“A Tragic Misunderstanding Of God”

Judges 11: 1-3, 29-40


Today’s Scripture reading can be found in the Old Testament in Judges 11.  Let’s turn to that; we’ll start with verses 1-3.  The book of Judges can be hard to get through, as our Bible study group found out a few years back.  Not only does it contain some of the most graphic imagery and language in the Bible; it’s also easy to get frustrated with the people of God who keep repeating the same mistakes over and over again.

Judges takes place in the period of 1300 B.C. – 1043 B.C.  Israel’s first king, Saul, wouldn’t arrive until around 1050 B.C.  Judges is a continuation of the events of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy and Joshua.  The tribes of Israel had taken possession of the majority of the Promised Land.  There was no centralized government, and every tribe and person...did that which was right in his own eyes (Judges 17:6).
The issue throughout Judges is whether Israel would remain faithful to God’s covenant.  The fundamental theological claim is that God alone is sovereign, and Israel’s responsibility was to trust, honor and obey God alone.  While the book contains much violence and depravity, this is a reflection of humanity’s sinfulness and not God’s desire.  Judges is a collection of stories about people who didn’t really understand God.  Every time they relied on their own power, wisdom and arrogance they made a huge mess of things.  Sounds familiar, too, right?  Nowhere is this more obvious than the story of Jephthah, a man who had a tragic misunderstanding of God.
Now Jephthah of Gilead was a great warrior.  He was the son of Gilead, but his mother was a prostitute.  2Gilead’s wife also had several sons, and when these half brothers grew up, they chased Jephthah off the land.  “You will not get any of our father’s inheritance,” they said, “for you are the son of a prostitute.”  3So Jephthah fled from his brothers and lived in the land of Tob.  Soon he had a band of worthless rebels following him.
Who was Jephthah?  Like many people, Jephthah had a hard life.  He was the son of a prostitute.  His half-brothers forced him out of the family and he fled to another land to live as an ex-patriate.  While there, his natural leadership abilities surfaced and he gained a following of riff-raff and scoundrels.  Jephthah became a strong warrior, strategist and military leader.

Sometime later, the Ammonites started a war with Israel.  A delegation of men from the tribe of Gilead went to Jephthah.  They’d heard of his military skills and leadership, and they offered him a deal: come back and lead their forces against the Ammonites, and they’d make him ruler over the whole tribe of Gilead.  He could finally go home.  But Jephthah had them over a barrel.  They needed him; he didn’t need them.  9Jephthah said to the elders, “Let me get this straight.  If I come with you and if the Lord gives me victory over the Ammonites, will you really make me ruler over all the people?”
10“The Lord is our witness,” the elders replied. “We promise to do whatever you say.” (Judges 11:9-10).  Isn’t it interesting that we sometimes separate ourselves from others, only to change our minds about them when we need something?  But Jephthah returned and took command of Israel’s forces.  Let’s pick up in verse 29.
29At that time the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah, and he went throughout the land of Gilead and Manasseh, including Mizpah in Gilead, and from there he led an army against the Ammonites.  30And Jephthah made a vow to the Lord.  He said, “If you give me victory over the Ammonites, 31 I will give to the Lord whatever comes out of my house to meet me when I return in triumph.  I will sacrifice it as a burnt offering.”
32So Jephthah led his army against the Ammonites, and the Lord gave him victory.  33He crushed the Ammonites, devastating about twenty towns from Aroer to an area near Minnith and as far away as Abel-keramim.  In this way Israel defeated the Ammonites.

Jephthah came through for Israel―but he botched his triumph with a silly, sad and stupid mistake.  He’d made a public vow that if God gave him victory, Jephthah would sacrifice the first thing that came out of his house when he returned.  By saying this in front of everyone, it served a two-fold purpose: to rally and inspire his men, and to psychologically mess with the enemy.  Jephthah needed to be confident and bold as he headed into battle, and he knew the benefits of mentally undermining the enemy.  He took his men into battle and wiped up the floor with the Ammonites.  Let’s pick up in verse 34.

34When Jephthah returned home to Mizpah, his daughter came out to meet him, playing on a tambourine and dancing for joy.  She was his one and only child; he had no other sons or daughters.  35When he saw her, he tore his clothes in anguish.  “Oh, my daughter!” he cried out.  “You have completely destroyed me!  You’ve brought disaster on me!  For I have made a vow to the Lord, and I cannot take it back.”

Here we see the consequences of a tragic misunderstanding of God.  Jephthah was a religious man to some degree.  But just how religious―or we might say how seriously he took religion―is anyone’s guess.  Jephthah knew that the God of the Israelites was important, but no more so than any of the Canaanite gods in the land.  Keep in mind Jephthah was a self-made leader.  He was religious when it suited or benefited him.  In an effort to psych up his troop, to show himself a strong leader, and to mess with the enemy’s head, Jephthah used God for his own ends.

So when he returned home in victory, who should pop out of his house but his only daughter!  To emphasize just how awful this scene is we’re told twice in verse 34 that he had no other children.  She was it.  Jephthah’s reaction was to tear his clothes―a sign of remorse and grief―yet his attitude remained arrogant.  Today we might even call him narcissistic.  “Oh, my daughter!  You have completely destroyed me!  You’ve brought disaster on me!”  Jephthah pushed the blame for his rash vow onto his daughter.  It was her fault what was about to happen.  While he did acknowledge that he had made a vow, he still managed to turn the responsibility away from himself: “I cannot take it back.”

Remember that Jephthah was still thinking of God as if he were any of the many deities that the Caananites served.  And if you promised something to one of them you didn’t dare go back on that vow. Bad things always happened to anyone who broke a vow to a god: a bad harvest, sickness, oppression and slavery, terrible weather, you name it.  In Jephthah’s view he had to fulfill his vow, even though God had said that human sacrifices were forbidden.  God wasn’t looking for a dead child as fulfillment of a battlefield pledge.  But Jephthah misunderstood who God was.  Like many people today, he assumed that one god was pretty much the same as another.  Call it what you will, God A is just as good as God B, right?  Wrong.


One of the things about this story that’s so hard for us to take is Jephthah’s daughter’s apparent acceptance of the whole thing.  Look in verse 36.  36And she said, “Father, if you have made a vow to the Lord, you must do to me what you have vowed, for the Lord has given you a great victory over your enemies, the Ammonites.”  Uh, say what?!  She didn’t put up a fight.  She didn’t fuss.  She didn’t question.  She simply accepted things at face value―which tells us that, like her father, she also had the idea that one god was about the same as any other.  She had only one request of her father: 37But first let me do this one thing: Let me go up and roam in the hills and weep with my friends for two months, because I will die a virgin.”
38“You may go,” Jephthah said.  And he sent her away for two months.  She and her friends went into the hills and wept because she would never have children.  39When she returned home, her father kept the vow he had made, and she died a virgin.
So it has become a custom in Israel 40for young Israelite women to go away for four days each year to lament the fate of Jephthah’s daughter.

God didn’t ask for such a sacrifice.  God didn’t want such a sacrifice!  But Jephthah carried through on his vow.  He lost what was probably most precious to him in all the world because he didn’t understand God.
When I put together my Bible study on Judges, I titled the section on Jephthah “Men Say The Dumbest Things.”  Should Jephthah have made such a vow in the first place?  Obviously not.  In trying to appear “bigger than life” before the battle he said something he shouldn’t.

Did he need to keep the vow or was there a way to expunge it?  Vows were taken seriously in the Old Testament.  The general rule was that they were voluntary, but once made had to be kept (Numbers 30:2).  Even a rash or thoughtless vow had to be kept, unless it was overruled in a specified time by someone with the authority to do so, namely a father or husband (Numbers 30:3-16).  However, if someone unwittingly vowed to do something evil―which child sacrifice certainly was in the law of Moses (Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 12:31-32; Leviticus 18:21, 20:2-5)―once it was understood what had happened, the person had only to confess it and bring the suitable animal sacrifice for a sin offering.  So yes, Jephthah could’ve gotten out of the corner he’d pained himself into.

We can be like Jephthah if we’re not careful.  We can misunderstand God today by seeing him as just another deity.  Perhaps you’ve heard someone say something to the effect “Well, it doesn’t really matter who we worship or what we call it, it’s all God, right?”  We can misunderstand God by thinking of him as just a watered-down, ineffective being that we cater to for a few hours each week.  We can misunderstand God by seeing him only as wrathful and vengeful.  On the other hand, we can also misunderstand God by thinking he’s only love and mercy, and would never punish or discipline us.

But we’ve got an advantage Jephthah never had.  We’ve got the full counsel of God’s Word to help us have a better, fuller, more complete understanding of who God is and what he does.  While we still don’t know everything there is to know about God―and we never will―we at least have the benefit of both Old and New Testaments to make more sense of God.


By reading and studying the Bible in its entirety―not just the books we like or passages that make us feel good―we enhance our understanding of who God is.  A few years back someone told me they were reading through one of the more difficult Old Testament books for the first time.  This person was pleasantly surprised to discover all sorts of new and interesting things in the text.  By tackling a book they hadn’t visited in depth before, their understanding of God expanded.  They grew in their faith.  They became a better disciple of Jesus.

When we limit ourselves to certain books, letters or passages in the Bible, we get an incomplete image of God.  Like Jephthah, we can draw the wrong conclusions as to what God wants.  I know that just before the pandemic hit a number of you read through your Bibles in a year, following different reading plans.  I’d be willing to bet that your understanding of God increased and deepened.  You saw things you hadn’t seen before.  You made connections you hadn’t made before.  You gained a broader perspective on God’s plan as you found it revealed throughout the Scriptures.  That’s spiritual growth!
None of us are immune to wrong or inaccurate understandings of God.  Lord knows that the history of humanity is littered with leaders, cults and organizations that have been built around flawed perceptions of God and the Bible.  But with a comprehensive view of God through the Scriptures and Jesus Christ, with prayer and meditation, and being open to the teaching of the Holy Spirit, we can avoid misunderstandings that may take us down the wrong path.
Let us pray:

Father in heaven, grant us a better, fuller understanding of who you are, what you desire of us, and what your plan is for us.  Fill us with wonder as we enter the Scriptures.  Transform them from stories on the printed page so they become for us living experiences wherein we find, see and know you anew.  Give us a hunger for the totality of your Word so that we understand the grand design you have for us and for all creation.  In the name of Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, we pray; amen.
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