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Good Citizenship and Leadership: Judges 9:1-21 in the Nigerian Context 

Sr. Agnes Acha 

Introduction 

The Israelites conceived God as their king. Judges 9:1-21 intends to emphasize the idea of 

theocracy in Israel. Although they had leaders of all sorts throughout the course of their history, 

these were considered as ruling or guiding the people on behalf of God. During the time of the 

Judges which forms the backdrop of the pericope, the question of human kingship was not yet 

totally accepted by the people. Gideon for example rejected the offer of kingship. He says: “I 

will not rule over you, and my son will not rule over you; the Lord will rule over you” (cf. Judg 

8:23). Therefore, human leadership is welcomed by the people only on the ground that the leader 

is acting on behalf of God. Judges 9:1-21 depicts Abimelechs’ attempt to usurp leadership and 

establish a monarchy contrary to the will of his father, Gideon and God in the pre-monarchic era 

in Israel.    

It is supposed to be “perhaps the most instructive chapter in the book of Judges”.1 On the one 

hand, it highlights Abimelech’s intrigues for power at all costs (Judg 9:1-6) and on the other, 

Jotham’s reproach of such attitude employing the parable of the trees (vv.7-15) and its 

application to Abimelech’s attitude and challenging the elders who supported him (vv.16-20). He 

can rightly be likened to a great tyrant who came into power like a fox, ruled like a lion and died 

like a dog.   

Our aim in this essay is to reread the biblical passage (Judg 9,1-21) in the Nigerian context. An 

exegetical analysis and interpretation, which aims at a good understanding of the passage in its 

original context, is made. This is followed by the application of the passage to the Nigerian 

context. In this regard, three main actors are individuated: Abimelech and his power 

drunkenness; the lords of Shechem and their inability to apply reason instead of sentiments of 

kinship; and the noble trees in the parable of Jotham and their refusal of kingship. Thus he 

satirizes the abortive idea of monarchy in the pre-monarchical epoch in Israel. The paper 

demonstrates how each of these main characters is reflected in the Nigerian context. Aware of 

the intrinsic relationship between good leadership and citizenship, a survey of the role of good 

citizenship towards good governance is made. Some of the challenges to good citizenship are 

indicated. 

Exegetical Analysis of Judges 9:1-21 

1.0 Preamble 

This passage narrates the tragic account of the life of Abimelech (chap. 9). It is supplementary to 

the Gideon narratives. Abimelech was a son of Gideon by a Shechemite concubine (cf. Judg 

8:31). He used Temple money to hire killers to murder his 70 half-brothers, the other sons of 

Gideon. The only surviving one Jotham, related a parable of the trees electing a worthless 

bramble to rule them when the other trees refused to rule. This parable was applied to 

Abimelech. Jotham predicted that Abimelech's reign would be brief and that his Shechemite 

supporters would desert him. In this way the author of the book of Judges ridiculed the 

uselessness of monarchy. This prediction came true: Abimelech was mortally wounded by a 

millstone hurled by a woman. In order to avoid the humiliation of death at a woman's hands, he 

                                                           
1 J.M. Myers, “The Book of Judges”, The Interpreter’s Bible vol. 2 (Nashville 1953), 751. 
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asked his armor-bearer to kill him (9:54). He ruled for only three years. The story typifies what 

would happen to the Israelites if they rejected God as their king. 

The name Abimelech means “my father is king”. This name which carries some royalty in it 

must have contributed to his ambition. However, Gideon, Abimelech’s father himself, rejected 

the kinship offer by the people. So Abimelech’s ambition for kingship is contrary to his father’s 

wish. He was not even a judge unlike his father. It is evident that Abimelech had no call from 

God to this honor as his father was called as a judge to deliver Israel. Worthy of note is that 

throughout the passage there is no mention of Yahweh, or spirit of Yahweh. Abimelech was 

simply acting on his own.   

1.1 A Close Reading of the Text 

1.1.1 The Structure of the Passage 

Judg 9:1-3:  Abimelech constrained his maternal relations to support him 

Judg 9:4-5: Abimelech repays their trust with a massacre 

Judg 9:6: The men of Shechem make Abimelech their king 

Judg 9:7-15: The parable of the trees 

Judg  9:16-21: Jotham applies the parable: the city of Shechem will be repaid for choosing such a 

worthless fellow. 

The story of Abimelech’s career is considered to be “the organizational midpoint of the book”.2 

According to Bolling, “considerations of space suggest that the stories in Judges are arranged so 

as to center rhetorically in the abortive experiment with monarchy at Shechem, where covenant 

renewal had climaxed the preceding era”.3 Shechem was a Canaanite city, though Joseph was 

buried there (cf. Gen 34). Joshua was said to have delivered his farewell address to Israel there 

also (Josh 24:1.25; the LXX reads Shiloh for Shechem in both places). 

 

1.1.2  Judges 9:1-3:  Abimelech constrained his maternal relations to support him 

Abimelech the Son of Jerubbaal went to Shechem…: Abimelech was the son of Jerubbaal 

(another name for Gideon given in Judges 8:35), but he was not the clear successor to his father's 

place of leadership. This was for two reasons: God had not established a hereditary monarchy in 

Israel, and there were sixty-nine other sons of Gideon (Judges 8:30) who might also want to 

succeed their father. The name Abimelech which means, “my father is king” is ambiguous. It 

could be referring to either Gideon or the God of Israel. The name recurs with incomparable 

frequency (39 times in 57 verses). He was able to convince his mother’s relations with the 

argument that he is their bone and their flesh. The Hebrew word, ‘esem can mean bone, 

substance or self. The people of Shechem demonstrated that “blood is thicker than reason”. 

Moreover, the fact that he is the son of a deliverer was also of great advantage.  

So their hearts inclined to follow Abimelech, for they said "He is our brother." 

                                                           
2 R.G. Bolling, “Judges, Book of”, ABD (New York, 1992), 1110; see also T.L.J. Mafico, “Judges”, The 

International Bible Commentary (Collegeville, 1998), 560; O’Connor, “Judges”, 133. 
3 Bolling, “Judges, Book of”, 1110. He noted that in the BHS Chap 1-5 are contained in 10 pages, 11 pages are 

dedicated to Gideon and Abimelech alone (Judg 6-9) while 20 pages are enough for all that follows (chaps 10-21). 
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At the city of Shechem, Abimelech convinced his maternal relations to support him as king over 

his brothers. Thus, the men of Shechem agreed to accept Abimelech as their leader - perhaps 

even the king - of Israel. 

1.1.3 Judges 4-5: Abimelech repays their trust with a massacre 

So they gave him seventy shekels of silver from the temple of Baal-berith: The maternal relations 

of Abimelech gave him some "start-up money" to establish his leadership. He utilized the money 

in a very dreadful manner by hiring “worthless and reckless men” to kill all his brothers whom 

he supposed to be his opponents, to make sure that he arises to the throne without opposition. 

The text does not however, give any impression that the other sons of Gideon have the same 

ambition as Abimelech. However, this may not be completely ruled out. 

The temple of Baal-Berith: Abimelech received his pay from the temple dedicated to Baal. Judg 

8:33-35 forms the background of  Israel’s worship of Baal-berith. After the death of Gideon, 

the people turned their back against Yahweh and went after other gods particularly Baal-berith. 

The men of Shechem supported the plan because it was good for them – not because it was 

morally good or right in their thinking. The city of Shechem played an important role during the 

Joshua-Judges period. It was a convention center for northern Israelites after the death of 

Solomon; it was also the political capital of Jeroboam I.4 The judges of Israel as indicated above 

were political and religious leaders of the people. Above all, they led the people to war against 

the numerous enemies. Gideon rejected the offer of kingship (Judg 8:23) but he exercised 

charismatic leadership over the people. Abimelech had no such interest at heart. He was 

motivated by egoistic ambitions.  

1.1.4 Judges 9:6: Abimelech was made king                                                                                            

They went and made Abimelech king by the oak of the pillar at Shechem: It is almost difficult to 

tell who is worse - Abimelech who did the murdering, or the men of Shechem who supported 

him. This was an ungodly leader given to an ungodly people, who first rejected God's leadership 

over the nation and then embraced a cruel and brutal person as leader. Ironically, Abimelech's 

coronation took place at the same tree where Joshua had solemnly placed a copy of the law of 

God (Joshua 24:26). The law was right there, but Israel refused to read or heed to it. This spot is 

an especially venerated place (cf. Gen 35:4). 

Issues to clarify are whether Abimelech became the king of Shechem, the king of Israel, or if he 

initially became the king of Shechem, and then became the king of all of Israel. In any event, 

although Israel is not supposed to have a king, he definitely considered himself to be a “real” 

king, since he eliminated all of his brothers, preventing them from trying to overthrow him. 

According to Hunt, Abimelech’s kingship was restricted to Shechem and some few Israelite 

clans”.5 

1.1.4 Judges 9:7-15: The parable of the trees and Jotham’s warning 

Jotham was the only son of Gideon to escape the massacre at the stone (Judges 9:5). Here he told 

a parable to rebuke the men of Shechem for their choice of Abimelech as a king and also 

predicted doom for them and their king. 

                                                           
4 Myers, The Book of Judges, 751. 
5 Hunt, The Books of Joshua and Judges, 107 
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The trees once went out to anoint a king over themselves. So they said to the olive tree, 'Reign 

over us: In the parable, the worthy trees (the olive, the fig, and the vine) did not want to be king. 

But the unworthy bramble agreed to be king. The movement is in a descending order: from the 

most important of the trees to the worthless one. The request to the three trees is for emphasis on 

the request and particularly on the rejection.   

In response to the request, the olive tree used the verb lānû‘a which means “to totter or wave”. 

The word me lôkah which the trees used in their request was intentionally avoided in the 

response. This was probably intended to reserve the idea of kingship to Yahweh alone. 

Moreover, “the act of wavering suggests not only the ceremonial pomp of kings but also 

vagabondage (cf. Gen 4:12.14)”.6 The verb yekabdu ̂ used in this verse means “to honor. The 

olive was the most important of fruit trees because it’s oil was used to anoint honored guests and 

kings. It is also used at feasts and sacrifices. 

The fig tree (te’enah) was also approached by the trees with the same request. She answered 

them:  shall I stop producing my sweetness and my delicious fruit, and go to sway over the trees? 

The word mo ̄t ̱eq means sweetness and it is a hapax legomenon in the OT.7 And the noun, 

tenûbāt ̱i ̂ which is used in the verse in the common, feminine, singular, construct, means (fruit) 

produce. The fig tree declined too on the grounds of the importance of its stable and cherished 

fruit. Then the trees went to the vine (gāfen) and made the same request. The vine responded 

thus: shall I stop producing my wine that cheers gods and mortals, and go to sway over the trees? 

Tîrôs ̌i ̂ is from the noun ti ̂rûs ̌ which means “fresh or new wine”. The verbal form mesammeaḥ is 

piel, participle, masculine, singular absolute. It is from the verb sāmaḥ and it means “to 

gladden”. 

It is important to note that the movement and response in the three noble trees is more or less 

uniform. In v. 14, there is a slight difference in the narrative: and all the trees said to the bramble, 

“come you and rule over us”. In this verse unlike in the others, there is an explicit mention of 

kol-ha‘e ̄si ̂m. This is probably for emphasis and to highlight the difference between this tree and 

the preceding ones. The tree ’a ̄ṭād “bramble or buckthorn” has no special utility like the other 

trees. So it was very quick to respond in the positive but with a condition. One gets the 

impression that the bramble was not convinced that the trees were serious with their request thus 

the phrase ’im be’e ̌met ̱ if really, if in truth. However, with the statement “you have come to 

anoint me as king over you” there is an impression that he was not doubtful but was ready to be 

anointed king. The condition is that the people should come and seek refuge in its shade. 

Otherwise fire comes out of the bramble and devours the cedars of Lebanon. This is an 

intimation that the bramble would be an oppressive ruler and would destroy anyone who 

disagreed with him. Moreover, “the thornbush or bramble may claim to “offer protection” (one 

sense of the word ṣel) but it hardly affords any real “shade” (the other sense), being a ground 

cover of the sort that propagates forest fires. The tree has been described as being “sharp and 

useless and ugly…”8  One test of the character of a man is to see how he treats those who 

disagree with him. If his only desire is to destroy them, then he is much like the bramble - plenty 

of good points, but no real substance for good. 

 

                                                           
6 M. O’Connor, “Judges”, The New Jerome Biblical Commentary (London 1989) 140. 
7 Cf. L. Koehler – W. Baumgartner, Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libros (Leiden 1985) 583. 
8 J.M., Myers, “The Book of Judges”, The Interpreter’s Bible vol. 2 (Nashville 1953) 753. 
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1.1.5 Judges 9:16-21: Application of the Parable by Jotham  

The attention is shifted from Abimelech to the lords of Shechem. This implies that the city of 

Shechem will be repaid for choosing such a worthless man. Jothan appeals to their conscience 

reminding them all that Gideon his father did for the people which they have repaid with evil. 

The verbal form ya ̄ṣel from the verb nāṣal means “to deliver, snatch”. Miyyad midya ̄n literally 

means “from the hand of Midian”. Thus it means that Gideon delivered the people “from the 

power of…”. This is because the word yad also means power”.9 The real reason the men of 

Shechem supported Abimelech was because he was their brother. Abimelech's mother, was from 

Shechem. It is possible that he grew up at Shechem (cf. Judges 8:31). Jotham's warning to the 

men of Shechem was that their unwise choice will come back to hurt them. He predicted that 

"fire" would come forth from Abimelech and devour them.  

God had warned the men of Shechem through Jotham. Yet they rejected the warning of God, and 

therefore came to ruin. The story of Abimelech, the men of Shechem, and Jotham shows us that 

there is a real and terrible price to pay for rejecting God's warnings. The name of Jotham means 

God is perfect. This evidences in his rebuke of evil people.  

Abimelech though the son of Gideon (Judges 8:31) did not share his father’s love for God. In 

sharp contrast to the judges who acknowledged God as the only true king over Israel, Abimelech 

aggressively sought to be king in Israel for his own selfish desires. In the whole of scripture, it 

was God himself who often took the initiative to appoint a leader, Judge or king for the people. 

Abimelech’s was an exceptional case. Just is not mentioned in any way in all the fifty-seven 

verses of the chapter.  His parable evidences the ridiculous and dangerous adventure of some 

politicians. 

The olive tree, the fig tree and the vine rejected the offer of kingship. They were content to grow 

where God has planted them and to produce the kind of fruit God desired. The implication here 

is that these honorable trees refused to tear their roots from the soil and soar above the other trees 

in a presumptuous act of self-promotion. Gideon...represented one of the good trees invited to 

become king [Judges 8:23], though exact identifications are not needed. Noble, capable leaders 

like Gideon believed that the theocracy, not a monarchy, was the best form of government.  

The Abimelech is equated to thorn bush who craved for power and prestige (Judges 9:15). Its 

invitation to "take refuge in my shade" refers to the traditional role of the king, who offered 

special protection to those traveling on his behalf. They were said to be "in his shade" (Hos 14:7; 

see also Isa 30:2 and Dan 4:12). In reality, as the original audience knew very well, a thorn bush 

cannot give shade. Jotham’s point was this: a productive person would be too busy doing good to 

want to bother with power politics. A worthless person, on the other hand, would be glad to 

accept the honor — but he would destroy the people he ruled. Abimelech, like a thorn bush, 

could offer Israel no real protection or security.  

One is reminded of true power founded in a shadow so that those who were ill came close: “that 

at least the shadow of Peter passing might overshadow some of them” (Acts 5:15). Similar 

expressions are found in Pss 17:8; 63:7; 91:1. But in the bramble there is no healing, no rest, no 

security. Thus it is better to have no leader at all than to have the bramble, Abimelech as king. 

The trees started with the most important and capable tree and ended with a worthless one. When 

capable people refuse to get involved in politics and take up leadership role, the danger is that 

                                                           
9 Koehler – Baumgartner, Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libros, 363. 
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incompetent and unreliable ones maneuver their way through. In this way doing more harm than 

good to the populace.  

The words "let fire come out of the thorn bush and consume the cedars of Lebanon" (Judges 

9:15) refer to the wrath of Abimelech, which would come upon the leaders of Shechem. This 

happened eventually: Abimelech destroyed Shechem (verse 45) and burned its leaders in the city 

tower (verses 46-49). God’s prophecy against Abimelech (verse 20) also came true: This 

renegade Israelite was finally killed at Thebez (verses 50-54). His brief flirtation with kingship 

had cost him his life. Throughout Israel’s history, Abimelech was remembered as the man who 

was killed by a woman (cf. 2 Samuel 11:21). The man who struggled for power at all costs 

became an object of scorn and derision.   

The tragic end of Abimelech demonstrates the fact that “…all who take the sword will perish by 

the sword” (cf. Matt 26:52). The passage does not just say, that Yahweh caused strife between 

Abimelech and the people of Shechem but that the Lord sent “an evil spirit between” them (cf. 

9:23).  

The chapter ends thus with a note that God repaid Abimelech for the crime he committed against 

his father in killing his seventy brothers and God also made the wickedness of the people of 

Shechem fall back on their heads, and on them came the curse of Jotham son of  Jerub-Baal (cf. 

vv. 56–57). When the bible says that God was punishing both Abimelech and Shechem, one 

wonders if it was only for the crime of killing Abimelech’s brothers, or if he is also punishing 

them for the crime of setting up a king. The text is not explicit on this, but we know that Yahweh 

was supposed to be Israel’s king, so it is supposedly for both crimes. The absence of the name of 

Yahweh in the whole pericope (Judg 9-21) “signals the narrator’s theological valuation, which 

otherwise is left to the tone of the narrative plus Jotham’s pronouncement”.10 

Beth-milo means “house of the filled-in section” and it is a special, fortified part of the city.11 

After delivering the parable, Jotham fled to Beer which has been identified as “…the present El-

bireh, north of Beth-shaan and east of Tabor”.12 Myers and some other scholars consider the 

place as unknown.13 

2. Interpretation 

The parable of Jotham teaches that everyone has a role to play in God’s overall plan for 

humankind and in the human community. If somebody tries to play a different role from that 

which God has destined for him/her, then there is problem. It has a negative impact on the whole. 

For instance, in the case of the trees, the olive tree says that it will not give up its olive in order to 

sway over the trees. The noble trees rejected the enticing honor of royalty and were made subject 

to a mean plant, so did Abimelech of less noble birth than the seventy sons of Gideon now 

tyrannize over the people. Olives are fruits used to make oil which serves a lot of purposes like 

anointing people, to make them glad etc. If it were to rule over the trees, it would be missing its 

calling and consequently, there will be no oil for anointing. Moreover, oil was used in the 

worship both of the true God and of false gods; it was prescribed in the worship of Yahweh (cf. 

                                                           
10 R.G. Bolling, “Judges, Book of”, 1111. 
11 Hunt, The Books of Joshua and Judges, 107; cf. Y. Aharoni, The Land of the Bible: A Historical Geography 

(Philadelphia, 1979), 264. 
12 Hunt, The Books of Joshua and Judges, 107. 
13 Myers, The Book of Judges, 753. 

http://www.biblegateway.com/bible?version=31&passage=judges+9:56-57
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Lev 2:1, 6, 15; 24:2). It was also used to consecrate prophets, priests and kings (cf. Exodus 

30:25, 30; 1 Sam 10:1; 16:13).  

In like manner if the fig tree were to give up its calling and then goes to swear over the trees, it 

would be failing on its duty to bear fruits that feed. So also is it with the vine tree. It is known to 

produce wine to cheer the heart of the humans. Wine was used in libations both in the Temple of 

Jerusalem and in the pagan temples. It is believed that “Oil, fig and vine were the most valuable 

productions of the land of Canaan, whereas the briar was good for nothing but to burn…the briar, 

which has nothing but thorns upon it, and does not even cast sufficient shadow for anyone to lie 

down in its shadow and protect himself from burning heat of the sun, is an admirable simile for a 

worthless man, who can do nothing but harm. The words of the briar, “Trust in my shadows, 

seek refuge there, contained a deep irony, the truth of which the Shechemites were very soon to 

discover”.14   

The refusal of all the dignified trees to be king “is evidence of the insignificance of kingship in 

the thinking of Israel at that time”.15 The purpose of the Abimelech episode and the fable is to 

demonstrate “…that the search for security through the establishment of the monarchy will end 

by destroying the very security so eagerly sought in human, political terms”.16 According to the 

deuteronomistic editor, it is only obedience to the written law (Deuteronomy) that determines 

Israel’s future and not the quest for kingship. Yahweh is conceived as the one and only king of 

Israel.  

Jotham’s parable thus evidences the ridiculous and dangerous adventure of some politicians. 

Each time any election is conducted, the citizens are being challenged to see leadership 

responsibilities through the eyes of faith. They have the obligation to ensure that only people 

with competence and integrity are elected into the right offices. This is because “good 

governance and the promotion of the common good are not exclusive responsibility of 

government. Other actors such as individuals, families, the private sector…have a part to play”.17 

Through its social teachings, the church tries to reawaken the spiritual energy without which 

justice, which always demands sacrifice cannot prevail and prosper. 

3. Role of the Citizens to ensure Good Leadership 

Good citizenship results to good leadership and vice versa. Therefore, one cannot be a good 

leader if he/she is not a good citizen. It is rightly so because, it is eventually from among the 

citizens that the leaders spring forth. One can rarely make a good leader if one has been a bad, 

rebellious, undisciplined citizen. Good citizenship requires that at every level, votes are casted 

for candidates who deserve them. This implies, the most qualified according to the office in 

question; those who are straightforward, intelligent, truthful and trustworthy. It is important to 

vote for those who have the common good and interest at heart. People with egoistic, tribalistic, 

tendencies should not be voted for. Good citizenship requires that religious bigot be dismissed. 

Those who have no regard for moral and religious educational systems should not be voted in. 

Those who are in search for money and fame may not be the best of leaders. 

Good citizenship entails support for leaders. This includes the good, bad and even 

incapable ones who maneuvered their way through. This is because God’s ways are not the same 

                                                           
14 Myers, “The Book of Judges”, 753.  
15 Myers, “The Book of Judges”, 753. 
16 L. Hoppe, Joshua and Judges with an Excursus on Charismatic Leadership in Israel (Delaware, 1982), 160. 
17 L.I. Ugorji, Good Governance and Challenges of Electing Credible leaders in 2007 (Umuahia, 2006), 13.  

http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus2.htm#v1
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus2.htm#v6
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus2.htm#v15
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/leviticus/leviticus24.htm#v2
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/exodus/exodus30.htm#v25
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/exodus/exodus30.htm#v25
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/exodus/exodus30.htm#v30
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/1samuel/1samuel10.htm#v1
http://www.usccb.org/nab/bible/1samuel/1samuel16.htm#v13
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as the humans’. Sometimes he chooses and makes use of “broken vessels” in order to achieve his 

purpose. His choice of them can be to correct, form, reform and transform them. The leader may 

not always be the best from every perspective. God supports the leaders whom he chooses and is 

not happy when they are despised. When things go wrong in any set-up be it in small 

communities or the larger society, the normal thing is to blame the leaders that they are not doing 

it right. We tend to forget that a tree does not make a forest. If each individual or group plays 

his/her/their parts very well, then a wonderful result will be achieved. Mother Theresa of 

Calcutta vividly puts it that the whole world will be clean if each person sweeps in front of 

his/her house. Some citizens fail to play their own parts towards the growth of the society and 

the nation at large, and keep pointing accusing fingers at the leaders. Consequently, they do 

everything possible to “pull down” the leader probably to have a chance to rule. Some 

demonstrate this by laissez-faire attitude to duties, insincerity, lack of commitment and 

dedication to their work. What matters for such people is to be paid at the end of the month no 

matter how bad they have performed. 

For a high level of productivity and out-put, the active participation of all members is required. 

This implies that no member should be passive or exhibit a nonchalant attitude. Every 

democracy has the duty to encourage able people to offer their abilities toward the common 

good. The quest for power at all costs is very common to this nation today. Already, people have 

started warming up for next year’s election and have also commenced with the elimination of 

their probable opponents which was exactly what Abimelech did according to this pericope. 

Abimelech’s short reign was marked by treachery and bloodshed. The trees in the parable of 

Jotham (Judg 9:7-15) each realized the fact that not all are called to be leaders. They are also 

aware that it does not mean that they have no active and important roles to play towards the 

common good.  

This parable envisions that each member of the community (society) is important and has an 

important role to play. Nobody can or should say that he/she has nothing to offer. The three trees 

in this parable represent the whole society since the number three in the bible is symbolic. It 

indicates totality, whole. Collaboration and cooperation among citizens is very important. This 

does not mean cooperation in evil. The young people in particular should realize that they are the 

future leaders of the nation, to lead Nigeria aright and for the better. Thus they should shun vices 

like truancy, cultism, easy means of making money etc. People should realize that money is not 

everything because any money without knowledge is nothing.  

The need for respect for the Spirit of complementarity cannot be overemphasized. The noble 

trees of Jotham’s parable all point towards that. Both leaders and citizens should be conscious of 

the fact that each person is unique. Consequently, each has his/her talents and areas of 

competence. It is often said that no two individuals are the same. This requires than that they 

complement one another for efficient growth and development. Therefore, instead of always 

seeking to eliminate our “opponents” either in politics or in other works of life, we strive to 

concentrate on developing and improving on our own talents.   

It is important to acknowledge and accept one’s position in the whole (i.e. as a member of the 

society/nation). It is very important that each individual realizes his/her position in the whole and 

maintain it. The problem is that people do not often acknowledge and accept their talents, gifts 

and positions. Some others are over presumptuous, attributing to themselves what they are not, 

like Abimelech. This often results to misplacement of priority, over ambition and greed for 
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power. The noble trees of the parable of Jotham are models in this regard; they acknowledged 

their area of strength and are proud to contribute their quota to the common good.  

Harnessing the resources towards the common good is indispensible. Every citizen has a role to 

play in this regard. Thus it does not depend only on the leaders to harness the common resources 

for the common good. The common good is often considered as the sum total of social 

conditions enabling individuals, families and organizations to achieve their own fulfillment more 

fully or easily.18 Good leadership gives preference to the basic needs: food, clothing and housing 

for the people.  

Dedication and Commitment to duties is very crucial in this discuss. Good behavior will enable 

the citizens to turn out to be good ambassadors of the nation wherever they find themselves. A 

good leader should be God-fearing and respectful of the rights of the people. He should be 

irreproachable, self-controlled, modest, a good teacher by word and example, must not be 

addicted to drink. He ought not to be contentious with foul language or speak half-truths to 

mislead, but rather be gentle, peaceful, and considerate of others’ views and interest. He/she 

must be a good manger of his/her household – “for if a man does not know how to manage his 

own house, how can he take care of a whole nation?” (cf. 1 Tim 2:1-3). Many leaders in our 

society today fall short of all the leadership qualities enumerated above.  

There is need for Nigerians to shun brain drainage. Nigeria’s retrogression has led many 

meaningful Nigerians to seek for greener pastures overseas. This, however, is a simplistic 

solution. The Nigerian problem should rather be tackled form the root. These people who would 

have contributed immensely to the labour force and helped in development of the nation migrate 

and help in developing the economy of other countries. Thus those countries continue to develop 

while Nigeria continues to retrogress. It is also true that most of these Nigerians do not find life 

easy at all out there. Sometimes, they are subjected to inhuman treatment and are victims of 

racial discrimination. Moreover, in most cases, they are subjected to do menial jobs without due 

regard to their qualifications.    

4. Challenges to Good Citizenship in Nigeria in the light of Judges 9:1-21 

Incapable leaders, having no leadership qualities make life difficult for those they lead. They are 

often in the front line in seeking for power. Some leaders are unable to read the signs of the times 

and to adapt to the changing trend of the society. They are sometimes enclosed in their own 

world. This may get on the nerves of the led. There is a tendency of rebellion in that instance. 

Inconsistency between the lead’s life and what he/she teaches reduces the trust of the citizens on 

their leader. Some leaders forget that everybody is equal before the law. They make certain 

demands from their subjects which they themselves are unable to keep. Sometimes they teach or 

command one thing and go contrary themselves. The old Latin adage exampla sunt validiora 

quam verba (examples are more valid than words) is very pertinent here. 

Lack of respect for human dignity and rights have adverse effects on the citizens. It is manifest in 

a total air of discontentment which may result to different forms of rebellion. There is need to 

allow and encourage individual initiatives. This is also in line with lack of respect for the dignity 

of the citizens.  If one feels that he/she is trusted, he/she puts in the best.  

                                                           
18 Ugorji, Good Governance and Challenges, 20; cf. Gaudium et Spes, 26, 74; Catechism of the Catholic Church, 

1877-1948.  
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Nigeria is terribly guilty of forcing leaders on people. Votes do not count in this country.  One 

needs only to recall what during the 2007 elections. When leaders are forced on the people, it 

takes a special discipline and the grace of God for the people to cooperate with that leader. It is 

therefore safer to allow people to choose their own leaders.   

Master/ Slave relationship jeopardizes the work of the leader. To achieve the cooperation of the 

led, the leader should avoid the master-slave relationship. It is important to win the confidence of 

the citizens. In line with the preceding point, brutal, wicked leaders inculcate fear into their 

subjects. Consequently, their subjects are not free with them. This can have devastating effect on 

both the leader and the led. This type of situation does not enhance cooperation, growth and 

development.  For people to be good citizens, there is need to have leaders who are able to love 

and care for them. 

Scorn for merit and competence posses it challenges on the citizens. This parable of the trees 

presupposes that God knows the ability of all its creatures before assigning their different duties 

to them. The worthy trees are contented with their various responsibilities given to them by God. 

Their master knew their abilities and treated them accordingly. Most often in our society today, 

other criteria rather than qualification are used for awarding contracts and jobs. Often it is simply 

based on friendship, personal relationship, tribalism, nepotism, son of the soilism etc. 

Consequently, we do not get the best results and the required efficiency, which in turn is 

manifested in low productivity and underdevelopment.    

Goodness is rarely extolled and rewarded. It is often observed that good people are almost 

always in the minority. They are often looked upon by the majority “crowd” as abnormal in our 

society where what is normal is abnormal and what is abnormal is conceived as normal.  Mutual 

trust on the part of the leaders and citizens is required. This is indispensible for the good of the 

society and the nation at large. 

Conclusion 

This passage (Judg 9:1-21) recapitulates the idea of good citizenship and leadership in the bible. 

Human beings naturally aspire for higher things. It is very natural. God generously shared his 

gifts to his creatures. Nobody can say that he/she did not get any from God. The rather 

unfortunate thing is that people often neglect their own gifts and waste their time and energy 

struggling and forcing themselves to be that which was not made for or destined for them. 

Nigeria as a nation and individuals in the various works of life seem to fall into this category. 

This attitude is manifested in the modus vivendi and modus facendi of the Nigerians individually 

and collectively. It is just very few Nigerians that acknowledge the wealth of this nation. Can one 

rightly say that our nation is not gifted when Nigeria ranks number seven among the oil 

producing nations of the world? 

Self-made kings do not last. Kingship and leadership should be exercised in acknowledgment of 

the absolute reign of God over all humans and all creatures. Leaders should not make themselves 

absolute beings. 

A bad citizen can rarely be a good leader. Abimelech demonstrated to be a bad citizen and 

consequently a bad leader. The lords of Shechem are portrayed as bad citizens. The only 

criterion on which they based their consideration of Abimelech to become king is on ground of 

kinship. It mattered not to them whether he was capable or not. People should choose their 

leaders based on qualification, merit and competence.  Jotham demonstrated to be not only a 
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good citizen but also a prophet by appealing to the conscience of the people. In his parable, the 

three trees, the olive, fig and vine can also be said to represent good citizens; those who 

acknowledge their positions in the society and work relentlessly to contribute their own quota to 

the betterment of the entire society. Their refusal to “wave over the trees” indicates that they are 

aware of the fact that they were not made for leadership. Be that as it may, they recognize their 

important positions. Everybody must not lead or rule at the same time. 

 


