
JEPHTHAH: A RASH VOW 

Friday, July 16 

Reading: Judges 11:29-40 
 

Judges 11:35  When he saw her, he tore his clothes and cried, “Oh no, my daughter! You have brought  
me down and I am devastated. I have made a vow to the LORD that I cannot break.”  

 

General George Armstrong Custer was the youngest general in American history. Military 

historians call his victories during the Civil War ‘astounding.’ However, what Custer is most 

remembered for is his mistake in underestimating the forces of the Native Americans at Little 

Big Horn which resulted in the slaughter of his troops.  

 

Jephthah was a great military commander. He gathered his army and drove the Ammonites out of 

the country destroying twenty of their cities along the way. The author does not explain 

Jephthah’s strategy or give details of the battle. But he is clear that “the Lord gave them 

(Ammonites) into his hands.” The Spirit empowered Jephthah to lead Israel’s army to victory. 

Despite all this, Jephthah is remembered for his vow. 

 

As the battle approaches, Jephthah vows to sacrifice as a burnt offering “whatever comes out of 

the door of my house to meet me.” We are not told why he made this rash vow. Perhaps, like 

Gideon, he had doubts that God would give him victory. His vow was an ‘extra’ assurance of 

God’s presence and power. Whatever the case, it would end in tragedy. When the victorious 

general arrived home, his daughter greeted him “dancing to the sound timbrels” which made 

Jephthah collapse in grief. 

 

The question is: How did Jephthah fulfill his vow? The straight reading of the text leads us to 

believe that he offered his daughter as a human sacrifice. That is hard to accept. Could a man 

who the Spirit came upon do such a thing? Since the Middle Ages, scholars have suggested an 

alternative. They suggest that Jephthah did not kill his daughter but committed her to service at 

the Tabernacle. She remained a virgin for the rest of her life which would end Jephthah’s family 

line because she was his only child. 

 

While I would like to think this is what happened (and many good Bible-believing people do!), I 

believe the evidence points to Jephthah actually offering his daughter as a burnt offering just as 

he had vowed. While God expressly forbid human sacrifice, it was a common practice among the 

heathen religions in the area. In this time when the people of Israel were adding heathen rituals 

and gods to their worship of the Lord, it would not be impossible for Jephthah to believe he had 

to carry through with his vow. His daughter mourned her fate for two months and then returned 

to her father who “did to her as he had vowed.” 

 

If we are feeling horror and grief at these events, we are beginning to understand the point of this 

story. This was a time when “everyone did what was right in their own eyes.” Israel was in a 

constant downward spiral of sin and rebellion. It had gotten so bad that even those who wanted 

to follow God had adopted some of the practices of the world around them. (We’ll see this again 

with Samson). Our world today has rejected God and His standards in favor of their own desires. 

Abortion, ‘alternate’ lifestyes, sex outside of marriage, etc. have all become accepted in society. 

We, as God’s people, are to stand against the darkness and rebellion of this world. We cannot 

compromise God’s standards but are to live holy lives. Pray for God to give you eyes to see as 

He sees. Don’t ‘blend in’ with the world but ‘stand out’ for Christ! 
 
 

READ THRU THE BIBLE: Psalms 105-106; 1 Corinthians 12 


