Jephthah’s Vow

Judges 11:29-40

Introduction

A. “And what more shall I say, for time will fail me if I tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets, who by faith conquered kingdoms, performed acts of righteousness, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, from weakness were made strong, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight….They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated (men of whom the world was not worthy)”  (Hebrews 11:32-38).  

B. Who were these guys?

1. Gideon – a judge of Israel who tested God with a fleece

2. Barak – a judge of Israel who needed the assistance of Deborah in defeating Caananites

3. Samson – strength found in his hair, later blinded and chained to the pillars of an unholy temple

4. David – shepherd, warrior, king of Israel

5. Samuel – the last judge of Israel – the prophet who would anoint the 1st king – Saul

6. Jephthah – known for his ‘rash’ vow

C. Since Jephthah is found in the ‘hall of faith’ in Hebrews 11, we can learn from his story

1. His ignoble birth

2. His expulsion from his homeland

3. His development into a mighty warrior

4. His ability to lead the entire nation of Israel

5. His ‘rash’ vow

I. Background information concerning Jephthah – the 9th Judge of Israel

A. Born of a harlot and Gilead

1. Father’s name – Gilead

2. Also found on some Bible maps as a territory

a. South and east of the Sea of Galilee

b. More recognizable as the land of the tribes of Gad and the ½ tribe of Manasseh

B. Drove out of his homeland by his ½ brothers on account of his birth mother

1. The true sons of Gilead decided to ‘disinherit’ Jephthah

2. Jephthah fled to the land of Tob

a. Quite possibly his mother’s homeland

b. Located at the south coast of the Sea of Galilee

C. ‘Robin Hood’ of the Middle East

1. A band of ‘worthless fellows’ gathered themselves to Jephthah

2. Probably wild and reckless and living as outlaws

3. Jephthah cemented them into a ‘lean, mean fighting machine’

D. Jephthah called to help defend his homeland

1. Sent into exile but called out of exile based on his experience as a soldier

2. Asked to be the ‘chief’ by the elders of Gilead

a. Shrewd in his reply

b. Confident in his ability to lead

c. Willing to take it before the Lord

E. Jephthah the diplomat

1. Sound reasoning

2. Excellent grasp of Israel’s history

3. Superior understanding of the Law of Moses

4. Willing to use God’s power to accomplish His will

II. The tragic vow (Read Judges 11:29-40)

A. Triumph into tragedy

1. Under Jephthah’s inspiring leadership, Israel thoroughly crushed the Ammonites, capturing 20 cities in the process

2. However, before going into battle Jephthah made a vow to the Lord

“If Thou wilt indeed give the sons of Ammon into my hand, then it shall be that whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me when I return in peace from the sons of Ammon, it shall be the Lord’s, and I will offer it up as a burnt offering” (Judges 11:30,31).

B. Man of faith or heathen?

1. Did Jephthah offer his only daughter as a burnt offering?

2. Would human sacrifice be the likely action of a worshiper of the only true God?

C. Possible solutions

1. Jephthah sacrificed his daughter

2. Jephthah dedicated his daughter to service in the tabernacle and perpetual virginity

3. Jephthah dedicated his daughter to service in the tabernacle and offered God a burnt offering

D. Objections to human sacrifice

1. According to the text, Jephthah was well versed in the Old Law

a. “Neither shall you give any of your offspring to offer them to Molech, nor shall you profane the name of your God; I am the Lord” (Leviticus 18:21).

b. “You shall also say to the sons of Israel, ‘Any man from the sons of Israel or from the aliens sojourning in Israel, who gives any of his offspring to Molech, shall surely be put to death; the people of the land shall stone him with stones’” (Leviticus 20:2).

c. “There shall not be found among you anyone who makes his son or his daughter pass through the fire, one who uses divination, one who practices witchcraft, or one who interprets omens, or a sorcerer…” (Deuteronomy 18:10).

2. The Law had a ‘loop-hole’ for “difficult vows” (Leviticus 27:2).

a. 20-60 year old male = 
$50 shekels of silver

b. 20-60 year old female = 
$30 shekels of silver

c. 5-20 year old male = 

$20 shekels of silver

d. 5-20 year old female = 
$10 shekels of silver

e. 1month – 5 year old male = 
$5 shekels of silver

f. 1 month – 5 year old female = 
$3 shekels of silver

E. The lament of Jephthah’s daughter

1. “Let this thing be done for me; let me alone two months, that I may go to the mountains and weep because of my virginity, I and my companions” (Judges 11:37).

2. The inference is imperative

3. It was not DEATH, but perpetual virginity, to which she wept

III. Observations concerning the vow

A. God to be honored

1. When Israel returned in victory, Jephthah made it clear that God would be given the glory

2. Jephthah vows to give something of his own

3. Literally, a blank check to filled in by God Himself

B. Jephthah astonished at the form the sacrifice takes

1. God takes men at their word

2. Jephthah did not realize all the implications of his vow, but God reminded him who was in control

3. Jephthah’s heart was educated that day in the splendor of God’s claim on man

C. The obvious family devotion shown by Jephthah and his daughter

1. The mutual love of parent and child – a keen, real sacrifice

2. The unquestioning and willing obedience of the daughter

a. Consider Isaac

b. Consider Christ

3. The determined faithfulness of Jephthah to his vow

a. Honesty toward God – how few practice it!

b. True proof of the faithfulness of Jephthah

Conclusion


A. Jephthah’s character

1. Integrity in spite of the cost

2. Faithful in spite of tearing his heart out at the cost of his own posterity

3. Patriotic in spite of the ill treatment endured as a young man

B. Jephthah’s daughter’s character

1. Pious in spite of her love for her father

2. Duty bound to do what had been committed to God

3. Patriotic to the point that her memory was celebrated yearly by her people

C. Vows today

1. Only voluntary

2. Should not be taken lightly

“It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not pay” (Ecclesiastes 5:5).

3. Consider Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:4)

4. Should not be made on the ‘spur of the moment’

5. Only after serious thought and prayer and determination to fulfill them

D. Vow today to become a Christian

E. Vow today to remain a faithful Christian

