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“A Tragic Mistake” 
Judges 11:11 – 40 

 
So this morning we continue the story of Jephthah. 
 
If you were here last week tell the person next to you what we talked about. 
 
So Jephthah is made Gilead’s leader and soon after his moment to shine arrives – 
and he does! 
 
The Ammonites have invaded the land and set up camp. 
They say to Jephthah to hand over the land without a fight. 
 
And to Jephthah’s credit, although he was a gang leader, he is no thug. 
He’s not quick to pick up a sword.  
 
He chooses diplomacy over bloodshed – he recounts Israel’s history – that 
Yahweh, the Lord, had given Israel the land and the Ammonites have no legal 
claim over it.  
 
He exhibits an excellent quality in that, although he is a great warrior, he seeks a 
peaceable resolution to the standoff. 
You really have to admire him for this I think. 
 
Yet the Ammonites won’t have a bar of it and war erupts. 
 
The Spirit of Lord falls on Jephthah and he leads the army into battle. 
 
BUT... it’s at this point Jephthah makes a vow – a formal promise – that makes the 
blood run cold: 

“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.” 

 
Some commentators suggest that Jephthah intended to sacrifice an animal to the 
Lord and to suggest otherwise is to impugn his character. 
 
The reality is, Jephthah wouldn’t promise just any animal but the very best; but he 
doesn’t.  
Not only that but animals were not kept in the home.  
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And thirdly, if he had an animal in mind, he would have simply ignored his 
daughter. 
 
It seems almost certain then, that when Jephthah made his vow, he was 
promising a human sacrifice for military victory, most probably a household 
servant or a slave.  
 
Instead when he returns home, it’s his daughter – his only child – dancing with a 
tambourine, no doubt excited to see her dad alive and well, who comes out to 
meet him. 
 
Jephthah’s response confirms that horror of his promise: “When he saw her, he 
tore his clothes and cried, “Oh no, my daughter! You have brought me down and I 

am devastated.” 
 
And we’re told that Jephthah did as had vowed, he kills his only child, his 
cherished daughter, as a sacrifice to the Lord.  
 
Many people are understandably revulsed by this story. 
 
They ask, how can a man of God, imbued with the Holy Spirit, who undertook 
such great deeds, do such a terrible, terrible thing? 
 
So there has to be one question on everybody’s minds this morning: 

 “Why did Jephthah commit such heinous act?” 
What do you think? 
Tell the person next to you. 
 
People are complex and Jephthah is no different. 
So there were a lot of aspects at play in his life. 
 
For one, Jephthah was culturally compromised. 
The Israel in which Jephthah lived and breathed was infected with pagan worship 
and gods. 
It was violent and it was highly sexualised.  
The gods couldn’t be trusted so you had coerce them to act benevolently towards 
you.  
That meant be all kinds of acts became permissible. 
Being absolutely dependent on their crops meant that a farmer would engage in 
sexual intercourse with a temple prostitute. This was thought to spur the gods on 
and please them so they bring the necessary seasons and weather the farmer 
needed. 
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Other gods demanded blood – the blood of human sacrifices.  
 
It was this culture that Jephthah imbibed.  
Although he called on Yahweh – the Lord – he allowed these other beliefs to sit 
alongside his belief in the true God.  
He accommodated – made room for – the pagan beliefs and practices in which he 
lived.  
 
This would explain why the response of Jephthah’s daughter seems so strange.  
I mean, it’s bizarre! 
When she hears what her father intends to do, there is no arguing or outrage. No 
questions or tears. 
She exhibits a calmness, even courage and a cool resignation to her fate.  
But if human sacrifice was so commonplace, then even she had become 
desensitised to the fact that she could die in such a terrible way. 
 
For us in the twenty-first century are still prone to the same pressure from the 
surrounding culture and we are more deeply affected by our culture than we 
realise.  
 
When we talk about culture I’m talking about the values and beliefs and practices 
that a community thinks are most important and should be upheld. 
 
The difficulty is many of the values, beliefs and practices – those that make up 
Western culture – are increasingly antagonistic to what it means to follow Jesus. 
 

To hold to Jesus Christ as the only Saviour and world’s true King is enraging 
to a culture that believes itself to be inclusive. 

 
To makes about sex and sexuality – even in the church – is often meet with 
outrage from a Western world that believes itself to be tolerant. 

 
 

Daniel confided in a friend that he had decided to leave his wife after 
fifteen years of marriage. He had met someone younger and “prettier”, he 
said, someone who “makes me feel alive, like I haven’t felt in years.” 
Daniel, a Christian, knew well the personal and moral consequences of 
what he was about to do. His decision to leave would inflict permanent 
damage on his wife and three children. Even so, he said, the force pulling 
him toward the younger woman was too strong to resist. 
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His friend listened to his story with sadness and grief. Then, during the 
dessert course, he dropped the bombshell, “The reason I wanted to see 
you tonight was to ask you a question. Do you think God can forgive 
something as awful as I am about to do?” 

 
Daniel already knew what he was going to do and all he wanted was God to 
backstop. 
 
A culture that centres on the happiness of the self will always seek to push God to 
the sidelines.  
 
Jephthah was culturally compromised and it led a tragedy – we need to be careful 
because often we are no different. 
 
Jephthah also had a distorted vision of God. 
 
Jephthah knew Israel’s history – his negotiations with the Ammonites showed 
that.  
What didn’t really know – who he really needed to know – was Israel’s God. 
 
Staring in the face of his innocent little girl, Jephthah shows he woefully ignorant 
of God’s law.  
For one, God absolutely forbids and condemns human sacrifice. 1 It is something 
the Lord “hates” and is “detestable” in His sight. So Jephthah’s vow, although 
given to God, was immediately invalid.  
Jephthah could have simply confessed his rash decision, break his vow and save 
his daughter’s life.  
But he didn’t know that God is god is like that. 
And even he felt he still needed to keep his promise, the Law also allowed 
Jephthah to offer a lamb or goat to free him from his vow. 2 
 
Because God is gracious there is grace written into and all throughout God’s law –  
and Jephthah didn’t know it. 
This is tragic in itself and the consequences were awful. 
 
And again, there are times when we are no different.  
 

Who recognises the name Bob Peirce?  

                                                
1
 Deuteronomy 12:31; 18:10; Leviticus 18:21. 

2
 Leviticus 5:4 – 6. 
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In 1950 a young Bob Peirce was involved in an evangelist activity China. 
One day her spoke at a girl’s school run by a Dutch missionary and a 
number of the girls responded. Peirce challenged the girls to go home and 
tell their parents the good news. The next day Peirce was met by the 
missionary carrying a bleeding girl in her arms – she had been beaten by 
her father after telling him she had become a follower of Jesus. Fuming the 
missionary thrust the girl into Peirce and told him, “This little girl did what 
to said and now she’s lost everything – she has no family no home – what 
are you going to do about it?”   
Digging into his pocket he gave the missionary the laws $5 he had and 
promised to send more upon his return home.  
Arriving back in the United States he couldn’t get out of his mind the image 
of the girl and the probing question, “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
The answer to the question was the founding of World Vision. But to found 
and organisation like that demanded so much of Bob Peirce’s time and 
energy. Although married and with a little girl of his own, Bob spent much 
of his time away from home. Between 1956 and 1964 he became one of 
the ten most travelled men in the world, receiving one and two million mile 
certificates from multiple airlines. Some years he was away for up to 10 
months. 
In the process his marriage suffered and his daughter Sharon “lost her 
daddy to a work that demanded all his thoughts, energy and time.” About 
this time she wrote, “I know Mum loves me. But some things a woman just 
can’t give – one being the comfort of a man, yes a father even, when he 
puts his arms around you and says everything will be okay.” 
Sharon didn’t feel those arms nearly enough and tragically on November 
30th, 1968 Sharon passed away by her own hand, yearning for her father’s 
love.   
 
In God’s name Bob Peirce established amazing organisation helping save 
children in poverty around the world, but like Jephthah, he lost his own. 
Bob Peirce would later say, “I expected that God would take care of my 
children as I cared for others. He didn’t.” 

 
Jephthah viewed God as a reluctant and unreliable deity rather than a gracious, 
loving and kind Father.  
He didn’t know he already had God’s favour. 
He believed that God, Yahweh, the Lord, had to be impressed and coerced into to 
being good to him. 
Driven by the need to earn – to purchase – God’s approval Jephthah commits an 
act of great cruelty. 
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He couldn’t comprehend that he could have God’s favour any other way. 
 
His vision of God was distorted and wrecked everything else. 
 

---------------------------------- 
 

When you look at Jephthah, when we survey our world today, have to remind 
ourselves that even people with substantial faith and great personal qualities 
make terrible mistakes. 
 
Some of you, if you are old enough, will remember the Derek Prince and his 
teaching ministry. 
Towards to the end of his life and ministry Prince pleaded with people not to put 
him on a pedestal. No human person is able meant to bear that weight. 
 
So for us, how do we ensure that we don’t make the same kind of mistakes that 
Bob and Jephthah did? 
 
 There is a constant refrain we hear throughout Scripture: 
 

“Fix your eyes on Jesus...” 
 
“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly...” 
 
“In your hearts revere Christ as Lord.” 

 
So it may this morning that you gaze has wandered; your eyes are on something 
and someone else. 
 
It may be that something or someone else dwells richly in your heart.  
 
If you’re honest, Christ is not Lord, something or someone else is. 
 
When that happens we make not make big mistakes but little ones that hurt and 
harm others.  
 
So you make need to refix your eyes on Jesus this morning; you may have to 
simply say sorry. You have to re-establish Jesus as Lord. 
 
And the Good News is that we have a God of grace who forgives and welcomes us 
back, who has already shown His love to in Christ.  


