The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #9

“Triumph and Tragedy (part 2)”
Judges 10-12
Tonight we resume a study began last week in the life of Jephthah. After 45 years of peace and prosperity under the judges Tola and Jair, the Israelites again turned to idols and away from God. So the Lord sent adversity on them until they repented and put away their false gods. Then the Lord raised up Jephthah, a desperate choice with a shady past, to lead them on the field of battle.
A Decisive Conquest

Through the middle portion of Judges 11 we read of a decisive conquest. The Israelites did not immediately take up battle stations, however. Although Jephthah was a mighty warrior, he seems also to have been a shrewd diplomat. He begins his campaign not by mobilizing the army, but in negotiation with the enemy.
 As soon as he opens his mouth we see that he is good with words as well as with deeds.
 Verses 12-27 record his attempt at diplomacy,

Then Jephthah sent messengers to the Ammonite king with the question: “What do you have against us that you have attacked our country?” 

The king of the Ammonites answered Jephthah’s messengers, “When Israel came up out of Egypt, they took away my land from the Arnon to the Jabbok, all the way to the Jordan. Now give it back peaceably.” 

Jephthah sent back messengers to the Ammonite king, saying: “This is what Jephthah says: Israel did not take the land of Moab or the land of the Ammonites. But when they came up out of Egypt, Israel went through the desert to the Red Sea and on to Kadesh. Then Israel sent messengers to the king of Edom, saying, ‘Give us permission to go through your country,’ but the king of Edom would not listen. They sent also to the king of Moab, and he refused. So Israel stayed at Kadesh. 

“Next they traveled through the desert, skirted the lands of Edom and Moab, passed along the eastern side of the country of Moab, and camped on the other side of the Arnon. They did not enter the territory of Moab, for the Arnon was its border. 

“Then Israel sent messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites, who ruled in Heshbon, and said to him, ‘Let us pass through your country to our own place.’ 20 Sihon, however, did not trust Israel to pass through his territory. He mustered all his men and encamped at Jahaz and fought with Israel. 

“Then the Lord, the God of Israel, gave Sihon and all his men into Israel’s hands, and they defeated them. Israel took over all the land of the Amorites who lived in that country, capturing all of it from the Arnon to the Jabbok and from the desert to the Jordan. 

“Now since the Lord, the God of Israel, has driven the Amorites out before his people Israel, what right have you to take it over? Will you not take what your god Chemosh gives you? Likewise, whatever the Lord our God has given us, we will possess. Are you better than Balak son of Zippor, king of Moab? Did he ever quarrel with Israel or fight with them? For three hundred years Israel occupied Heshbon, Aroer, the surrounding settlements and all the towns along the Arnon. Why didn’t you retake them during that time? I have not wronged you, but you are doing me wrong by waging war against me. Let the Lord, the Judge, decide the dispute this day between the Israelites and the Ammonites.” 

Jephthah responded in accordance with international policies of the time; his letter is a classic example of contemporary international correspondence. It also reflects—and appeals to—the common recognition that the gods of a people established and protected their political boundaries and decided all boundary disputes.

The dialogue takes place at a distance, through diplomatic exchange by means of messengers. The formality and distance involved mirror the distance (in terms of relationship) between the two parties. Jephthah speaks for Israel, and his adversary speaks for Ammon.

The problem, briefly stated, is this: The King of Ammon declared that he and his men were only reclaiming land that the Jews, under the leadership of Moses, had stolen from them. If Israel would restore that land, he would call off his troops. But Jephthah presented four compelling arguments that should have convinced the Ammonites that they were wrong.

· First, he presented the facts of history (vv. 14–22).

· Second, the Lord had given Israel the land (vv. 23–24). 

· Third, Israel had lived on the land for centuries (vv. 25–26). 

· Fourth, the Ammonites were actually fighting against the Lord (vv. 27–28).

In the world most of us live in, diplomacy is normally conducted in purely secular terms, and the introduction of theology would probably be viewed as a distraction and lead nowhere. But it was not so in Jephthah’s world. On the contrary, in that world the outcome of battles was generally understood to be divinely determined, and as indicating the will of God or the gods concerning the matter in dispute—especially title to land. Within this frame of thought Jephthah’s claim that Yahweh, Israel’s God, had given Israel title to Sihon’s former territory by enabling them to defeat him in battle would have made sense to Jephthah’s opponent, and could have been expected to carry some weight with him.

Jephthah’s challenge of verse 26 has effectively brought diplomacy to an end. So now he stops talking like a diplomat and instead speaks like a litigant seeking a favorable ruling from a judge. Since the Judge is Yahweh, the categories Jephthah uses are moral and theological. Jephthah (and Israel) have not sinned against the Ammonites; it is they who have sinned and done wrong by making war against Jephthah and his people. Furthermore, it is neither Jephthah himself nor his adversary who will have the final say, nor Chemosh or any other god, but Yahweh. At this critical moment Jephthah’s belief in the unrivaled supremacy of Yahweh shines through. It is his finest hour.

This episode provides us with the best explanation of why Jephthah’s name appears in Hebrews 11:32 in a catalogue of Old Testament figures who were commended for their faith. In the earlier verses we saw something of Jephthah’s background, and the circumstances of his rise to prominence in Gilead. We saw a hardness in him, and a shrewdness and ambition that made him appear much more like a self-made man whose character had been forged in the school of hard knocks than a man of faith. But there is more to Jephthah than we realized. He takes his leadership responsibilities seriously, and discharges them with maturity and impressive skill. Most of all, he knows that it is Yahweh who rules the world, including his own part of it, and not Jephthah himself. He realizes that he is utterly dependent on God for the victory he hopes for, and stakes all on God giving it to him. That is faith, and it may well be this moment in Jephthah’s life that the writer to the Hebrews had in mind.

So Jephthah tried peaceful negotiations with the Ammonites, but the negotiations failed. Verse 28 records, “The king of Ammon, however, paid no attention to the message Jephthah sent him.” Nevertheless, this section does tell us two things about Jephthah: (1) He knew the Scriptures and the history of his people, and (2) he was not a hothead who was looking for a fight. Being a military man himself, he knew that a war could result in thousands of Jewish men being killed; and he wanted to avoid that if at all possible.

According to verse 29, “Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah. He crossed Gilead and Manasseh, passed through Mizpah of Gilead, and from there he advanced against the Ammonites.” The Spirit of the Lord comes on—literally “clothes” Himself with Jephthah—equipping him for the task at hand.
 It is the same expression that was used in relation to Othniel in 3:10 and Gideon in 6:34, and leaves us in no doubt that God has chosen to use Jephthah to deliver Israel.
 As previously above, the writer of Hebrews wrote that Jephthah was a man of faith and his victory was a victory of faith. The circumstances of birth or of family are not a handicap to the one who lives by faith.

Jephthah makes a vow in verses 30-31 that we will examine in a moment. Verses 32-33 described the decisive conquest: 

Then Jephthah went over to fight the Ammonites, and the Lord gave them into his hands. He devastated twenty towns from Aroer to the vicinity of Minnith, as far as Abel Keramim. Thus Israel subdued Ammon. 

A Disheartening Calamity

And yet, as introduced last week, triumph and tragedy go hand in hand. After the marvelous victory over the enemy, Jephthah himself suffers a disheartening calamity that strikes very close to home. It begins with a vow he makes to the Lord in verses 30-31,

“If you give the Ammonites into my hands, whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me when I return in triumph from the Ammonites will be the Lord’s, and I will sacrifice it as a burnt offering.” 

Making a vow was a common practice among the Israelites, and such vows were taken very seriously by God. A vow was not to be broken, as seen in these verses:

Numbers 30:2 – When a man makes a vow to the LORD or takes an oath to obligate himself by a pledge, he must not break his word but must do everything he said.
Deuteronomy 23:21-23 – If you make a vow to the LORD your God, do not be slow to pay it, for the LORD your God will certainly demand it of you and you will be guilty of sin. But if you refrain from making a vow, you will not be guilty. Whatever your lips utter you must be sure to do, because you made your vow freely to the LORD your God with your own mouth. 
Ecclesiastes 5:4-5 – When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it. He has no pleasure in fools; fulfill your vow. It is better not to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it. 

In this case, Jephthah’s vow came back to haunt him, as verses 34-40 indicate,

When Jephthah returned to his home in Mizpah, who should come out to meet him but his daughter, dancing to the sound of tambourines! She was an only child. Except for her he had neither son nor daughter. When he saw her, he tore his clothes and cried, “Oh! My daughter! You have made me miserable and wretched, because I have made a vow to the Lord that I cannot break.” 

“My father,” she replied, “you have given your word to the Lord. Do to me just as you promised, now that the Lord has avenged you of your enemies, the Ammonites. But grant me this one request,” she said. “Give me two months to roam the hills and weep with my friends, because I will never marry.” 

“You may go,” he said. And he let her go for two months. She and the girls went into the hills and wept because she would never marry. After the two months, she returned to her father and he did to her as he had vowed. And she was a virgin. 

From this comes the Israelite custom that each year the young women of Israel go out for four days to commemorate the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite. 

Attempts have been made to show that Jephthah had an animal sacrifice in mind and that he was taken by surprise when his daughter came to greet him; but these cannot be substantiated, since the designation, “whoever comes forth from the doors of my house” refers to an intended human sacrifice.
 Some have tried to explain that Jephthah could not have gone through with his vow and made his daughter a human sacrifice,
 but the natural reading of the biblical text indicates otherwise.
 Thus the moment of triumph coincided with the moment of tragedy.

The real tragedy here is that Jephthah had no need to make the vow. God was already with him. The Spirit of the Lord was already upon him. Perhaps he feared that God’s presence and power would be withdrawn, leaving him and his forces exposed to the enemy. His fatal mistakes were to fail to trust God, and to believe that he could drive a bargain with the Almighty. These were the products of overactive doubt, which always wants to ensure that we are in control. At its root, every failure of faith is a failure to leave things in God’s hands and let Him work them out according to His sovereign will. Every desire to manipulate God puts us in control rather than Him. We become God, and He becomes our powerful servant. That ultimately led to Jephthah’s tragedy.

In the very episode where the Lord uses this judge to rescue his people, we see something exceedingly wrong both in the man Jephthah and in Israelite society. Basic morality seems to have been eroded; and, in the words of Psalm 11:3, “if the foundations are destroyed, what can the righteous do?” Where have we got to when such things can happen in a supposedly God-fearing community? Even more mysteriously, how can the Lord continue to work among people who have sunk to these depths?
 In the bleak midwinter of the soul, even the good seems to be tainted somehow

Judges 12 opens with a new challenge facing Jephthah, one we’ve seen before: “The men of Ephraim called out their forces, crossed over to Zaphon and 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 leaders of the tribe of Ephraim expressed to Jephthah the same pride and anger they had shown to Gideon in chapter eight. As before, they wanted to share the glory of the victory, but they hadn’t been too eager to risk their lives in the battle. The men of Ephraim were so angry that they threatened to burn Jephthah’s house down.

The Ephraimites felt that they must dominate, they must control, they must be recognized. Sadly we see this today. How we want to be the ones on Jesus’ varsity squad. How difficult it is for me to rejoice in God’s saving work when I am not the Christian celebrity in the middle of it. We don’t like to play the Christian game unless people will appropriately stroke our egos for doing so.

Earlier Gideon had pacified the Ephraimites with flattery, and maybe they thought Jephthah would do the same. Not. Jephthah took a more direct approach in verses 2-3. To begin with, he reminded them that his first concern was to defeat the Ammonites, not to please his neighbors. Second, during the eighteen years Ammon had oppressed the people of Gilead, nobody from Ephraim had offered to come to their rescue. Third, Jephthah had issued a call for the tribes to assist him in his attack on the enemy, but Ephraim hadn’t responded. Without their help, the Lord gave Jephthah and his army victory; so the proud Ephraimites (who didn’t like being left out) had nothing to complain about.
 Frankly, I think they had bad timing. After the death of his only child, Jephthah was hardly in the mood for such nonsense. Verses 4-6 detail the battle.

Jephthah 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.” The 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,” they 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.

Jephthah and his men cut down the Ephraimites, occupied the crossing-places on the Jordan, then waited to play Password with Ephraimite stragglers wanting to go west.
 The people of Ephraim had their own regional pronunciation for the word shibboleth, which means “stream” or “floods.” They said “sibboleth,” and this gave them away. It was a simple test, but it worked. Because of this story, the word shibboleth has become a part of our English vocabulary and is now found in our dictionaries. It stands for any kind of test that a group gives to outsiders to see whether they really belong. Usually the shibboleth is an old worn-out idea or doctrine that is really unimportant. In Ephraim’s case, however, it cost 42,000 people their lives.

The decimation of the tribe of Ephraim was decisive, for this tribe, which aspired to a position of leadership, never regained its pre-eminence. This was important in the adoption of a monarchical system, for up to this point Ephraim was too strong to accept a king from another tribe. On the other hand, intertribal jealousy would make it difficult for the other tribes to accept an Ephraimite king.

The story of Jephthah ends in verse seven: “Jephthah led Israel six years. Then Jephthah the Gileadite died, and was buried in a town in Gilead.” Jephthah’s term as judge lasted only six years, yet his inclusion in the annals of God’s people alongside Othniel, Deborah and Barak, Gideon, and Samuel adds the weight of divine approval to his life and work. Jephthah was a leader called and equipped by God.
 He was deeply flawed, perhaps a reflection of his times, yet is honored in Hebrews 11 for his faith.

Ammon is subdued. But there is the grave of Jephthah’s only child. And there are the lifeless forms of once-cocky Ephraimite militia. Whether from excessive zeal or stubborn pride, tragedy overshadows the triumph the Lord gave. I would wager that the writer meant to paint it so; I think he wants us to see God’s deliverance tainted by human foolishness and arrogance. It is as if even the winners can’t have a clean win. We have triumph here but a tragic triumph.

Judges 12 ends with three more minor judges and their administrations:

After him, Ibzan of Bethlehem led Israel. He had thirty sons and thirty daughters. He gave his daughters away in marriage to those outside his clan, and for his sons he brought in thirty young women as wives from outside his clan. Ibzan led Israel seven years. Then Ibzan died, and was buried in Bethlehem. 

After him, Elon the Zebulunite led Israel ten years. Then Elon died, and was buried in Aijalon in the land of Zebulun. 

After him, Abdon son of Hillel, from Pirathon, led Israel. He had forty sons and thirty grandsons, who rode on seventy donkeys. He led Israel eight years. Then Abdon son of Hillel died, and was buried at Pirathon in Ephraim, in the hill country of the Amalekites.
As with other minor judges, very little is known of these men. The first, Ibzan, hailed from Bethlehem…but not that Bethlehem. Same name, different town, this was located in northern Israel, on the border of the territory of Zebulun. The absence of any reference to “saving” Israel suggests that his rule was peaceful rather than turbulent, and what we are told of his family is more indicative of peace than of war, and of wealth and prosperity rather than of poverty.
Similarly, nothing is reported about Elon except his tribe (Zebulun), the length of his judgeship (ten years), and the place of his burial (Aijalon). A similar situation exists for Aijalon as for Bethlehem. The better-known town with this name was in the south, in the territory of Dan. The present passage is the only reference to the northern town of the same name, in the territory of Zebulun.
Abdon hailed from Pirathon was in the territory of Ephraim—the heartland of northern Israel—and, more particularly, in the hill country of the Amalekites. A striking feature of this brief account of Abdon’s judgeship is the reference to sons. Abdon had forty sons and thirty grandsons. The note about his sons and grandsons riding on seventy donkeys recalls the similar ostentation of Jair and his family in chapter ten.

This period of time may lack drama after Jephthah’s death, yet this does seem to have been a period of considerable stability in the life of the nation.
 We don’t know why the Bible tells us so little about these men, but by telling us so little about them the Bible tells us a lot about the Bible. It tells us that its purpose is not to tell us about every Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon. The Bible is saying that its focus is not on man’s life but on God’s action. That does not mean that man does not count but that man is not the center.
 In the final analysis, the Bible is ultimately the story about God.
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