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Not knowing God well can be dangerous. 

It has been suggested that the unnamed daughter’s life was in fact spared. There is no 
indication of this at all in the text. She really was put to death. The status of women 
deteriorates as the spiritual state of the nations deteriorates. Jephthah’s daughter �ts this 
pattern.
Was it God’s will that she should die?

Why did she acquiesce to her own death?
Did she have a choice?

How good was Jephthah’s understanding of God?
Faced with this situation what would you have done?

What do you �nd in Jephthah’s life that we should avoid?

There is something else here beneath the surface. The Ammonites had a reputation for 
child sacri�ce 2 kings 3:27. Trying to control God with vows also sounds like good pagan 
practice. Jephthah defeats the Ammonties but in doing so becomes like them. 
Is there a message for us here?

Biblical conspiracy theorist wonder whether Jephthah planned a child sacri�ce from the 
start. 

Epilogue Judges 12:1-7
If you know Judges well you will know that on three occasions there are similar incidents 
with Ephraim and the fords of Jordan. The �rst is a co-operation, judges 3:8, the second 
required some quick diplomacy to sort it out Judges 8:1-2. The third ends up in civil war. 
This is the book's judgement on Jephthah.

Jephthah
The story of Jephthah is one of the most heart breaking in the bible. It is a long story so we 
will break it down into sections.

Read Judges 11:1-11
Does it surprise you that Jephthah was the son of a prostitute?

One of the amazing things about Judges is you never know who will be judge next they 
range from the most likely candidates like Othniel, a relative of Caleb, to Shamgar a 
Canaanite.

Why is Jephthah driven away?
Was this fair?
What do we know about him?

Warrior
leader
Dubious morals

Why did they need Jephthah?
We assume the war was not going well.

There is something unusual about the way Jephthah was chosen to lead Israel. Did 
you notice it?

Jephthah was approached by people to become judge not by God. The only other judge 
of whom this was true was Abimelech. Not everyone counts him as a judge and the story 
did not end well.

Does Jephthah trust his brothers?

Is there a moral to be learned in the brothers actions?
You might say: do not alienate people you may later need!
It is also clear that there was more to Jephthah than his brothers recognised when they 
drove him off. It is often easy not to see the potential in people or what will happen as they 
mature. 

Jesus said to them, "Only in his home town, among his relatives and in his own house is a 
prophet without honour." Mark. 6:4



What was Jephthah trying to achieve by making this vow?
Why did he feel the need to do it?
What is a vow?
Is it right to make vows?
When and why?
When not and why not?

How might you use a vow today?

 It is a trap to dedicate something rashly and only later to consider one's vows. Prov. 20:25

When you make a vow to God, do not delay to ful�ll it. He has no pleasure in fools; ful�ll your 
vow. It is better not to make a vow than to make one and not ful�ll it. Eccl. 5:4-5

How would you de�ne a rash vow?

The bible speaks a lot about making vows, often in a positive context. Vows are good as an 
offering of thanks. Vows are bad when they are intended to manipulate, bribe or barter 
with God are not good things. One of the big issues here is that a vow can be seen as an 
attempt to force God’s hand. This is presumption, and the church has historically taken a 
very dim view of it.

Leviticus 22 states what is acceptable for a vow. It also states that if an animal that has been 
promised turns out to be unacceptable because of a defect it must be substituted. 
Leviticus 27 allows for substitution by money. It appears this was the only way a vow 
involving a person could be carried out. There is an emphasis on vowing freely and there is 
no implication that a vow can be used to control God.
A vow is an act of thanksgiving only. Psalm 56:12

Did God deliver Israel because of Jephthah’s vow or for other reasons?
Why did God deliverer Israel?
Is it good to make deals with God?

Jephthah claims that having made a vow, he now had no choice but to carry it out.
Is this true?

The obvious answer might seem yes but Judges has a trick to play on us.
What did God promise not to do in Judges 10:13?
What did he do in Judges 10:16?

In this very context the people repent and God breaks his vow. The spirit coming on 
Jephthah in the following chapter is proof of this. If God can do this…

Did breaking a vow please God?
Did killing a human as a burnt offering please Him?
Which one do you think displeased God the most?
How could he have been so right and so wrong?

The point here is that something was done in God’s name and supposedly for Him that in 
no way pleased him. What is more, Jephthah appears to be entirely sincere in believing 
what he was doing was right.

Does this still happen today?
Is it possible to do something In God’s name that He abhors?

Judges 11:12-28
In this section Jephthah negotiates with the king of Amon. His argument is that Israel has 
never been the aggressor against Amon and has historically respected their territory. It was 
only after Sihon attacked Israel that the Ammonites lost land to Israel. In the end according 
to Jephthah this was God’s doing.  What is more, this all happened 300 years ago.
The king of Ammon, however, paid no attention to the message Jephthah sent him. Judges. 
11:28

What do you think of Jephthah so far?
It is what happens next that gives him a bad name.

Read Judges 11:29-40
How do you feel about this story?

The bible is a book we are to learn from and to model our lives on, but not everything in 
the bible is a positive message.

Is this a “do this story” or a “don’t do this story?”
Can you think of any other examples?
How will you know the difference between a “do this story” and a “don’t do this 
story?“

Part of the genius of the bible is that it does not always give us moral judgements on 
stories. We are expected to bring our knowledge, wisdom and judgement to a story. We do 
this by reading the bible as a whole, by thinking and by letting the Spirit lead us. This 
process forces us to grow morally and spiritually.

However, there still exists a tendency to try to justify bad behaviour and this is a classic 
example.
How might you justify Jephthah’s actions here?

What do you think it means that the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah?

This is an impartation of power, courage and perhaps wisdom. It is also a divine stamp of 
approval on a human choice.
Does this mean that everything that follows is going to be good?

What vow did Jephthah make?
Was this wise?

Here we need to engage our brains. 
What is on the list of possibilities of things that could come out of the door of his 
house?

The things that could be offered to God as a sacri�ce are very limited. The list of things that 
could come running out from his door on his return is also limited. There appears to be no 
crossover between the two lists

Could you sacri�ce a dog to God?




