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I find that some of the most difficult objections to Christianity to answer are the moral objections. People say, 
“Look at the thousands of people Christians killed during the Crusades and the Inquisition.  What about all the 
women burned as witches or the scientists tortured as heretics? Or what about the Christians who justified owning 
slaves from the Bible? Christianity has created intolerance, bigotry, and prejudice wherever it has gone.  That’s 
why I can’t believe.” Now, a lot of those things were done by nonbelievers in the name of Christ but the fact 
remains that true, born again Christians have done some pretty horrific things as well.  I took a church history class 
last year and realized that most of the error the church has made throughout her history mirrored the same errors 
of the particular culture in which the church found herself. Christians were shaped more by the values of their 
culture than they were by the Scriptures. It is usually when Christians have been out of step with their culture, that 
they have done a far better job of representing Christ.  The danger of being shaped more by our culture than by 
the Scriptures is  the point of the story of Jephthah in Judges 10-11; not only one of the strangest tales in a book of 
strange tales, but probably the saddest.   
 
 Let’s begin with Judges 10:6 “Then the sons of Israel again did evil in the sight of the LORD, served the Baals and 
the Ashtaroth, the gods of Aram, (or Syria) the gods of Sidon (in Lebanon), the gods of Moab, the gods of the sons 
of Ammon, and the gods of the Philistines; thus they forsook the LORD and did not serve Him.  We’ve seen this 
pattern before. Israel returns to worshiping idols, except this time, she expands the number of gods she worships 
to include all the gods of the nations surrounding her; Ammon in the east, Moab to the south, the Philistines in the 
west and Aram and Sidon to the north. Vs.7 “The anger of the LORD burned against Israel, and He sold them into 
the hands of the Philistines and into the hands of the sons of Ammon.”  When God’s people forsake Him to worship 
other gods, God turns them over to the pagan nations – in this case to the Philistines to the west and to the 
Ammonites to the east.  This doesn’t mean that He abandoned them but that He stopped protecting them in the 
way He had protected them when they trusted Him so that they would be miserable and turn away from their 
idols and seek Him, which is exactly what happens this time. Vs. 8-9 “They (meaning the Ammonites) afflicted and 
crushed the sons of Israel that year; for eighteen years they {afflicted} all the sons of Israel who were beyond the 
Jordan in Gilead in the land of the Amorites.  The sons of Ammon crossed the Jordan to fight also against Judah, 
Benjamin, and the house of Ephraim, so that Israel was greatly distressed.”  Gilead was the part of Israel on the 
east of the Jordan River where the tribes of Reuben, Gad and the eastern half of the tribe of Manasseh lived and 
was adjacent to Ammon; so the Israelites who lived in Gilead took the brunt of Ammonite oppression.  But the 
Ammonites also crossed the Jordan to fight against the tribes of Judah, Benjamin and Ephraim and made all of 
Israel miserable for 18 years.  Vs. 10-14: “Then the sons of Israel cried out to the LORD, saying, "We have sinned 
against You, for indeed, we have forsaken our God and served the Baals." The LORD said to the sons of Israel, "{Did 
I} not {deliver you} from the Egyptians, the Amorites, the sons of Ammon, and the Philistines?Also when the 
Sidonians, the Amalekites and the Maonites oppressed you, you cried out to Me, and I delivered you from their 
hands. Yet you have forsaken Me and served other gods; therefore I will no longer deliver you. Go and cry out to the 
gods which you have chosen; let them deliver you in the time of your distress."   God has been saving His people 
from the results of their idolatry for hundreds of years now – yet each time He does, they go back to their idols.  So 
this time He says, “You don’t want Me, you just want what I can do for you.  Go pray to your gods, see if they will 
save you.”  This is not repentance.  If I say to God, “I need You because I need You to free me from this sin that is 
making me miserable, or I need You to make me successful at my job, or I need You to heal this sickness or to get 
me this thing I really want,” then what I want God to give me is my true god, my ultimate goal.  God is simply the 
means and not the end.  That’s why God won’t answer Israel’s prayer this time.  They don’t want Him, they just 
want what He can do for them.  So God says, “Let’s stop pretending.  I’m not your God, your idols are.  Let them 
deliver you.” Vs. 15-16 “The sons of Israel said to the LORD, "We have sinned, do to us whatever seems good to 
You; only please deliver us this day. So they put away the foreign gods from among them and served the LORD; and 
He could bear the misery of Israel no longer.”  This is the first and only time in Judges when Israel actually repents 
and I want you to notice a couple of things.  First, repentance is surrendering to God’s will. Israel says, “We have 
sinned.  Do to us whatever seems good to You; only please deliver us today or else we’ll die.”  True repentance 



says to God, “I only want what You want. Do in my life whatever seems good to You.” Second, true repentance 
always involves action. Israel finally puts away their idols.  In the past, when they called out to God, they kept their 
idols as insurance.  True repentance always involves behavior; acting on what we say, not just saying it.  When I 
find myself confessing the same sin over and over, I know I haven’t really repented.  It’s interesting that the author 
of Judges doesn’t say that God answers their prayer because they repented.  He answers it because He cannot 
bear their misery any longer.  God is a compassionate God who grieves for His suffering people; which is why He 
keeps intervening in Israel’s behalf even though He knows they will return to their idols.  Vs. 17 “Then the sons of 
Ammon were summoned and they camped in Gilead.” The Ammonites again cross the eastern border and create a 
staging area for the invasion of Israel across the Jordan in Gilead “And the sons of Israel gathered together and 
camped in Mizpah. For the first time in 18 years, the Israelites unite to resist the Ammonites, which I believe was a 
direct result of their repentance and new-found confidence in God. Vs. 18 “The people, the leaders of Gilead, said 
to one another, "Who is the man who will begin to fight against the sons of Ammon? He shall become head over all 
the inhabitants of Gilead."  No one steps forward to lead the army against the Ammonites and so the leaders of 
Gilead raise the ante.  Whoever leads will become the leader of the entire region and this is where we meet 
Jephthah. 
 
Vs. 1-3”Now Jephthah the Gileadite (meaning that Jephthah is from east Israel, the area being attacked by the 
Ammonites) was a valiant warrior, but he was the son of a harlot.” Prostitution was prohibited by the Law of 
Moses and so Jephthah’s mom was either a Canaanite woman or an Israelite woman which shows how far from 
God Israel’s society as sunk. “And Gilead was the father of Jephthah. Gilead's wife bore him sons; and when his 
wife's sons grew up, they drove Jephthah out and said to him, "You shall not have an inheritance in our father's 
house, for you are the son of another woman." So Jephthah fled from his brothers and lived in the land of Tob; and 
worthless fellows gathered themselves about Jephthah, and they went out with him.”  Jephthah was the son of an 
Israelite named Gilead and a prostitute – so like Abimelech whom we met last week, he is a man without a family 
in a culture where your family was your primary identity.  His father, Gilead takes responsibility for him but once 
the sons he has with his wife grow up, they throw Jephthah out of the house because they don’t want to share the 
family inheritance with their half-brother.  Jephthah’s brothers couldn’t do this on their own, they needed to go 
before the local council of elders who found in their favor and Jephthah is forced out of his home and village and 
goes to live on the frontier between Gilead and Ammon and becomes the leader of a group of bandits; all of which 
prepares him to be the valiant warrior Israel needs at this point. The author of Judges now returns to the story he 
began in chapter 10.  Vs. 4-7 “It came about after a while that the sons of Ammon fought against Israel. When the 
sons of Ammon fought against Israel, the elders of Gilead went to get Jephthah from the land of Tob;” When the 
leaders of Gilead can’t find a leader to lead the army against the Ammonites, they look for the crime lord, Jephthah 
“and they said to Jephthah, "Come and be our chief that we may fight against the sons of Ammon."  Then Jephthah 
said to the elders of Gilead, "Did you not hate me and drive me from my father's house? So why have you come to 
me now when you are in trouble?"   Jephthah hasn’t forgotten how these same guys banished him from his home, 
siding with Gilead’s sons against him. In fact, Jephthah responds to the Israelites’ request the same way God 
responded to their prayers earlier.  “You didn’t want anything to do with me before but now that you’re in trouble, 
you like me?  Come on!” Vs. 8-11 “The elders of Gilead said to Jephthah, "For this reason we have now returned to 
you, that you may go with us and fight with the sons of Ammon and become head over all the inhabitants of 
Gilead." So Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, "If you take me back to fight against the sons of Ammon and the 
LORD gives them up to me, will I become your head?"  The elders of Gilead said to Jephthah, "The LORD is witness 
between us; surely we will do as you have said."  Let me ask you a question.  What is Jephthah’s motivation for 
becoming the general of Israel’s army?  Is it to do the will of God? That’s not indicated in the text, is it?  Is it to 
deliver Israel from their misery?  That’s not there either.  Jephthah is all about Jephthah. “If I do this, will I truly 
become your leader?”  The elders say, “Yes!”  “Will you swear to that?” The elders swear that if the Lord gives 
Jephthah victory over the Ammonites, he will be their leader, and Jephthah finally agrees to lead the army and 
makes a covenant before God with them. “Then Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and the people made him 
head and chief over them; and Jephthah spoke all his words before the LORD at Mizpah.”  Jephthah is a great 
warrior and according to Hebrews 11, he is a man of faith – at least enough faith to be used by God.  But he’s also 
a crook, a man of great ambition, and as we’ll see, all about Jephthah.  
 



In vs. 12-28, Jephthah tries to first resolve the problems with Ammon diplomatically but the king of Ammon 
refuses to listen to him. We’ll pick up the story again with vs. 29. “Now the Spirit of the LORD came upon Jephthah, 
so that he passed through Gilead and Manasseh; then he passed through Mizpah of Gilead, and from Mizpah of 
Gilead he went on to the sons of Ammon.” Because of His compassion, God is going to deliver Israel and He’s going 
to use Jephthah.  Just as the Spirit of the Lord came upon Othniel in chapter 3 and upon Gideon in chapter 6, He 
comes on Jephthah to supernaturally empower him to do His will.  In the Old Testament, the Spirit of the Lord 
comes and goes.  He will come upon a prophet or a leader to speak through them or to empower them, and then 
leave them.  But today, the Holy Spirit comes to live in Christians permanently, never leaving us or forsaking us 
because we are God’s children through Christ.  Vs. 30-31 Jephthah made a vow to the LORD and said, "If You will 
indeed give the sons of Ammon into my hand, then it shall be that whatever comes out of the doors of my house to 
meet me when I return in peace from the sons of Ammon, it shall be the LORD'S, and I will offer it up as a burnt 
offering."  These verses are the key verses in the story of Jephthah.  Jephthah promises God that if God will give 
him victory over the Ammonites and consequently, the leadership over Gilead, Jephthah will offer as a burnt 
offering the first person who comes out of his house when he returns from battle.  Let’s look at what Jephthah 
vows and why he makes this vow.  The earliest Jewish and Christian commentaries on this passage agree that 
Jephthah is vowing to sacrifice a human being to God if God will give him victory.  Later in the Middle Ages, 
scholars tried to soften this passage and suggested that Jephthah only meant that he would sacrifice the first 
animal that came out of his house, but that’s unlikely.  If Jephthah had meant an animal, he would have used a 
different form of the noun, appropriate for a neuter object; , and if he had promised to sacrifice an animal to God, 
then he would not have considered his promise binding if he meets a person instead of an animal coming out of his 
house.  Human sacrifice to gain the favor of the gods was common in that culture and Jephthah is trying to earn 
God’s favor and assistance against the Ammonites, probably thinking it will be a servant or one of his henchman if 
God does give him the victory.  But why does Jephthah make this vow? He obviously doesn’t trust God to act in his 
behalf unless he can somehow earn God’s favor just like the nations surrounding Israel thought they had to earn 
the favor of their gods.  Jephthah’s vow is his attempt to control and to manipulate God.  In spite of the fact that 
the Spirit of God has come upon him, Jephthah is still unsure of God’s help – because it’s still all about Jephthah; “if 
You give me the victory.”  This isn’t about God’s victory or the deliverance of God’s people, it’s about Jephthah’s 
victory and Jephthah’s ambition.  And so he follows the example of the pagans who routinely practiced human 
sacrifice to persuade their gods to favor them, even though in the Law of Moses, God declares human sacrifice an 
abomination and something He will never ask, as He does in Deut. 18:10,“There shall not be found among you 
anyone who burns his son or his daughter as an offering.”  And because of this vow to guarantee his present, 
Jephthah sacrifices his future.  Vs. 32-33 “So Jephthah crossed over to the sons of Ammon to fight against them; 
and the LORD gave them into his hand. He struck them with a very great slaughter from Aroer to the entrance of 
Minnith, twenty cities, and as far as Abel-keramim. So the sons of Ammon were subdued before the sons of Israel.” 
God indeed gives Jephthah and Israel the victory over the Ammonites and the victorious General return home. Vs. 
34 “When Jephthah came to his house at Mizpah, behold, his daughter was coming out to meet him with 
tambourines and with dancing. Now she was his one {and} only child; besides her he had no son or daughter.” This 
has to be one of the saddest stories in the Bible.  The Hebrew emphasizes the fact that this girl is her father’s only 
child.  Literally it says, “she only was his only child,” and when he comes home, she skips out of the house to meet 
her father, dancing with a tambourine and celebrating her hero’s victory.  Vs. 35 “When he saw her, he tore his 
clothes and said, "Alas, my daughter! You have brought me very low, and you are among those who trouble me; for 
I have given my word to the LORD, and I cannot take {it} back."  It’s still all about Jephthah, isn’t it?  He blames his 
daughter for his own stupid vow. Vs. 36 “So she said to him, "My father, you have given your word to the LORD; do 
to me as you have said, since the LORD has avenged you of your enemies, the sons of Ammon."  In her innocence, 
she is willing to pay what she believes to be the price for her father’s victory, making this scene all the more 
poignant because the reader knows that this is the last thing the Lord wants from Jephthah.  Vs37 “She said to her 
father, "Let this thing be done for me; let me alone two months, that I may go to the mountains and weep because 
of my virginity, I and my companions."  She asks for two months to mourn for her virginity, not because she’ll 
never have sex but because she’ll never have children to carry on Jephthah’s family name.   His greatest victory 
turns into his greatest tragedy. Vs.38-40, “Then he said, "Go." So he sent her away for two months; and she left 
with her companions, and wept on the mountains because of her virginity. At the end of two months she returned 
to her father, who did to her according to the vow which he had made; and she had no relations with a man. Thus it 



became a custom in Israel,that the daughters of Israel went yearly to commemorate the daughter of Jephthah the 
Gileadite four days in the year.” 
 
Why is does the author of Judges include Jephthah’s incredibly sad story in his book? As you read this story as part 
of the whole story of the Bible, you quickly realize that Jephthah’s sacrifice was not only completely unnecessary 
but completely counter to the revealed will and character of God.  Even though Jephthah was used by God, his 
understanding of God is shaped more by the Canaanite culture in which he lived than by the Law God gave Israel 
through Moses.  Paul writes in Romans 12:2, “Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good, acceptable, and perfect.”  
We will either get our marching orders from the word or from the world and it is very common for believers to 
think they’re following God when they’re actually following their own culture.  Jephthah takes the current pagan 
concepts of his day and applies them to his relationship with God- with disastrous results; and we can easily do the 
same.  In applying this story to today, I want to look at three common errors popular religious culture teaches us.  
There is a popular religious culture in America.  You hear it at the Grammies and the Espies as people thank God 
for their success.  You hear from your neighbor as they throw phrases around like, “Let God and let God” and “God 
helps those who help themselves.” Everybody has an opinion about God, who He is and what He requires; and it’s 
easy to be influenced by those popular opinions.  Interestingly enough, the three errors in today’s American civil 
religion parallel the three errors of Canaanite pagan religion of Jephthah’s time.  First, God is my servant.  Second, I 
can have a relationship with God apart from knowing the Scriptures.  And third, I can have a relationship with God 
and remain at peace with my culture. 
 
The first error about God that Jephthah made because of the culture in which he lived is that God is my servant; 
that His job is to make me successful, to get me what I want.  The reader of this story knows that God wanted to 
deliver Israel from the Ammonites and wanted to use Jephthah to accomplish His will.  But Jephthah thought that 
delivering Israel from the Ammonites was his job and he needed to get God to help him.  So instead of trusting God 
to work through Him, he makes this horrible vow, thinking that he can somehow control or manipulate God to give 
him what he wants.  He treats God as his servant rather than his master.  Jephthah is not concerned about serving 
God or even serving Israel – he is an ambitious man who wants God to help him to achieve his ambitions.  That’s 
how the culture of Canaan viewed God and that’s the way the popular religious culture of America views God.  I’m 
the hero of the story, God is my sidekick.  I need God to prosper me, to bless me, to heal me, to make my life the 
best it can be; in short, to give me everything I need to be happy.  According to the Bible, we’re looking at the 
telescope from the wrong end.   God is not my servant, I am His.  Paul called himself a bondslave of Christ.  A 
bondslave was a voluntary slave – a slave who had been freed but out of love for his master, voluntarily makes 
himself his slave for life because he knows he will be far better off as a slave than as a free man because of the 
master he serves.  That’s what every Christian is – Christ’s bondslave.  We’re not on earth to do our will but His 
will, to pursue our ambitions for our life but His ambitions for our life, to use the resources and opportunities He 
gives us for ourselves but for Him.  That flies completely against our culture’s preoccupation with individual 
freedom and fulfillment but Jesus said, “My food is to do the will of Him who sent me and to accomplish His work.”  
We’re going to serve somebody; pleasure, comfort, security, approval, money or the Lord, but the level of 
satisfaction we experience depends on the master we choose.  It has taken me so long to learn this because like 
Jephthah I have been tempted to use the service to which God has called me to serve my own ambition.  And like 
Jephthah, I find myself pleading with God to make our church successful more for my sake than for His.  It has 
been such a relief to remember that this is His work and I’m just a servant.  My job is to do what He calls me to do 
and then leave the results in His capable hands.  As long as I remember that He’s in charge and not me, I’m happy.  
It’s when I try to reverse our roles that I get stressed. If God is a means rather than the end of my life, then 
something is more important to me than God – and that’s idolatry. 
 
The second error Jephthah makes is thinking that he can walk with God without knowing the Scriptures – a mistake 
that lots of religious people still make today. Most religious people assume that good intentions are enough. The 
Bible is fine if you like to read; but it’s not necessary. I’ll follow my own conscience.  Well, where did that get 
Jephthah?  People who know the whole story of the Bible are horrified by how blind Jephthah is to the true nature 
of God. The fact that He abhors human sacrifice couldn’t be any clearer in the Law of Moses.  But Jephthah doesn’t 
know the Law and his view of God is shaped by his culture. He’s used to seeing humans sacrificed as a way to 



influence the gods and he assumes that the God of Israel is influenced in the same way.  It’s easy for us to see how 
blinded Jephthah was by his culture, but how would people from other ages view our blind spots?  We are just as 
influenced by our culture as Jephthah was by his.  For us, it’s in the areas of sex and money and personal freedom.  
Christians from other cultures are shocked by our views of sexual morality, by how important money and 
possessions are to us and by how carefully we guard our personal freedom and rights rather than living for the 
larger community.  Those things feel normal to us because of they match the values of the culture in which we live.  
One advantage of being older is that you can see how culture changes over time.  These days when I meet with a 
couple who wants me to marry them for premarital counseling, I find that very seldom are they virgins and most 
often they are already sleeping together – even when they have considered themselves Christians most of their 
lives.  Because our culture has been devaluing marriage for decades and telling us that marriage is just a piece of 
paper and if you love each other, you sleep together.  That’s why the studies tell us that most young Christians are 
now sleeping together before they marry – something Christians from other times and cultures would be as 
horrified by as we are horrified by Jephthah’s behavior.  I’m not telling you this to make anybody feel guilty but to 
illustrate how easy it is to be shaped by our culture and all the while think we’re walking with God. God speaks to 
us through His word. That is why it is impossible to walk with God unless I’m reading my Bible.  Jesus says in John 
8:30-31, “If you continue in My word, you are truly my disciples and you shall know the truth and the truth shall set 
you free.”    I am a slave until I know the truth and I only know the truth through Christ’s word.  That’s why we 
make a big deal at Creekside about regularly reading the Bible on our own and when we’re together - because we 
will be shaped by our culture unless we’re shaped by the word – and the values of every culture always lead to 
slavery and death.   
 
 And that brings us to the third error both Jephthah and we make because of the culture in which we live; we think 
we can walk with God and remain at peace with our culture.  God commanded Israel to drive the pagan tribes from 
the Promised Land so that the gods of those nations would not become a snare for them, but Israel chose co-
existence over conquest and were slowly assimilated into Canaanite society, embracing the gods and the values of 
the nations who lived there.  For the next nine centuries, Israel will practice a kind of synergistic religion, 
combining their faith in God with a faith in the idols of their neighbors – and seeing absolutely no problem in doing 
so.  That’s why we hear the same message from the prophets repeated throughout this period.  At the beginning, 
we hear Joshua telling Israel, “Choose you this day whom you will serve but as for me and my house, we will serve 
the Lord.”  And almost 900 years later, the prophet Elijah is still saying the same thing. “If the Lord is God, serve 
Him but if Baal is god, serve Him.”  Israel wanted to serve both the Lord and the gods of the culture, and God kept 
saying, “You can’t serve both.  There is no peace between God and Baal.  You must choose one or the other.”  
Jephthah is a great example of this synergism, serving God as if he’s just like the gods of the Canaanites.  And 
throughout history, Christians have made the same error, trying to serve both Christ and the gods and values of 
their culture, thinking that we can fit in and avoid conflict with a culture which is opposed to God and to Christ.  
But Jesus taught that his disciples must hate their life in this world to keep it to life eternal because following Him 
will put us into inevitable conflict with our culture.  That’s why John writes in 1 John 2:15-17 “Do not love the world 
nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, 
the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the 
world. The world is passing away, and {also} its lusts; but the one who does the will of God lives forever.”   The early 
Christians expected to be ostracized and to be made outcasts because Jesus was ostracized and made an outcast.  
They saw the reproach of Christ – being criticized by the people of their culture because of Christ – as a badge of 
honor and faithfulness.  But Christians quickly lost that perspective as Christianity became respectable and fitting 
in became more important than faithfulness to Jesus.  If the Scriptures were embarrassing or in conflict with what 
our culture says, we’ll modify the Scriptures.  After all, how can we win people to Christ if they disagree with us?  
And the church ceased to be countercultural and influential and became like Israel in the land of Canaan –
compromised and powerless.  Here’s the point.  If I’m truly God’s servant, I’ll listen to Him and to no one else.  I 
want be trying to agree with my culture as much as seeing where God’s ways are contrary to the ways of my 
culture.  Friendship with this world – not friendship with the people of this world – but friendship with the values 
and perspectives of this world, only leads to death and misery because they are not God’s values.  And the closer I 
walk with Christ, the more in conflict I will find myself with my culture’s values.  As I said at the beginning, when 
the church has mirrored the culture, we have done badly and the spread of the gospel has suffered.  When the 
church has been countercultural, when the church has been out of step with its culture, the church has been much 



more influential.  If Christ is truly my master, I will be listening to Him daily and I will be ignoring all the voices 
which do not agree with Him. 
 
We can understand how Jephthah makes this horrible vow.  But when his only daughter is the first to come out to 
meet him, why does he keep it?   Because he is blind to God’s grace and mercy.   He sees the God of Israel like the 
pagan gods – as Someone whose favor must be earned and deserved, a God with whom there is no forgiveness, a 
God who cannot tolerate mistakes.  Is that the way you see God?  Do you keep blaming yourself for stupid 
decisions you’ve made, thinking that you’re stuck and there’s no hope?  If you do, you don’t believe in the God of 
the Bible, the God of forgiveness, the God of the second chance.  If Jephthah would have simply humbled himself 
before God and admitted that he shouldn’t have made this vow and couldn’t keep it, God would have forgiven 
him.  God does that every day with us.  We all make dumb decisions and stupid commitments.  And when we 
realize what we’ve done, we come to God, admit we were wrong and ask for Him to forgive us – because my 
relationship with Him is not dependent on what I do or fail to do, it’s based on what Christ has done.  That’s what a 
Christian is, someone who puts his faith in Jesus rather than in himself. 
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