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How many of you have heard someone say, “Nothing good comes out of 

conflict!” Well I want to suggest to you this morning that while that can be 

true, it certainly does not have to be true. Probably all of us have at some 

time experienced unnecessary conflict that has only resulted in hurt and 

injury. On the other hand, the gospel makes is possible for us to disagree 

with one another in a way that honors God, servers one another, and 

refines our own character. What I want to propose to you this morning is 

that the fruit of conflict is based on the character from which it comes. In 

other words, the greatest determining factor in the injury or benefit of a 

conflict is based on the character of those who are engaging in the conflict. 

If our character is primarily filled with our natural self, we will bring to our 

conflicts all of our humanity including our flaws and sinful desires. But if our 

character is primarily filled and led with the Spirit of Christ, then we have 

the power and opportunity to reflect God’s character in a way that is 

beneficial.  

 

As we come to Judges 12 this morning, we are going to be wrapping up the 

life of Jephthah who finds himself engaged in a conflict with the tribe of 

Ephraim. Unfortunately, everything we see in these 7 verses illustrate how 

we should not do conflict. So rather than just unpacking an example of what 

not to do, I want to take what we see in Judges 12 and contrast it with a 

more positive approach to conflict through the lens of the gospel.  

 

Let’s begin by taking a look at what kind of character is revealed through the 

words and behavior of both Jephthah and Ephraim in Judges 12. Its 

important to remember from chapters 10-11 Jephthah had defeated the 

Ammonites who had been severely oppressing Israel for 18 years. Ephraim 

was included in the many tribes of Israel that had been oppressed by 

Ammon before Jephthah defeated them. Yet in 12:1, the tribe of Ephraim 

not only confronts Jephthah with a complaint, but they do it as though 

poised for war (vs. 1 begins with war language)! Well, if Ephraim is 

disgruntled enough to go to war, then they must have a pretty serious 

offense against Jephthah, right? Take a look at verse 1: “Why did you cross 

over to fight against the songs of Ammon without calling us to go with 

you?” This would be a good time to stop and shake your head! Jephthah has 

just delivered them from their oppressors, yet Ephraim is angry because 

they weren’t invited to be a part of the victory. Furthermore, don’t miss the 

hostility in this complaint: “We will burn your house down on you.” How do 

we make sense out of Ephraim’s fit? Before I suggest an answer let me take 

you back to Judges 8:1-3, because this is not a first for Ephraim. The context 

of chapter 8 is remarkably similar. This time Ephraim takes Gideon to task 

who has just conquered another Israelite enemy, Midian, who had 

oppressed Israel for 7 years. But once again Ephraim comes not with 

gratitude but with vigorous contention: [Judges 8:1-3].  

 

Sin has a way of creating repetitious patterns in our lives, doesn’t it. Notice 

that Ephraim’s complaint is the same both times: “You took our enemy to 

war without consulting us!” What kind of complaint is that? How else do we 

explain it other than what one commentator described as “jealousy and a 

wounded sense of self-importance.”
1
 Ephraim may not have been the 

largest tribe, but they certainly weren’t lacking a sense of status and pride. 

They didn’t appreciate being “snubbed” by little guys like Gideon and 

Jephthah, even if they were successful. In other words, “we are somebodies 

and you don’t treat somebodies like that!”
2
 The tribe of Ephraim seems to 

expect a certain level of dominance or control. They resent any leadership 

(even leaders used by God!) that would not give them proper recognition. 

Ephraim has taken offense to Gideon and Jephthah because they have taken 

action without consulting them first. Do you see Ephraim’s pride here?  

 

Gideon pacified Ephraim by stroking their pride in chapter 8. In essence he 

said, “you are the real heroes for capturing the Midianite kings.” But 

Jephthah wasn’t quite so diplomatic. He claims that he did call on Ephraim 

and they are the ones at fault for not helping him in battle. I don’t know 
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which side is bending the truth here, but for both Ephraim and Jephthah, 

pride seems to carry more weight than integrity. Furthermore, Jephthah 

probably took Ephraim’s insult as a personal jab when they referred to 

Jephthah’s men as fugitives (vs. 4). After all, Jephthah began his life as a 

fugitive from his own family, and now that he had become the ruler of 

Gilead, he wasn’t about to be treated that way again! This is the making of 

the perfect family feud.  

 

I don’t know if Ephraim was just planning to talk big and intimidate 

Jephthah by drawing up a battle formation, but they met their match in 

Jephthah who made fugitives out of Ephraim. Now Jephthah’s tribe, the 

Gileadites, have control of the fords of the Jordan and anytime someone 

wants to cross the river, they had to pass a test. They had to say, 

“Shibboleth.”
3
 The word itself has no particular significance. It was simply a 

way to expose anyone from Ephraim who was trying to hide his true identity 

and escape from Ephraim because he couldn’t pronounce the “sh” properly. 

The consequence for trying to escape deceitfully from Ephraim was death. 

It’s hard not to see some revenge behind such a severe penalty. Altogether 

42,000 men died under the sword of Jephthah.  

 

Notice Yahweh’s silence throughout this passage. The narrator gives no 

indication that this was war sanctioned by God. This is what we might call 

an unnecessary war. Yet this is what happens when people act according to 

their own devices without seeking divine counsel. Everyone loses. Jephthah 

is no hero and Ephraim is no saint. And the land has been cultivated with 

42,000 graves. The only abundance in Israel is their grief.  

 

The sad irony at this juncture is that while God has many times delivered 

Israel from her foreign enemies, Israel has now become her own worst 

enemy.
4
 Godlessness has become Israel’s greatest weakness resulting in 

internal decay and infighting. God seems to be deafeningly silent as He 

                                                           
3
 A flowing stream; flood 

4
 Daniel Block, The New American Commentary, pg. 384. 

seems to step aside and allow Israel to reap the seeds of godlessness she 

has sown.  

 

If I were to ask you to put together a list of the top 10 human factors that 

typically add fuel to the fire of conflict, you wouldn’t have to look any 

further than Judges 12:  

� Jealousy 

� Envy  

� Pride 

� Taking offense  

� Thinking too highly of self 

� Thinking too lowly of others 

� Hurtful words 

� Name-calling 

� Wanting to be vindicated, yet seeking revenge 

� Misrepresenting the truth (whether through direct lies or deceitful 

misrepresentation)  

 

I think we could say that those ten things would make the “perfect” fight. 

And this is what we quickly resort to when we leave God at home on the 

shelf and go to war with one another. Nothing good comes out of this kind 

of conflict apart from revealing the carnal
5
 nature of our character.  

 

Yet I have good news for you! Conflict doesn’t have to look this way for 

those who are in Christ. Colossians 3 outlines the new qualities of a heart 

that has put aside its carnal nature to embrace the indwelling life of Christ. 

In other words, when our character and our convictions are being shaped by 

the Spirit of God through the Word of God, we can bring a new heart to 

life’s conflicts, a heart that reflects the very character of Christ Himself.  

 

We’ve seen an example of conflict that comes out of carnal character in 

Judges 12. Now let’s turn to Colossians 3 to see the alternative of Christ-like 

character that enables us to honor God, even in our differences.  
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[Colossians 3:8-17] 

If we were to put together a top 10 list of qualities for gospel community, 

Col 3 would be a great place to start:  

� Compassion 

� Kindness 

� Humility 

� Gentleness 

� Patience 

� Forbearance 

� Forgiveness 

� Love  

� Thankfulness  

� Worshiping, Word-filled hearts 

 

We all have a good sense of what these terms mean. But how do we go 

about implementing them when they are needed but don’t come naturally?  

 

I want to take a moment to focus an important phrase in vs. 12—the action 

phrase that precedes all these qualities: “Put on a heart of…” The word used 

here literally means to clothe yourself with these qualities. This phrase 

seems to imply several things: 

 

1) It’s possible for us to bear these qualities (even when they seem 

unnatural). This is one of the reasons why the new covenant with 

the church is so much better than the old covenant with Israel. 

While both covenants establish the obligations of faith and 

obedience for God’s people, in the new covenant God promises to 

make that faith and obedience possible. In the new covenant God 

promised to put His laws in our minds and write them on our hearts. 

That’s why Hebrews 8:6 says “Christ is the mediator of a better 

covenant, which has been enacted on better promises.” Under the 

new covenant God gives His people the Spirit to empower us to 

faith and obedience. 
6
 

2) It involves a choice. We can choose to put off certain behaviors and 

put on godly attitudes.  

3) It goes beyond what you just naturally feel in the moment. For 

example, if I hear about your suffering and immediately feel 

compassionate, its hard to see how I would need to “put on” 

compassion. This command seems more relevant to the times when 

I may not naturally be compelled by compassion or kindness that I 

need to “put it on.”  

 

So how do we “put on” these qualities. Certainly the command is not to be 

fake or to pretend. It means leading your heart by choosing to act on a 

biblical conviction that this is the right way to resemble Christ, to be patient, 

to be humble, to be forbearing and forgiving.  Choices based on conviction 

are what make up character. The problem is that sometimes we lack proper 

vision or motivation to act in Christ-like ways. This is where spiritual 

disciplines/habits come into play. Good spiritual habits like scripture 

meditation and prayer inform and reinforce our convictions and motivate 

our choice to put on the loving attitudes of Christ.  

 

Now just imagine, how these qualities transform the way we work through 

conflict or differences of perspective. These character traits represent how 

Christ has treated us. And when we put on His attitudes, it is a way for us to 

serve even those whom we disagree with. It’s a way for us to honor Christ 

and grow in our own sanctification (refining our own character).  

 

We want to be a church of these qualities by being a people of this 

character. So before we come to the Lord’s table this morning, I want to 

give you some time to pray for God to be shaping these very qualities of 

Christlikeness in you. Perhaps you may even currently find yourself in 

conflict with someone. How does the Lord want you to serve the other 

person with these very qualities as you yield to the Spirit’s loving authority.  
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Communion:  

 

Bread: I Cor 11?  

Cup: Christ has ended the conflict between God and those who trust in 

Jesus.  


