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Judges 12:1-7 

1The 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.” 

2Jephthah answered, “I and my people were 

engaged in a great struggle with the 

Ammonites, and although I called, you 



didn’t save me out of their hands.  3When I 

saw that you wouldn’t help, I took my life in 

my hands and crossed over to fight the 

Ammonites, and the Lord gave me the 

victory over them.  Now why have you come 

up today to fight me?” 

4Jephthah then called together the men of 

Gilead and fought against Ephraim.  The 

Gileadites struck them down because the 

Ephraimites had said, “You Gileadites are 

renegades from Ephraim and Manasseh.” 
5The Gileadites captured the fords of the 

Jordan leading to Ephraim, and whenever a 

survivor of Ephraim said, “Let me cross 

over,” the men of Gilead asked him, “Are 

you an Ephraimite?”  If he replied, “No,” 
6they said, “All right, say ‘Shibboleth.’”  If 

he said, “Sibboleth,” because he could not 



pronounce the word correctly, they seized 

him and killed him at the fords of the 

Jordan.  Forty-two thousand Ephraimites 

were killed at that time. 

7Jephthah led Israel six years.  Then 

Jephthah the Gileadite died and was buried 

in a town in Gilead. 

 

 

 

Here’s a scene we’ve seen before!  Ephraim 

once again, gets his nose bent out of shape 

for not having been invited to do battle with 

their brother Manasseh’s enemy.   

A few chapters ago it was Gideon who had 

to talk the Ephraimites out of their incivility.  

Gideon managed to cease escalation of the 



moment with humility and self-effacing talk.  

Not so, with Jephthah! 

No!  Jephthah makes it all about himself!  “I 

and my people…”, “I called”, “I saw you 

wouldn’t help,” “I took my life in my 

hands…”  “Why do you want to fight ME?” 

 

No humility – none whatsoever. 

But it is Ephraim who was fired up, looking 

for a fight – looking to be treated with 

“preferred” son of Joseph, status.  Ephraim 

certainly starts it with, “You don’t call us to 

go up to fight with you?  We’re going to 

burn down your house over your head!” 

 



Gideon, was able to appease Ephraim’s ego; 

building Ephraim up and downplaying any 

great success coming out of Manasseh. 

Not a chance with Jephthah – hot off the 

heels of God delivering Ammon into his 

hands, he calls the men of Gilead back to 

battle, and still enjoying that victorious 

feeling, they decimate Ephraim’s force of 

42,000 soldiers. 

 

It should never have happened, but Jephthah 

had been relegated to leading a gang of 

scoundrels up until recently.  In his 

enthusiasm he employs every tactic to erase 

pious Ephraim from the field of battle.  Even 

in full retreat, Jephthah employs the test of 

speech to trip up the fleeing Ephraimites. 



Just as a sweet “y’all” spoken by a Texas 

girl, differs from a Valley Girls’ “whatevaa” 

– the Gileadites utilize a dialectical test 

using the word for “stream” – 

SHIBBOLETH.  Unfortunately, the fleeing 

Ephraimites can only manage their own 

accent and utter, SIBBOLETH; sealing their 

doom. 

Fiasco at the fords of the Jordan. 

 

 

So, what can we possibly hope to take from 

this crazy series of events?  For one, we can 

look at the unity that these two tribes should 

have had with one another:  not only are 

they both sons of Jacob/Israel, but they are 

also, sons of Joseph.  Only Benjamin shared 



their distinction of ‘mothers’ – Jacob’s 

precious, Rachel. 

 

Both parties exhibiting righteous indignation 

– for what! 

 

I wonder if sometimes we – in the Church of 

Jesus Christ – might have similar unity 

destroying attitudes between ourselves and 

some of our other Christian brothers and 

sisters:  finding any point of distinction 

which can draw us to separate from one 

another, when we should be lovingly 

embracing one another for our points of 

similarity – like, our oneness in the Father, 

through Christ Jesus, our Lord.  We should 

be offering charity in our differences. 



 

Now and then we may come upon a group 

claiming to be “Christian”, but whose 

doctrines are anything but.  At the same 

time, all who are in Christ should be able to 

act like family (and no, I didn’t mean like 

Ephraim and Manasseh – perhaps more like 

Ben & Jerry!). 

Yeah, that would be a happy family! 

 

 

PRAYER 

 

 


