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Judges 11 – Gideon’s Faith 
 

 
Intro: 
 
Do you have any no-go areas in the Bible?  Are there those parts of the Bible that make you 
feel a bit uncomfortable?  That you tip-toe past because they do not seem to fit in with what you 
think that Bible should really teach?   
 
For some people, the stories of both Jephthah and Samson fall into this category.  It seems that 
I have left the most difficult judges to the last!   But it helps that these two come towards the end 
of the book as it has given us a chance to sort out a way of approach that will help us 
understand what is going on.  As I have stressed, we must take what the Holy Spirit tells us as 
final, and both these men are listed in the examples of faith in Hebrews 11.  Now this doesn’t 
mean that we assume that all they did was right, and without error.  After all, David is in the list, 
and we know that he sinned grievously in the matter of Bathsheba:  
 
1 Kings 15:5 because David did what was right in the sight of the Lord, and had not 
turned aside from anything that He commanded him all the days of his life, except in the 
case of Uriah the Hittite. 
 
But what it does do is mean that we are entitled to put the most positive interpretation possible 
on what they did, for God has honoured them already, for their faith. 
 
As far as Jephthah is concerned, many people, including some very careful commentators, 
believe that he was a rough, uneducated brigand, who made a  rash promise to God, which led 
t him offering his daughter up as a human sacrifice, a burnt offering to the Lord. 
 
But does the evidence back this up?  I believe not, and not simply because of what is said in 
Hebrews 11.  We are going to take a look at the character of Jephthah, as revealed in this 
chapter and see whether it is likely that he committed the abomination that is alleged against 
him. 
 
The Background 
 
The background can be summed up very briefly because we have seen it all too often before.  
The sorry details are given in chapter 10.  The judgment of God is very severe: 
 
Judges 10:13-14 “Yet you have forsaken Me and served other gods; therefore I will 
deliver you no more. Go and cry out to the gods which you have chosen; let them deliver 
you in the time of your distress.” 
 
Their response shows true repentance: 
 
Judges 10:15-16 And the sons of Israel said to the Lord, “We have sinned, do to us 
whatever seems good to Thee; only please deliver us this day.” So they put away the 
foreign gods from among them, and served the Lord; and He could bear the misery of 
Israel no longer. 
 
True repentance has an acknowledgement of personal sin and the righteousness of God’s 
punishment for that sin.  It has to have a willingness to cast ourselves on the mercy of God and 
a turning away from our sin.  True repentance always brings God’s mercy and forgiveness. 
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Friends – this is just as true today – only if we have truly repented of our sin and turned to Christ 
as the one who paid the penalty for our sin (he is the real deliverer from sin) can we know real 
forgiveness, and are real Christians.  Where do you stand tonight? 
 
So God raised up a deliverer – as he had done so many times before – Jephthah. 
 
Jephthah’s life and character 
 
i.  He had a bad start in life 
 
Judges 11:1-3 Now Jephthah the Gileadite was a valiant warrior, but he was the son of a 
harlot.  And Gilead was the father of Jephthah.  And Gilead’s wife bore him sons; and 
when his wife’s sons grew up, they drove Jephthah out and said to him, “You shall not 
have an inheritance in our father’s house, for you are the son of another woman.”  So 
Jephthah fled from his brothers and lived in the land of Tob; and worthless fellows 
gathered themselves about Jephthah, and they went out with him. 
 
He was illegitimate and disinherited, yet he did not allow these things to hold him back or 
become bitter.  Rather he actual set about doing what others should already have been doing – 
fighting the enemy.  We need to be a bit careful in how we view his followers – they were not as 
bad as the text might indicate. David, in a later age, did much the same thing when pursued by 
Saul.  His men took the initiative against the enemy and also protected villages against them.  
He had the interests of God’s people at heart. 
 
We see here the character of Jephthah – not letting the past hold him back, or use it as an 
excuse for bitterness.   
 
What a challenge this is to us!  It is so easy to let the past rule the future, and be ineffective for 
the Lord, and bitter about our circumstances, and maybe even (sort of) blame the Lord for them. 
 
ii. He was not vengeful or grudge-bearing 
 
Those sitting back home, not engaged in the battle, soon find that the battle comes to them! 
 
Judges 11:4 And it came about after a while that the sons of Ammon fought against 
Israel. 
 
It is clear from the last few verses of chapter 10 that verses 1-3 were a kind of parenthesis, 
designed to give background on Jephthah, and why they asked him to lead them: 
 
Judges 10:17-18 Then the sons of Ammon were summoned, and they camped in Gilead. 
And the sons of Israel gathered together, and camped in Mizpah.  And the people, the 
leaders of Gilead, said to one another, “Who is the man who will begin to fight against 
the sons of Ammon? He shall become head over all the inhabitants of Gilead.” 
 
It was time for the leaders to eat humble pie!  They do this, and ask Jephthah to return and 
come and lead them.  No-one else in the country had the experience and leadership required 
other than Jephthah, and it is to their credit that they are willing to acknowledge this. 
 
And it is to Jephthah’s credit that he comes.  How easy to say ‘Tough!  Sort it out yourselves.  
You threw me out.  Why should I come and help you now?’ 
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He shows again that the main thing for him is the well-being of God’s people.   
 
What an example to us he is.  What a testimony to the maturity and stability of his character that 
he could react in this way.  
 
How easily do even Christian people put their own feelings before the work of the Lord.  Past 
hurts, real or imagined, create rifts that are not healed, and the work of the Gospel is hindered. 
 
Let us examine our own hearts – are we bearing a grudge against someone that is holding us 
back, and therefore the work of the Lord back? 
 
He shows his wisdom and maturity in another way.  He does not accept their offer of leadership 
immediately, as a rash and impulsive person would, but gets them to ratify it and publicly 
acknowledge the position they are offering him.  He did not do this for personal 
aggrandisement, but rather to ensure that he had the authority to carry out what was required.   
 
So far we are establishing that, far from being a rash and impulsive person, Jephthah is a man 
of maturity and wisdom.  This will become even clearer as we go on. 
 
iii.  He is a peacemaker and negotiator 
 
As a man of war, used to raiding the enemy, you would have thought that he would have 
jumped at the chance of going for the enemy without further ado.  But he does not.  He is a wise 
general.  The best generals are those who achieve their aims with the minimum casualties on 
their own side, and if Jephthah can stop his enemies without risking his troops he will.  Are 
these the acts of a rash and impulsive man? 
 
Is there not a spiritual lesson here for us?  It can be so satisfying as Christians to be combative 
when we engage with the godlessness in our world today.  But is that what is required of us – to 
work out our frustrations on those who oppose God?  Is that likely to win them? 
 
What does the Scripture say? 
 
1 Peter 3:15-16 but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a 
defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with 
gentleness and reverence; and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you 
are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. 
 
How many people have been put off the gospel by an aggressive attitude of a Christian? 
 
And what about between Christians?  How much trouble in churches has been caused by a 
warlike spirit as we defend out position?  Look at Pauls’ words to Timothy: 
 
2 Timothy 2:24-26 And the Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to 
all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in 
opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the 
truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having 
been held captive by him to do his will. 
 
iv.  He knows the Scriptures 
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In his message to the Ammonites he shows a clear knowledge of the history of the people since 
the Exodus, which means that he is familiar with all the Bible (so far).  This is most important, for 
those who allege that he did kill his daughter say that he was ignorant of the Law of God.  Now, 
if he is familiar with Numbers and Joshua, which he must have known – then he would know the 
Law of God, and being a spiritual man, he would have been careful to obey. 
 
The application for us is so obvious that I scarce need to make it (but I will!) – we need to know 
the Scriptures!  They are given to us for our spiritual well-being and obedience.  The more we 
know of the Scriptures, the more we will be able to serve our God in ways that please him.   In 
dealing with those who oppose, what better arguments can we bring than those from God’s 
Word? 
 
I hope that we can see that Jephthah was a wise, level-headed and spiritual man, of great 
maturity. 
 
The vow 
 
Immediately prior to him making this vow, we read that the Spirit of the Lord came upon him.  It 
is hard to think that he would be making a rash vow under these circumstances.  After all, 
making a vow of dedication prior to some important activity or service to the Lord.  It is not so 
much bargaining with the Lord as an expression of dedication to his service. 
 
Judges 11:30-31 And Jephthah made a vow to the Lord and said, “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.” 
 
Perhaps the only fault that can be laid at Jephthah’s door is that, possibly, he did not fully think 
through the possibilities when he made the vow, although the word ‘whatever’  would include 
people.  Note how Jephthah left it to the Lord to decide what, or who, it would be.  He trusted 
the Lord in this matter, that His will is always best.  
 
We must also note is that the word for ‘burnt offering’ only means ‘offered to God’.  Although in 
many cases this would be by burnt offering, it is not absolute – only those things which were 
appropriate would be offered in such a way.  Leviticus 27 deals with this, and, as a man of the 
Word, Jephthah would have known this.  
 
There are many more arguments in favour of this view – too many to include in a sermon.  If 
you would like more, see me afterwards and I will arrange for you to have some extended notes 
on the subject. 
 
And God, in his providence, brings his daughter out to meet him.  The possibility must have 
occurred to Jephthah – and now he realises that the Lord is giving him the biggest test of faith. 
Has this not been God’s dealing with the Judges we have seen – that he is constantly testing 
their faith and commitment?  Will he not test our determination to fulfil our promises to him? 
 
  Will he keep his vow or not?   
 
Judges 11:39-40 And it came about at the end of two months that she returned to her 
father, who did to her according to the vow which he had made; and she had no relations 
with a man. Thus it became a custom in Israel, that the daughters of Israel went yearly to 
commemorate the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days in the year. 
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And he does – by dedicating her to service in the Tabernacle, which was already happening 
with the sanction of God’s Word: 
 
Exodus 38:8 Moreover, he made the laver of bronze with its base of bronze, from the 
mirrors of the serving women who served at the doorway of the tent of meeting. 
 
It was a costly vow, for them both.  She was his only child, and so, by dedicating her in this way, 
he lost all chance of grandchildren and no chance at all of establishing a line of descent for him, 
something that was of utmost importance in that culture.  She, too, has to make a similar 
sacrifice, and it would have been a great loss to her, as bearing children was a mark of God’s 
blessing upon a woman. 
 
Their sorrowing can only really be explained by this – why would his daughter bewail her 
virginity, and consequent loss of child-bearing opportunities if she were to be killed?  And why 
would v39 emphasise the same thing? The focus on this proves that this is the sacrifice that she 
is making. 
 
It is important to note that the annual celebration of her sacrifice would hardly have taken place 
if she had been killed contrary to the Law of God (and, incidentally, to the practices of the pagan 
religions around them). 
 
Conclusion  
 
We could do much worse than take Jephthah as an example of how we should live and honour 
the Lord in our service for him. 
 
In particular, if we knew our Bibles as well as he did, then we should not have so many 
difficulties in understanding them, or in discerning God’s will for us, and how we should live. 
 
But there is a lesson about making promises to God: 
 
Ecclesiastes 5:4-7 When you make a vow to God, do not be late in paying it, for He takes 
no delight in fools. Pay what you vow! It is better that you should not vow than that you 
should vow and not pay. Do not let your speech cause you to sin and do not say in the 
presence of the messenger of God that it was a mistake. Why should God be angry on 
account of your voice and destroy the work of your hands? For in many dreams and in 
many words there is emptiness. Rather, fear God. 
 
May he enable us to put that wise advice into practice – it is not wrong to vow, but remember to 
whom we are making it! 


