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FCCOE; 11/1/20; Judges 11; Rev T. Ziegenhals  

Series: God in the Midst of the Chaos 

“Jephthah: The Manipulator” 

Introduction: Chances are that sometime in your future, you will hear another sermon on Gideon, with 

whom we’ve spent the last three weeks. You’ll probably also at some time hear another one on Samson, 

who we will meet next week. But it is also highly likely that this could be the last sermon you will hear on 

the man we meet in the middle of these two, the man named Jephthah. His story is certainly not an OT 

favorite, and is probably one you’ve never ever read to your children. One commentator remarks that 

“this is perhaps the worst story in a terrible portion of Israel’s history” (Tim Keller). Although the writer 

of Hebrews affirms that Jephthah is one who, through faith, conquered kingdoms and routed foreign 

armies (Heb. 11:32-34), he didn’t do much else right. In fact, his life is a pretty good example of the 

tragic effects of self-serving, manipulative leadership, in both the nation he was called to lead, as well as 

in his own family. As we work our way through these events, the title of our sermon series invites us to 

ask: Where is God in the midst of this particular chaos?! 

I.  A Dysfunctional Upbringing     

 A. To be sure, Jephthah had a difficult upbringing, one we would call “dysfunctional,” and one 

that he was certainly shaped by. At a young age he had been run out of his home and his town by 

greedy half-brothers who didn’t want him to share in their inheritance. These guys had one mother; 

Jephthah had another, and she was a prostitute. So, rejected by his brothers, ignored, it seems by his 

father, and stigmatized as the son of a disreputable mother, Jephthah did not begin his life learning 

about what it means to be loved, accepted and supported. Rather, he had to learn to look out for 

himself, which, it seems, through violence and manipulation, he did very well. He found his way up to an 

area of wilderness in the north where a gang of scoundrels gathered around him. Jephthah became sort 

of an organized crime boss, leading this group on raiding parties throughout the land.  

 B. Known as a “mighty warrior,” this young man from a broken home ended up developing quite 

a reputation for himself such that when the elders of his home tribe of Gilead had grown weary of being  

oppressed by the Ammonites (10:8 – “shattered and crushed” for 18 years), it was to Jephthah that they 

turned for help. He possessed the kind of raw power they felt that they needed. He was also, we see, a 

shrewd manipulator. He was not going to help out folks that had once kicked him out without the 

promise of some kind of return, and so he negotiated a package that included not only his becoming 

commander of their army, but head over them all if and when he won. Although it was their own sin 

that had brought God’s hand against them in the form of the Ammonites, the citizens of Gilead were so 

desperate for a change in their circumstances that they didn’t seem to care about the character of the 

leader they had just agreed to submit to. 

II.  A Tragic Victory  

 A. To be sure, it seems as if Jephthah began well. Using the gift of his tongue instead of the 

sword, and the skills he had developed negotiating for his own well-being, Jephthah attempts to settle 

the dispute with the Ammonites through diplomacy (vv. 12-28). He uses arguments from both history 

and theology, but the king of Ammon was not moved. Then, we read that the Spirit of the LORD came 

upon Jephthah. This is the first time God has taken any action in the narrative. While chapter 10 
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revealed the cycle of idolatry and oppression and crying out for deliverance, we don’t see God raising up 

a rescuing judge, or instructing anyone else to do so, as we’ve seen in all past cycles of Israel’s need. We 

do read that God “could bear Israel’s misery no longer” (10:16), but he seems to let his people try to 

raise up their own judge.  In his grace, God then clothes that judge with his Spirit. Jephthah would now 

seem to have everything he needs to defeat the Ammonites, and even moves out to do so (v. 29). 

 B. However, on the way, this master negotiator decides to try to manipulate the situation to 

make sure he has the advantage. He makes a vow that if God grants him a victory, he will grant God as a 

sacrifice the first thing that comes out of his house when he returns home in triumph. Knowing as we do 

that animals for sacrifice were not usually kept in the house, that women often celebrated the return 

home of a victor with dancing, and that he had only one child, one wonders what else Jephthah 

anticipated would come out of that house but his one and only daughter! More amazing still, when he 

saw it was her, Jephthah was not upset with himself but with her for causing him problems. His grief was 

not for her but for himself.  

 C. Trying to love her father while grappling with the implications of all this, his daughter asks if 

she can go away with her friends for a couple of months. Dad says, “Sure;” it’s the last thing we hear him 

say to her. Why, we might ask, didn’t he just rescind his vow? Some try to commend him for being a 

man of his word, but that is like saying that it doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you’re sincere! 

Human sacrifice was expressly forbidden in the Mosaic law and there was no getting around that fact 

(Lev. 18:21). More likely is the fact that Jephthah had become conformed to the pagan practices of his 

world. As God had warned his people prior to their entering the Promised Land: 

 But when you have driven [the nations] out and settled in their land . . . be careful not to be 

 ensnared by inquiring about their gods, saying, “How do these nations serve their gods? We will 

 do the same.” You must not worship the LORD your God in their way, because in worshiping 

 their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things the LORD hates. They even burn their sons and 

 daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their gods.  [Dt. 12:29-31]  

Such a human sacrifice was thought to be a way one could “buy off” a pagan god. Jephthah evidently 

thought he could buy off the LORD in the same way, manipulating God, trying to earn God’s favor 

instead of relying on and trusting in God’s grace. He isn’t willing to break his vow because he believes 

that then, God would be out to get him. Jephthah had no desire to give of himself for the good of 

another, even his own daughter! 

 D. Add to that that the Jephthah cycle ends with him unable to manipulate a disgruntled tribe 

and prevent a civil war between two of the Israelite tribes (12:1-6), and we have in Jephthah what one 

commentator calls a “pathetic picture of stupidity, brutality, ambition, and self-centeredness” (Daniel 

Block, Judges, Ruth, 372). We have the tragic effects of self-serving leadership, with one willing to 

sacrifice anything and everything to satisfy his own ambition. With no heirs in his family, and with the 

nation at war against itself, Jephthah left everything in his care in a worse state than he had found it.  

III. Where is God? 

 A. So, where on earth is God in all of this chaos? First, I think we find God most pointedly with 

Jephthah’s daughter and her friends. As Jesus wept at the tomb of Lazarus, I think it safe to say that God 

wept with this young woman who had lost so much of her beautiful life, and then with her friends each 
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year as they gathered to recall the injustice and abuse done to her by her father. We find God where he 

says he will be found, with the oppressed and the victims of injustice, with the fatherless and the widow, 

and with the brokenhearted and those who mourn (Isa. 1:17; 61:1-3). 

 B. Second, we find God as we look closely at the death of Jephthah’s daughter and consider how 

she can help us more fully understand the death of Jesus. Like the death of this young woman, the death 

of Jesus is a horror story. Like her, he was the innocent victim of injustice and self-centeredness. Like 

her, he sacrificed all personal advantage for the well-being of others. Like her, his death called for 

repentance from idolatry and unfaithfulness by those who had put him to death. Jesus not only 

understands our own suffering; our suffering helps us to better understand his.  

 C. Third, we find God in the simple fact that after Jephthah, God didn’t throw his hands up in the 

air and declare, “This is ridiculous; I give up on this human project!” In fact, the existence of violence and 

injustice in the world does not mean that God is evil or absent; it means that God has lovingly entrusted 

humankind with dominion over his good creation, which sometimes we don’t use very well. In spite of 

that, in spite of us, God continues on, determined to restore and redeem his creation through the work 

of his people.  

 D. Fourth, when compared to Jephthah, we find God in the nature of what a true servant leader 

should look like in Jesus, who, as described by Paul in his letter to the Philippians, “made himself nothing 

by taking the very nature of a servant…” (2:7). What does a servant do? A servant does not, like 

Jephthah, wonder how to manipulate circumstances to benefit himself. Instead, a servant wakes up 

every morning wondering how to care for someone else, how to leverage their resources for the benefit 

of another. As the body of Christ, and as those committed to following him, may we wake up each day, 

watchful for ways in which we can give of ourselves for the good of another, as Jesus has first given 

himself to us. Let us remember that great gift as we go to the table together.  


