
A Devastating Vow 
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 What is a Judge? 
Judges were chiefly military deliverers that God raised up. 
Though we typically think of legal work with that title, few or 
only one of the judges, Deborah, functioned in any legal sense. 
As you progress through the book of Judges and look at the 
major judges, the character of the judges deteriorates. Jephthah 
was the 5th major judge. 
 
 S.O.R.D. 
Throughout the book of Judges, there is a cycle that the 
Israelites repeat. It can be remembered by the acronym S.O.R.D. 
This stands for sin, oppression, repentance, and deliverance. 
The cycle is not identical every time it occurs but rather 
deteriorates in terms of Israel’s response to the oppression 
they encounter. 
 
 Jephthah Becomes Judge (Judges 11:1-11) 
Jephthah was born of a prostitute, which led to his ostracism by 
his half-brothers. Resultantly, Jephthah left the area where he 
and some shady characters performed raids. The elders of 
Gilead later came to Jephthah and asked him to lead them 
against Ammon. He ultimately did lead them.  
 
 Jephthah’s Vow (Judges 11:29-40) 
There was no need for Jephthah to make this vow because the 
Spirit of the Lord was already with him. The vow is reminiscent 
of a bribe. The Hebrew allows for the translation of both 
“whatever” and “whoever” regarding the object of the vow. 
Therefore, there is uncertainty about what Jephthah was 
thinking about when he made his vow. 
 
 Two Views 

o Perpetual Virginity 
 The Hebrew allows this 
 Emphasis on virginity in the passage 
 More pleasant to think about 

 Jephthah’s reaction could have been because 
though his daughter will remain alive; his 
bloodline will end 

o Sacrifice 
 The Hebrew allows this 
 Emphasis on virginity would still harmonize 

with this view 
 Jephthah’s reaction could be both because of 

his daughter’s death and the end of his 
bloodline 

 An annual remembrance makes more sense 
with this interpretation than perpetual 
virginity 

 God did not ask for this 
o Some consideration if she was sacrificed 

 If this, he proved himself to be a “Canaanized 
Yahwehist” (Yates) 

 If this, he could have paid a redemption price 
under the Levitical system to spare her life 

 If this, this could be a reversal of Abraham 
and Isaac (Gen 22) 

 God did not ask for this 
 God would not have liked this 
 It ends in tragedy, not salvation 
 Jephthah’s vow showed a lack of faith 

compared to Abraham’s strong faith 
o The vagueness of the conclusion “who did to her 

according to the vow which he had made” (Jdg. 
11:39, NASB95) could show the author’s disgust for 
the result. 

 Application 
o Though we steward, we do not own 
o Don’t try to bargain with God on anything 
o Be careful what vows or promises you make to the 

Lord 
o Our honorable intentions can bring pain to others 
o Trust the Lord when He says He will empower us to 

do His will 
 


