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How important is it that your view of God be shaped by the Bible? How 

important is it that the stories like we see in the book of Judges inform how 

our children view God and how to relate to Him? What is the danger for us 

and our children of having a limited, shallow, or insufficient view of God?  

 

Tozer (The Knowledge of the Holy): “What comes into our minds when we 

think about God is the most important thing about us. The history of 

mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above its 

religion…and no religion has ever been greater than its idea of God. Worship 

is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or low thoughts of God. For 

this reason the gravest question before the Church is always God Himself. 

Always the most revealing thing about the Church is her idea of God, just as 

her most significant message is what she says about Him….There is scarcely 

an error in doctrine or a failure in applying Christian ethics that cannot be 

traced finally to imperfect and ignoble thoughts about God….So necessary 

to the church is a lofty concept of God that when that concept in any 

measure declines, the church with her worship and her moral standards 

declines along with it. The first step down for any church is taken when it 

surrenders its high opinion of God. Low views of God destroy the gospel for 

all who hold them. 

 

All the problems of heaven and earth, though they were to confront us 

together and at once, would be nothing compared to the overwhelming 

problem of God: That He is; what He is like, and what we as moral beings 

must do about Him. [Yet] the man who comes to a right belief about God is 

relieved of ten thousand temporal problems…”
1
 

 

A true knowledge of God cannot be grasped apart from the holy Scriptures 

that reveal Him. As the level of biblical illiteracy rises in our society so do the 
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chances and risk of many to blindly fall into gross sin and idolatry against 

God.  

 

In Judges 11 we are going to see illustrated in Jephthah’s life the ruin that 

comes from having a limited and distorted view of God. He attempts to 

negotiate with God based on a pagan understanding of god that results in 

ruin for him and his family.  

 

Here’ s what we need to learn from Judges 11: Selfish ambition that tries to 

manipulate God will only bring about disaster because the true and living 

God does not work according to human dictates.
2
 People have a strong 

tendency to want to “use” God to their own selfish ends because sin has 

made us consumed with self-interest. The underlying problem here is a 

distorted or inadequate view of God that leaves us thinking that we can 

bribe or manipulate God. But we can’t.  

 

Last week in Judges 10 we discovered that God will not be treated like an 

idol. He will not be manipulated by empty confessions to give us what we 

want. Today we are going to see through Jephthah that he will not be 

manipulated by negotiations to give us what we selfishly want. Rather we 

must come to God on His terms which are determined by His character. 

Because there is grave danger in having a distorted view of God, there is 

great urgency for us to know God as He truly is, as He is revealed in the 

Bible.   

 

We know from chapter 10 that because Israel had once again sinned against 

the Lord, many of her tribes had been brought under the oppression of 

Ammonites. At the end of chapter 10 the battle lines are drawn and the 

Ammonites are now ready to attack Gilead, yet another region in Israel.  

 

Not only are the  Ammonites ready for war, Gilead had another problem. 

There is a leadership vacuum in Israel these days. They need someone to 

lead them into battle, someone who is a strong, proven warrior. They only 
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come up with one good candidate. His name is Jephthah and he is known as 

a valiant warrior. But there is another problem. The sons of Gilead are not 

on good terms with Jephthah. They have some unresolved conflict as we 

discover in Judges 11:1-3. Gilead and his wife had a number of sons but 

somewhere along the line Gilead had another son, an illegitimate son 

through a prostitute. This son is Jephthah. As the boys grew up things got 

more complicated because they decided they shouldn’t have to share their 

father’s inheritance with their illegitimate half-brother, Jephthah, so they 

drove him away.  

 

All that we know so far--Jephthah’s illegitimate birth into a dysfunctional 

family, his disinheritance and rejection by his family—these are not 

Jephthah’s fault. While his disadvantaged childhood certainly has a 

profound impact on his life, it doesn’t excuse him from the choices that he 

makes as a grown man. This is an important distinction because sometimes 

we get deeply hurt by people and out of our pain and out of our offense we 

want to justify our sinful reactions. As its been said, “hurting people [often] hurt 

people.”
3 But the reality is we are always responsible for our words and 

actions, regardless of how people have treated us. I’m  not suggesting that 

we can minimize or overlook the pain someone has caused in our lives. We 

need to forgive so that we can heal. But we must not be deceived into 

thinking that we can use our pain to justify our sin.  

 

So what did Jephthah do after he escaped from his brothers? Verse 3 tells 

us he gathered a band of worthless men around him. In other words, he 

formed a gang. These guys are bandits or pirates. They are outlaws. 

Jephthah has become a man who is making a life for himself by taking 

advantage of other people through violence. Not exactly your first choice 

for a leader. Yet the sons of Gilead are desperate now. So they turn to 

Jephthah and say, if you will come and fight for us, we will make you our 

commander (vs. 6). Jephthah says, ‘are you kidding me! You disown me but 

now when you are in trouble you want me to come and save you?! Forget 

it! (vs. 7) So the men of Gilead raise their offer: ‘if you fight for us, we will 
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make you our head/ruler.’ Eventually Jephthah agrees to lead them into 

battle in exchange for becoming their ruler.  

 

Stop and Notice: Where do we see God in this scenario so far? Did the men 

of Gilead pray for God to raise up a deliverer? No, in fact, unlike the other 

judges, nothing is said here about God raising up Jephthah. His rise to power 

seems to be the invention of men while God appears to be passive in the 

situation. Does Jephthah accept this invitation out of a godly desire to 

rescue God’s people for the sake of God’s name? Probably not. It seems as 

though his primary motivation is for personal gain, to rule over those who 

had rejected him.  I simply want you to notice that the dominate attitude 

here is one of godlessness.  

 

In vs. 12 Jephthah sends a message to the king of Ammon asking why he has 

come to fight against Israel. The king’s reply is that Israel took some of their 

land when they came out of Egypt to the promised land. Is that true? No.  

 

In verses 14 and following , Jephthah launches a historical argument and 

reminds the king of Ammon of the exact route that Israel took when they 

came out of the promised land and how they did not cross the land of 

Ammon or Moab. When they asked Sihon, king of the Amorites, if they 

could cross his land, he not only refused, but declared war on Israel. 

However, Israel won. [vs. 21-24]. This is Jephthah’s theological argument. In 

other words, if our God gave us this land, then it belongs to us, not you. 

After all, wouldn’t you have the same attitude toward land that your god, 

Chemosh, gave to you?  

 

Pause: This is a political speech that Jephthah is giving, so maybe we should 

stop and do a fact check. Opps! Jephthah misspoke in vs. 24. Chemosh is not 

the god of the Ammonites. He is the god of the Moabites. How could he make a 

mistake like this? Easily. He’s not a religious man, he’s a bandit. Perhaps this mistake isn’t 

such a big deal, but what’s of greater concern is the way Jephthah makes 

comparison between Chemosh and Yahweh as though they share equal 

status as gods. It may seem subtle to you but it is one more clue that helps 

us see Jephthah’s flawed theology. No one who was truly loyal to Yahweh 



would speak as though multiple gods were legitimate. They would declare 

the Yahweh was the one and only true God, so don’t you dare make war 

against Him! Yet Jephthah has become a product of his culture in which 

idolatry had diluted any pure sense of God’s holiness.  

 

Finally, Jephthah draws his conclusion in [vs. 27]. In other words, God will 

make a judgement between us, and it will be confirmed by the outcome of 

the war. Verse 27 is flawless. The only question is, will Jephthah really 

believe it? Does he actually trust in Yahweh’s covenant faithfulness to his 

vindicate His people?  

 

For the first and only time we see God intervening in this situation in vs. 29: 

“Now the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah.”  We are over half way 

through Judges, and by now we know what this means. When the Spirit of 

the Lord comes upon a Judge, it means sure and decisive victory in battle. 

And that’s exactly what happens (vs. 32-33): “the Lord gave them into his 

hand. He struck them with a very great slaughter.” So all is well, right? 

Wrong. Before Jephthah went into battle he made a huge mistake. He made 

a conditional vow to the Lord. [vs. 30-31]  

 

At first this may seem very pious, but what is wrong with this vow? Is this a 

Nazarite vow of consecration or dedication? Is this a pledge of commitment 

and faithfulness like a marriage vow? No, this is bargaining tool. Jephthah is 

saying, “God, if you do something for me, I’ll do something for you—let’s 

make a deal!” Jephthah is trying to manipulate God to his own advantage. 

He’s treating Yahweh in the same way the pagans treat their false gods. He’s 

treating God like an idol.  

 

The sad irony is that the victory was already guaranteed because the Spirit 

of the Lord came upon Jephthah to empower him to overcome the 

Ammonites. The Lord would indeed be their delivering Judge. And though 

God would use Jephthah to accomplish His divine purposes, Jephthah would 

attempt to use God for his own selfish purposes. But God will not be 

dictated like a puppet in our hands. And Jephthah will be the one to suffer 

the loss.  

 

The heart-wrenching tragedy of this story is found in [vs. 34-35]. Jephthah 

was shocked! Apparently he never dreamt that his daughter, his only child, 

would be the first one to greet him—ironically, with tambourines and 

dancing to celebrate his “victory”—only to be swallowed up by the greatest 

loss of his life.  

 

So what did Jephthah expect when he made the vow? Some suggest that he 

had an animal sacrifice in mind. There’s no way of knowing exactly what 

was going through Jephthah’s mind. The question is what will he do with 

the predicament he is in? Here’s the situation: On the one hand, he made a 

vow to sacrifice the first thing that came out his door. On the other hand, 

God’s law strictly forbids human sacrifices (Deut 12:31).  

 

Jephthah has 3 options:  

1. He could take the curse/judgement upon himself by forsaking the 

vow to save his innocent daughter’s life.  

2. Jephthah could follow through and sacrifice his child, as wicked as 

that would be.  

3. According to Leviticus 27, he could have paid 20 shekels in place of 

the girl to fulfill the vow. God in His grace had made a provision for 

rash and foolish vows because human life is weightier than foolish 

words.  

In the end this is perhaps the most horrific story in the Bible as Jephthah 

takes his own daughters life. How are we to understand this? Let me offer a 

few insights:  

� Why would Jephthah not take the risk of bringing the curse upon 

himself as a better option than taking his daughter’s life. He is a self-

absorbed man. The most precious thing in his life is not his 

daughter—its himself. We can see this by his response in [vs. 35] 

when he sees his daughter come out the door. Even then he could 

not get beyond his own personal welfare. The focus of his grief was 

more on his own loss than what his daughter would suffer. To make 

matters worse, he blames her for troubling him by coming out the 

door.  



� Why would Jephthah not just take 20 shekels to the priest? After all, 

God had graciously made provision for these kinds of foolish and 

wicked vows. Apparently, Jephthah was ignorant of God’s word. 

And perhaps he was not acquainted with God’s grace. He is 

surrounded by a pagan culture that worships false gods that have 

no concept of grace. He is a product of his culture where grace is 

unknown. He has transferred pagan ideas to his view of God.  

� Finally, I wonder if Jephthah really knew how deplorable and evil is 

was in God’s sight to offer a human sacrifice. The irony here is that 

Jephthah had delivered Israel at the military level from a people 

who sacrificed their own children to false gods, only to turn around 

and offer his daughter to a God who absolutely hates human 

sacrifice. What’s going on here? Jephthah’s sensitivities have been 

shaped more by the pagan, child-sacrificing society around him than 

by the God of his own people.  

 

Listen carefully: Jephthah’s ignorance of God’s law resulted in a horribly 

distorted view of God and therefore what pleases God. The same ignorance 

of God’s word that got him into this wicked predicament is the same 

ignorance of God’s word that kept him from being delivered from it.  

 

This same thing happens to so many today. They sin profusely because they 

have little or no understanding of God’s word. They may even think they are 

doing the right thing according to their culture. And then when they find 

themselves suffering under the guilt and consequences of their sin, their 

ignorance or blindness to God’s word prevents them from the rescue of 

grace He offers.  

 

When we take in the whole analysis of Judges 11, we conclude that 

Jephthah is “a pathetic picture of [foolishness], brutality, ambition, and self-

centeredness.” Ultimately Jephthah is a man who does not truly know the 

Lord. He delivers Israel militarily but at the same time demonstrates how 

deep the bondage of moral corruption has become.  In the end, there is no 

true rest for Israel (12:7).  

 

From Jephthah we learn that godless, selfish ambition that tries to 

manipulate God will only bring about disaster because the true and living 

God does not work according to human dictates.
4
 God may use a godless 

man to accomplish His divine purpose, but no man and “use” God to his 

own selfish ends. Yet perhaps the more pressing reality beneath this story is 

how a famine of God’s word leads to a distorted view of God and therefore 

a ruinous life.  

 

You may be thinking, “well, this a pretty extreme example. I don’t think my 

ignorance will lead me to take the life of my child.” Yet how extreme does 

your sin need to be to make a biblical view of God really matter.  

Perhaps you can’t imagine your view of God being so flawed that you would 

kill your own child. Yet today we have people all around us who are 

suffering from flawed views of God and His ways, flawed views of marriage 

and sexuality, flawed views of the sanctity of human life, who can turn to 

so-called churches that will tell them that perversion and self-interest is 

right at any cost. How did we get there? By a famine of truth, lacking the 

whole counsel of God in our churches and homes that has left many with an 

anemic, faulty view of God. Certainly there is a deception in our age. Yet 

deception is only possible in a vacuum of truth.  

 

How vulnerable are you? How vulnerable are your children to the deception 

of the age without a true biblical vision of God and His ways. Perhaps Tozer 

is right. At the end of the day, “what comes into our minds when we think 

about God is the most important thing about us.”
5
 Oh, how we need the 

Word of God to be consistently and comprehensively shaping in us the fear 

of God, and a sense of the holiness of God, and the truth of God, and the 

grace and mercy of God, and the wisdom of God.  

 

Let me leave you with this. The ultimate motivation for us to know God 

through His word is not just to avoid the great and eternal danger of sinning 
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against God, but the sweet rewarding blessing, both now and eternally, of 

knowing God as our ultimate Deliverer and Father.  

 

In the days of Jesus, the Jews were again looking for a deliverer that would 

come and deliver them by force, like they had known in the book of Judges. 

But praise God when the ultimate Deliverer came, He came with the power 

to change hearts. He despised all self-interest to take our sin upon Himself 

and rescue us by His grace.  

 

 

 


