
 

“The Triumph of Jephthah” 
(Judges 11) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Now we have been looking at the characters mentioned in Hebrews 11 as 
examples of the kind of difference faith in God should make in our lives.  And it’s not 
wrong for us to do this, after all this is exactly why the author to the Hebrews uses them 
in the first place.  He says in verses 1 and 2, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped 
for, the conviction of things not seen.  For by it the men of old gained approval.”  He then 
gives us several examples from Old Testament history to show us this very thing.  I just 
thought I would mention this again so that we wouldn’t forget the author’s purpose in 
giving them to us.  But I also think it is clear by now -- isn’t it?--, that each of these 
episodes in the history of God’s covenant people is also presented to us as a picture of 
Christ.  There are many ways in which Christ’s character and work was revealed in the 
Old Testament to the eyes of faith.  It’s not that every true believe necessarily saw all 
these things.  But certainly they saw some of these things.  But it’s also a way that the 
Lord strengthens our faith today, for seeing that these things are there in the Old 
Testament also gives us greater confidence that this is indeed the Word of God.   
  What I would like for us to do now is to look at the life of Jephthah to see the 
example of his faith and to see how this reveals to us the Christ who was coming.  And 
then I would like to close with a look at the very controversial matter of his vow.   
 
I.  Now since Jephthah is given to us in the hall of faith as a model to imitate, we 

should try and look at the circumstances of his life in the best light which we can.   
A.  The first thing we are told about him is that he was a valiant warrior, but he was 

the son of a harlot.   
1.  The fact that he was the son of a harlot meant that he had a certain stigma or 

reproach brought on him by his background.   
a.  It is true that he was the son of Gilead, who was of the tribe of Manasseh.   
b.  But it is also true that the fact that he was born of a woman who was not a 

full wife of Gilead made him an inferior.   
c.  By the way, Gilead’s father was Machir, and Machir’s mother was also a 

foreign woman.  She was an Aramean concubine to his father Manasseh.   
 
2.  But we see from this passage that although his background was disreputable, yet 

he was still used of the Lord.   
a.  The Lord made him to be a valiant warrior, and we will see later that God 

raises him up to be a judge in Israel.   
b.  To have godly parents is a blessing.  There is no question about that.  Many 

of the leaders which God has used to lead His people He raised up from 
households with faithful parents, such as in the case of Moses and David.  
But that is not always the case.  Sometimes the Lord overrules these things to 
magnify the glory of His grace.  Jephthah was born of an Israelite and of a 
harlot.  Not a very good or godly beginning.  But yet the Lord’s hand was 
upon him, and He used him mightily.   



2 

 

c.  Perhaps one of you here this evening were raised in a non-Christian 
household, or a mixed one, or in one in which your parents were Christians, 
but not faithful.  This doesn’t mean that the Lord will not use you.  He may 
still choose to greatly glorify His name through you.  But the most important 
thing for you to do, whether you were raised faithfully by your parents or not, 
is this:  Dedicate all that you have to the Lord’s service and to His glory and 
seek Him with all your heart.  If you do this, then you will be doing all that 
you can.  If the Lord has something great for you to do, you will find it in that 
path, and He will give you the strength to accomplish it.   

d.  But there is one other thing to consider here.  Jephthah was a great warrior.  
Perhaps he was influenced by his father or by someone else to try and 
become one.  In those days, just about every Israelite boy needed to serve in 
the army.  Times were different then than they are now.  War was much more 
common and affected just about everyone’s life.  And so everyone needed to 
know how to fight.  Just think about the men who worked on rebuilding the 
wall of Jerusalem under the leadership of Nehemiah.  We read that “Those 
who were rebuilding the wall and those who carried burdens took their load 
with one hand doing the work and the other holding a weapon” (Neh. 4:17).   

e.  But the point is that no one could become a valiant warrior unless he was 
given the ability from the Lord.  There are not very many people who can do 
very well at anything they put their hands to.  There are a few, and we would 
have to say that those few are very gifted.  But there are many more who 
when they focus all their energy and attention on one thing may stand out 
from the crowd only slightly.  Not everyone is born great, and not everyone 
who strives for greatness will necessarily achieve it.  Success comes from the 
Lord.  And in His kingdom there are not many who are wise, not many 
mighty and not many noble, for the Lord has chosen the weak and foolish in 
order to shame the world (1 Cor. 1:26-27).   

f.  But God’s scale of success is different than the world’s.  It may be true that 
you will never stand out.  You may never make a name for yourself in the 
world or in the church.  But if you serve the Lord with all your heart and use 
whatever the Lord has gifted you with for His glory, your reward from Him 
will be full.  A pastor of old once remarked, “Giving a cup of cold water in 
the name of Christ means more to God, than an unbeliever giving his body to 
be burned.  One truly sincere Christian gives more glory to God than a whole 
world full of wicked men.”   

 
3.  But because his mother was a harlot, when Jephthah’s brothers grew up, they 

drove him out.   
a.  They refused to allow him to share in the inheritance of their father, which 

included anything that he would have hoped to gain, even the inheritance of 
the land itself.   

b.  And so he went to Tob, where we read that worthless men gathered around 
him and went out with him.  What this means is that he became the leader of 
a group of desperate men, who went out, much like David would in the 
future, to make raids on the neighboring towns and villages to make a living.  
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Generally, these raids would be made on the Ammonites and other 
neighboring people, and not on his own.   

 
B.  But, as soon as his brothers got into trouble, they called for his help.   

1.  It wasn’t long before the sons of Ammon came against Israel.   
a.  And when they fought against them, the elders went to get Jephthah from the 

land of Tob, which is just north of Gilead, and they asked him to be their 
chief in their war against the Ammonites.   

b.  It appears as though they thought he was the only one qualified to lead the 
people in the battle.   

c.  But Jephthah answered them harshly by saying, “ Did you not hate me and 
drive me from my father’s house?  So why have you come to me now when 
you are in trouble” (11:7)?   

d.  They answer that they need him because of the Ammonites.  And Jephthah 
agrees to help them, if they will agree to make him their head.  And so they 
did.   

e.  Now notice another thing here about how the Lord works.  Jephthah was a 
valliant warrior.  But what good would this do him if he was one of a hundred 
or a thousand valliant warriors, or if there was no advantage to being one, 
such as during times when there was peace?  God providentially arranges the 
circumstances necessary to use His people, when He so chooses.  Sometimes 
He arranges for great victories to highlight His strength and power, such as 
we will see in the case of Jephthah.  But at other times He allows His people 
to go through great suffering so that He can reveal the great love which His 
children have for Him, because of His great love for them, such as in the case 
of the Apostle Paul, who suffered many hardships, imprisonments and 
stonings; Stephen, who was the first Christian to be martyred; and James, 
who appeared to be the second martyr at the hands of Herod, not to mention 
the many other saints who suffered throughout the history of the church.   

f.  And yet there are still cases where the Lord doesn’t use His people for great 
triumphs or sufferings.  They just live quiet and peaceful lives, simply 
seeking to serve the Lord as best they can in their circumstances and then 
quietly pass on to be with their Lord.  God is the One who is sovereign in 
these matters.  We must simply look to Him day by day and seek as best as 
possible to be faithful.  He will work out the rest.   

 
2.  And so Jephthah took the leadership over Gilead.   

a.  The elders took an oath before the Lord, and the people made him their head.  
Jephthah also repeated all these words before the Lord at Mizpah, so that He 
might bear witness to the ratifying of this covenant.   

b.  The first thing he did was to try and bring a peaceable resolution to the 
conflict.   
(i)  He sent a deligation and asked why they were coming against him.  And 

they answered that it was because Israel had taken away their land.   
(ii)  But Jephthah reminds them that Israel didn’t take the land away from 

them, but from the Amorites.  And they didn’t do this because they wanted 
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to.  When Moses asked permission to pass through their land, they came 
out to fight, and Israel defeated them.  The land was theirs by right of 
conquest.  Remember, that the land of Gilead was on the east of the 
Jordan.  It was a part of that land which was given to Reuben, Gad and 
Manasseh before the conquest of Canaan.  It was also that land which was 
exposed to more danger, because it was outside of Canaan.   

(iii)  Secondly, he argues that God gave them this land.  He said, “Do you not 
possess what Chemosh your god gives you to possess?  So whatever the 
Lord our God has driven out before us, we will possess it” (v. 24).  This 
doesn’t necessarily mean that Jephthah recognized their false god.  He 
could have been simply using it as an argument to turn them back, since it 
was generally recognized that whatever land your god gave you was 
yours.   

(iv)  Thirdly, he points out that his God, Yahweh, was able to defeat Balak, 
the king of the Moabites.  Do they think that they would have a chance?  
This was more of a slap in the face.   

(v)  But finally, he pointed out to them that for three hundred years the 
Israelites were living in Heshbon, Aroer and its villages, and on the banks 
of the Arnon, which were far away from Gilead, and during that time they 
didn’t try to recover them.  Therefore what claim do they have to them 
now?  The point was that they must have understood that the land was 
rightfully Israel’s.   

(vi)  The bottom line was that Israel has not sinned against Ammon, but they 
were the ones who were sinning.  And so Jephthah calls God to bear 
witness and to judge.   

(vii)  Whenever there is a dispute, and you are convinced that you are right 
because of what God’s Word says, or because of what He has clearly 
revealed by His Providence, the best thing to do is to stand your ground.  
If there is still opposition, then call God to judge the matter, and He will 
bring His justice swiftly.  Perhaps if we would call upon Him more often 
to judge the evil of our society, we would see His justice come forth.   

(vi)  But the king of the Ammonites did not listen to Jephthah.   
 

3.  When Jephthah’s message was rejected, God did judge.   
a.  He sent His Spirit powerfully upon Jephthah, and Jephthah went out through 

Gilead and Manasseh and Mizpah and mustered the troops.  Then he passed 
on to the sons of Ammon and fought with them.   

b.  It was at this time that Jephthah made a vow to the Lord that if He would 
give him victory, that whatever came to meet him out of the doors of his 
house, it would become the Lord’s.  We’ll return to this vow in a moment.   

c.  The Lord gave him the victory.  God gave them into his hand, showing them 
that Israel was in the right and they were in the wrong.  Jepthah struck them 
with a very great slaughter, and they were subdued.   

d.  He was able to overcome them because of two things:  he was doing what 
was right in the eyes of the Lord, and he trusted that the Lord would therefore 
give him the victory.  Here is a lesson of faith.  When you act upon what is 



5 

 

right and good in God’s eyes, and you trust your situations and circumstances 
to Him, He will judge righteously and justly and will vindicate you.  But you 
must do what is right and your cause must be just and right.  And you must 
look to the Lord and not to yourself for your vindication.   

 
4.  I would also point out that this is also a picture of Christ.   

a.  Since it doesn’t bring out anything uniquely different than the story of 
Samson, I won’t dwell very long on it here, except to say that Jephthah, in his 
role as a judge, and in his victory over the Ammonites, is a picture to us of 
Christ as Judge, who will one day judge this world and its inhabitants.   

b.  The Gileadites are a picture of Christ’s church and Jephthah a picture of 
Christ.  The Ammonites are the children of the devil who are trying to take 
away the kingdom which is the Lord’s.  But Christ is the One who will go 
against the kingdom of darkness with His people and eventually defeat them.  
Remember that this world rightfully belongs to the Lord.  The devil is the one 
who unrighteously took it away from the Lord’s co-ruler, as we saw this 
morning.  But Christ is slowly and surely taking this world back from the 
devil.  And even though the devil resists and tries to reconquer it, he will not 
succeed, but miserably fail, for he is fighting one who is infinitely more 
powerful and exalted.  He is fighting Christ.   

 
II.  In closing, let us take a look at one of the thorniest questions in the Bible:  the 

question of what exactly Jephthah promised God in his vow, and what it is that 
he actually did to his daughter.   
A.  Can be translated “or” or offered him a burnt offering.  Doesn’t seem likely the 

Lord would bless this kind of vow if sinful.  Such a thing was unheard of in Israel.  
He couldn’t have thought that this would have pleased the Lord.  It’s possible, but 
unlikely that his daughter would have submitted to being sacrificed so easily.  If he 
had dedicated her accidently, not thinking that she would be the one coming from 
his tent, he could have redeemed her for thirty (?) shekels, surely he would have 
done so.   

B.  Jephthah didn’t sacrifice his daughter, but dedicated her to the Lord’s service.  
This is why verse 30 speaks of her as though she is still living.   


