
Story Number 72

JEPHTHAH

After the death of Abimelech there were other Judges who led battles

against Israel’s enemies. Tolah ruled for twenty-three years and died, then

Jair ruled for twenty two years and died. We are told very little about

them, but are told in each case, as with Gideon and later with Ibzan, Elon,

Abdon and Samson (who we have not yet come to), where they are buried.

This story takes place not in the former Land of Canaan, the West Bank

of the Jordan which today is Israel, but in Transjordan, the East Bank.

This was divided into three regions, the Mishor in the south, the Bashan

in the north, and (the) Gilead in the middle, but it seems that sometimes

all of it was together called Gilead. What makes it confusing is that three

tribes lived there – Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh – and Gilead was

the name of a grandson of Manasseh, who lived in the northern part. Even

more confusing is that our story starts with a man named Gilead, though

some say this was not his name, he was just a man who lived in Gilead.

Anyway, this man had several sons from his wife, and one son, named

Jephthah, from a loose woman who was not his wife. When the sons of

his wife grew up they drove Jephthah out, saying that they would not let

him inherit from his father because he was the son of a different woman,

which was very wicked of them. Even worse was the fact that the elders

of the region of Gilead supported them.

Having no choice, Jephthah ran away to the Land of Tob, collected a

crowd of no-goods and layabouts, and became the leader of a gang of

robbers and highwaymen. In this he showed that he had at least great

qualities of leadership.

Again the Israelites had abandoned God and turned to idols, God in
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turn abandoned them, and this time the trouble came from the Ammonites.

The Land of Ammon bordered on the land of Gilead, but further away

from the Jordan. The Ammonites not only caused trouble in Gilead but

even crossed the Jordan and started battles with Judah, Benjamin and

Ephraim. The people cried out to God, who answered that several times

they had cried out to him and each time he had rescued them, but still

they kept abandoning him. However, he decided to help them but at the

same time to teach them a lesson.

The Ammonites set up a camp in Gilead ready to invade the rest, and

the inhabitants set up a camp at the town of Mizpeh ready to fight them.

However, they had no leader, and could not find one. So they announced

that whoever was willing to lead them in the battle against Ammon would

be made chief over all the people of Gilead.

One day the Ammonites got ready to attack, and the Gileadites realised

that only one person was fit to lead them – Jephthah! So they sent for him

and asked him to become their leader in battle and then their chief.

‘You threw me out of my family’ he answered the chiefs of Gilead.

‘Why have you come now when you are in trouble?’

After some discussion, he made them swear in God’s name that if he

would come and lead them in battle, and God would help him to win, they

would appoint him chief of Gilead. He accepted and returned to Mizpeh.

Jephthah first sent messengers to the king of Ammon asking why he

wanted to attack Gilead, and the king replied that Israel had taken his

land, land belonging to Ammon and Moab, and he wanted it back. ‘Now

return it in peace!’

[The idea of ‘Land for peace’ was used by Hitler to justify taking

Czechoslovakia, and by an American president, George Bush I, trying to

get Israel to commit suicide.]

Jephthah then sent a long letter, denying that they had ever done this.

He related how after the Exodus they had not entered the territories of

Edom or Moab but circumvented them because permission to pass through
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them had been refused. When they asked permission from Sihon the

Amorite to pass through his land, he started a war and lost, and God

delivered all the land of the Amorites into the hands of Israel, which the

king of Ammon now wanted to take away from them.

‘What your god Chemosh gives you, you keep 1, so what our God

gives us we keep. This was anyway three hundred years ago, if the land

was yours why did you wait till now, why did you not take it back then?’

he concluded; but the king of Ammon took no notice.

War was inevitable, and God inspired Jephthah, who then made a vow.

‘If God gives me victory over Ammon, then when I return home in peace

I will offer up to God as an olah (sacrifice that is fully burned) what

comes out of my house to meet me.’

The battle began, and under Jephthah they heavily defeated Ammon.

Jephthah had no sons, only one daughter, and on his return she came

out to meet him, singing, beating the drums and dancing. Jephthah

remembered his vow, and tore his clothes (which they did in those days

on hearing very bad news) and told her.

‘Never mind’, she said, ‘keep your vow. But first let me go to the hills

with my friends for two months and weep for the fact that I am to die a

virgin.’

She went, and on her return he kept his vow. 2 It then became a

custom in Israel that the girls would go to mourn Jephthah’s daughter for

four days every year.

1. Sarcasm! Moab had at one time conquered Gilead but then lost it to the
Amorites, for which loss the bards blamed Chemosh, god of Moab (Deut. 21:29).

2. Perhaps he could have had his vow annulled, but I was told that if he found
a way out of it, the Gileadites would have found a way out of their vow to him.
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After the victory, the Ephrathites (men of Ephraim) came across the

Jordan and angrily asked Jephthah why he had not called them to go with

him when he went to fight the Ammonites. ‘Now we will set fire to you

and your house!’ they said.

‘I and my people have had a long quarrel with Ammon’ he replied,

‘and I did ask you for help, but you did not come to rescue us. So I took

my chance and fought the Ammonites, and God delivered them into my

hands. Now why do you come here to fight me?’

The Ephrathites then insulted the Gileadites, so the latter assembled and

fought them, killing many. Then the Gileadites took over the fords of the

Jordan to prevent escape. They asked every man who came along to the

fords ‘Are you an Ephrathite?’, the answer was ‘No’, so they persuaded

him to say shibboleth, which means the current of a river. 3 If he said

sibboleth they knew he was an Ephrathite, because Ephrathites could not

pronounce ‘sh’, and they killed him. In all they killed forty-two thousand

men (who died because they could not pronounce Hebrew properly).

Jephthah was Judge over Israel for only six years, and then he died. He

was buried in ‘one of the towns of Gilead’.

––––––

Here we read a tragic story. A man whose father was ‘a man of

Gilead’, whose mother simply a loose woman, despised and pushed out

because of his origin, who died childless and was buried in an unknown

grave, yet saved Israel. The snobs were forced to bow down to the man

they despised, and his name is perpetuated to this day! We see how God

lifts up the underdog who turns to him. Only his stupidity in making an

idiotic vow caused him sorrow which probably led to his early death.

3. Probably they asked him something about the current of the river (which in
the Jordan is very strong) forcing him to use the word shibboleth in the answer.
The word occurs three times meaning a current, and once possibly meaning an ear
of corn which makes no sense here or they would have asked him to say shesh.
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