gideon. 

They also brought their complaints. 

They were angry that Gideon did not call them at the beginning of the conflict with Midian. 

Possibility of internal conflict or even civil war within Israel arises for the first time in Judges. 

Internal conflict will emerge as a major theme as the judges become less and less effective. 

Judges will end up not be unifiers of the Israelite people. 

Book of Judges will end with an all-out civil war as Israelite tribes attack the tribe of Benjamin. 

 

But this time the conflict does not end with civil war but with a negotiated resolution. 

Gideon offered diplomatic skill as he flattered the Ephraimites. 

Gideon followed the example of God and patiently offered a gracious response to the complaint. 

Gideon soothed their anger and averted a crisis. 

 

 
 

Judges 8:1-21 

Typical model of the cycle would normally conclude the story of Gideon at this point. 

There would be a statement about the victory over the enemy Midian. 

Included would be the number of years of rest that followed. 

But in 8:4 a new scene starts as Gideon crosses the Jordan River out of Canaan. 

He is now in hot pursuit of two Midianite kings named Zebah and Zalmunna.   

Once more we find both names listed in Psalm 83:11. 

God plays no role in the action of these last episodes.   

We get the sense that Gideon acts alone (not with the guidance of his soldiers or the Lord). 

 

Gideon and his army come to the towns of Succoth and then Penuel (east of the Jordan). 

They asked for some bread, but the residents refused to offer them hospitality. 

Story does not explicitly tell us who are these residents of Succoth and Penuel. 

Are they Canaanites or are they Israelites from the east Jordanian tribe of Gad? 



In Joshua 13:24-28 the town of Succoth was indeed settled by the tribe of Gad. 

Penuel was a town associated with Jacob and his wrestling match with God (Genesis 32:30-32). 

Associations suggest that the townspeople were Israelites refusing to help other Israelites. 

In response to their inhospitality Gideon promised revenge upon them once he returned. 

Later Gideon will do what he threatened to do. 

 

Violence and severity of the revenge is out of proportion for the crime. 

Gideon has seemingly lost his diplomatic skill and graciousness shown in vs. 1-3. 

He has crossed a line. 

Themes of Israel’s own lack of hospitality and the severe revenge will become worse. 

Final episode of Chapters 19-21 will describe a full-blown version of these same themes. 

It will mark the total collapse of Israel’s unity and the end of the era of judges. 

 

Personal revenge and retribution played a role with Succoth and Penuel. 

It also motivated Gideon in his pursuit of Zebah and Zalmunna. 

When Gideon captured them he asked them about the Israelites they killed at Tabor. 

Answer of the kings implied Gideon had the appearance of a son of a king. 

 

In this literary context, Gideon issued his own law of vengeance much as a king might do. 

He justified his execution of the kings as revenge for their having killed his brothers. 

He instructed his oldest son to kill the kings, but the son refused out of fear. 

Son reflects the earlier and more timid Gideon (who has now changed). 

Gideon has become bolder, more self-assured, and more willing to do things on his own. 

So Gideon kills the kings himself. 

He also took the royal emblems and kept them for himself. 

Has Gideon started to step over the line from being a temporary judge to a king? 

And (if so) is this a good thing or a bad thing? 

Next episodes will explore these questions. 

 

Judges 8:22-28 

Israelites were impressed with Gideon and his newly discovered boldness and assertiveness. 

They asked Gideon (and assumed the same of the next generations) to rule over them. 

In Hebrew it is not the traditional word for king (melek), but word does suggest a dynasty. 

Gideon heard it as he was the one who delivered Israel out of the hand of Midian. 

No mention was made of the Lord which suggests that what God feared has come to pass. 

Israel had forgotten all that God had done just as the prophet had warned in 6:7-10. 

 

Gideon turned down their request and responded in a somewhat pious way. 

Gideon washed his hands of any role in guiding Israel into the future. 

He instead left things up to God alone. 

Statement is taken by some scholars as a positive reflection by the writers. 

It will become a later critique of all human kingship in favor of God alone as King and Ruler. 

 

 

 

 



However, the rejection of human kings may not be the full message here. 

Writer of the story has put this statement in another literary context. 

From our prior reading something is wrong with this statement. 

Gideon has been acting like an independent and improper king. 

He had no need of the Lord when he took the law into his own hands. 

Moreover he accumulated gold which was the sign of a bad king according to Deut. 17:17. 

In addition Gideon crafted a cult object (called an ephod) which became an idol (vs. 27). 

It broke another law as found in Deuteronomy 17:20. 

 

Now we look at the relationship of the religious ephod with the issue of human kingship. 

An ephod was associated with ceremonial garments of priests (Exodus 28:39). 

It was used as a device for receiving oracles and guidance from the Lord. 

Gideon made an ephod to provide a way to maintain contact between God and Israel. 

His manufacture and sole control of the ephod suggests that Gideon is hiding his power. 

He hides behind the cloak of being pious when he claims that the Lord will rule over them. 

But instead the ephod became an idol that Gideon controlled. 

Israel starts to worship a humanly constructed image instead of the true God. 

 

Another interpretation is that Gideon simply did not want any part in trying to rule Israel. 

He made an ephod as a mechanical device for divine oracles. 

He therefore would not need to take responsibility for guiding the affairs of the nation. 

Ephod became a substitute for human leadership. 

In this interpretation Gideon acted wrongly but not because he veiled his human power. 

Rather Gideon abandoned his responsibility to lead Israel as a servant and partner with God. 

His refusal left a power vacuum. 

Either way something has gone terribly wrong with the system of the judges. 

 

It replayed the sin of Aaron and the Israelites when they made and worshipped the golden calf.   

Ancestors claimed that the golden calf had delivered them out of Egypt. 

Israelites now claim that Gideon (and not God) delivered them out of the hand of Midian. 

More than any other story the golden calf was the defining paradigm of Israel’s rebellion. 

Association of Gideon’s ephod suggests the era of the judges has taken a decidedly negative turn. 

His idolatry will become a literary echo later in the Book of Judges. 

Story of Micah and his idolatrous ephod will mark the culminating endpoint of downward spiral. 

Gideon story starts the transition into that downward slide. 

Remember at the start of his career Gideon broke down pagan altars and idols (6:24-27). 

At the end of his life he will lead Israel astray in the same location – his hometown of Ophrah. 

Our final portrait of Gideon is mixed.   

He failed as a religious leader, but he remained successful as a military leader. 

 



Judges 8:29-35 

Verses conclude the Gideon cycle and show once more the mixed message about his character. 

On the one hand he seemed to retire from any role in leading the people of Israel. 

On the other hand Gideon had many wives and seventy sons (signs of a king). 

Note:  Review of Deuteronomy 17:14-20 gives limitations placed on royal authority. 

I found it interesting (and exciting) as we continue to study material prior to the kings! 

Gideon (even though not a king) violated the prohibition of having many wives. 

Law was in place so that the heart of the one in authority would not turn away from the Lord. 

Later King Solomon would also violate the law. 

 

Gideon took a female slave from Shechem as a wife or concubine. 

Sexual entanglements with Shechem led to disastrous results in Genesis 34. 

In this relationship it led to the birth of a son whose name was Abimelech. 

Meaning of the name is my father is king. 

In the next generation Abimelech will openly declare himself king. 

His attempt at monarchy will be short and violent and it will end in tragedy. 

At the end of the chapter life of Gideon ended peacefully as he lived to a good old age. 

When Gideon died Israel went even further in violating the Commandments. 

Israel relapsed and prostituted themselves with the Baals. 

 

Judges 9:1-21 

As the son of a slave woman Abimelech had less status than the 70 other sons of Gideon. 

He wanted to overcome his low status by establishing a power base with Shechem. 

Shechem was the hometown of his mother. 

Leaders of Shechem agreed to support him because he was their brother. 

They gave him money to hire an army of worthless and reckless fellows. 

His first act was to go and kill the seventy sons of Gideon by one stone. 

Irony is that his own death will be by the millstone thrown upon his head by a woman. 

Second irony was now the brothers in Shechem learned how Abimelech treated his own. 

Eventually Abimelech will kill them as well. 

 

After Abimelech killed the seventy sons the leaders of Shechem and Beth-millo made him king. 

Mention of the oak and the pillar is a reference to a Canaanite worship site (Genesis 35:4). 

 

Shechem was a city with both positive and negative memories for Israel – 

Brutal confrontation with the Canaanites of Shechem was headed by Hamor (Genesis 34). 

After Joshua’s conquest of Canaan Shechem became a famous Israelite site for ceremonies. 

Bones of Jacob were buried at Shechem. 

Later in their history Shechem gained more negative associations. 

After the death of King Solomon the united kingdom of Israel was split into two kingdoms. 

Rehoboam (son of Solomon) was initially crowned at Shechem. 

His rival (King Jeroboam) built his own royal palace at Shechem to offset Jerusalem. 

 

 

 

 



Once Abimelech is declared king then Jotham steps onto the stage. 

He was the one remaining son of Gideon who had escaped the slaughter. 

He stood on top of Mt. Gerizim (a place associated with covenants and blessings). 

However Jotham announced a curse on Abimelech and the residents of Shechem. 

It was in the form of a fable – 

Trees symbolized the people of Shechem who looked for someone to anoint as king. 

They asked various fruit trees and vines who all said no to kingship. 

Finally they asked a worthless bramble bush who invited them to come and take shelter in shade. 

But the scrawny bramble bush offered little actual shade, but its real value was kindling fire. 

Bramble bush represented Abimelech who became king of the trees of Shechem. 

After a meager blessing and a much more dangerous curse a forest fire started. 

 

His explanation of the fable asked the question if the people acted in good faith. 

Was Shechem showing proper gratitude and honor toward Gideon?  

If the answer were yes then Shechem would rejoice. 

On the other hand if crowning Abimelech dishonored the house of Gideon then let the fire come. 

Curse would indeed come into effect. 

Rest of the story recounted the working out of this curse. 

 

Judges 9:22-57 

Abimelech ruled for only three years. 

Other rulers of Israel in this period typically ruled for forty years or longer. 

Brevity of his reign is attributed to God sending an evil spirit between Abimelech and Shechem. 

Writer saw God sending a divisive spirit as just retribution for the murder of the seventy sons. 

Conflict starts as the people of Shechem begin to ambush and rob travelers. 

Conflict intensifies when a Canaanite named Gaal wins the loyalty of the lords of Shechem. 

 

Zebul is the one remaining supporters of Abimelech in Shechem. 

He learns of the plot to win the allegiance away from Abimelech and informs the king. 

Abimelech launches a surprise attack on the city of Shechem that moved in three phases. 

 

1) Abimelech defeated Gaal and his forces. 

It would have been reasonable for Abimelech to have ended his attack at that point. 

However he took his revenge to an extreme in a manner similar to Gideon. 

 

2) On the next day he killed all the common people of Shechem. 

He killed them as they came out in the morning to work in the fields outside the city. 

Disagreement was with Gaal and the lords of Shechem and not with these commoners. 

Yet he killed them all. 

Then he entered the city and burned it to the ground. 

He sowed it with salt so that nothing will ever grow there again. 

 

 

 

 

 



3) Last phase of the attack was aimed at the inner circle of leaders. 

Lords shut themselves up in the tower which functioned as a temple of a Canaanite god. 

Name of the god (El-berith) recalled the covenant Abimelech made with Shechem. 

Abimelech and his army frantically gathered bundles of bush and set fire to them. 

He killed about a thousand men and women in the process. 

 

Abimelech acted like a madman out of control. 

Final episode is his seemingly random attack on the town of Thebez. 

It had nothing to do at all with the events in Shechem. 

It was at this tower that Abimelech meet his end. 

Abimelech joined the ranks of the Canaanite general Sisera who died at the hands of a woman. 

Major difference was that Sisera had been an enemy. 

Abimelech was the son of one of the judges who fought and killed his own people. 

Social fabric of Israel had experienced a major tear. 
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