
JEPHTHAH: THOSE TROUBLESOME EPHRAIMITES 

Saturday, July 17 

Reading: Judges 12:1-7 
 

Judges 12:1  The Ephraimite forces were called out, and they crossed over to Zaphon. They said to 

Jephthah, “Why did you go to fight the Ammonites without calling us to go with you? We’re going to 

burn down your house over your head.”  
 

The American Civil War pitted North against South, brother against brother. For four years 

(1861-1865) the nation was torn apart. An estimated 620,000 to 750,000 soldiers lost their lives 

in the war. In Judges 12, we have a kind of civil war between the tribes of Israel. 

 

The tribe of Ephraim (who lived on the other side of the Jordan River from Gilead where 

Jephthah was) were a proud lot. Earlier, they had complained to Gideon for not being called to 

fight (Judges 8:1-3). “Once again, we see Ephraim acting as a prima donna, upset that they have 

not been consulted, called, and in control.” 
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 They always wanted to be the center of attention 

and became jealous when someone else was in the spotlight. But unlike Gideon who had 

tactfully handled the situation, Jephthah answered harshly. He claimed he HAD summoned them 

to help and they had ignored his message. Now they had no reason to complain over the victory 

God had given him. 

 

The Ephraimites threated Jephthah (12:1) and taunted and insulted the people of Gilead (12:4). 

For this Jephthah calls the army together. God’s people have turned from fighting their enemies 

to fighting one another. Jephthah’s forces captured the fords of the Jordan River and stopped 

anyone who tried to cross. The Ephraimites who attempted to cross to go home where easily 

identified because their accents pronounced the word “Shibboleth” differently than those from 

Gilead. During the battle and Ephraim’s attempted escape 42,000 of them were killed. 

 

While the Ephraimites bear much of the blame, Jephthah is not guiltless in this tragedy. Why did 

he respond so harshly? Perhaps the grief over the loss of his daughter affected his judgment. In 

any case, this is a sad way to end his story. After only six years as judge, Jephthah dies and is 

buried somewhere in Gilead. 

 

“How good and pleasant it is when God’s people live together in unity” (Psalm 133:1). Sadly the 

spirit of jealousy and divisiveness is still alive in many churches today. Many church people like 

to sit on the sidelines (like the Ephraimites) and criticize what others are doing and how they are 

doing it. Evangelist D.L. Moody once told a group of his critics, “I think God prefers the way I 

do it, to the way you don’t!” 
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The early church in the book of Acts drew their strength from their unity in Christ. They were 

“of one heart and one mind” (Acts 4:32). If we are to be salt and light in this world, we must be 

united in our love for the Lord and commitment to each other. 
 

2 Corinthians 13:11  Be joyful. Grow to maturity. Encourage each other. Live in harmony and peace. Then the 

God of love and peace will be with you.” (New Living Translation) 
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