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Reece Frith 3- 11 – 19 

 
“Ephraim’s Demise” 

Judges 12:1 – 7 
 

 
 This morning I thought I’d begin with a story about an athlete. 
 

He was a cyclist and shortly into his professional career he was diagnosed 
with testicular cancer. The cancer spread to his lungs, lymph nodes, 
abdomen and brain. His chances of survival are minimal.  

 
But then remarkably he recovered and began training again, and in 1999 he 
went on to win the world’s premier cycling event, which is? The Tour de 
France. That became the first of seven consecutive wins, the most of 
anyone in the events history. 
During this time he wrote inspirational memoirs that went on to become 
bestsellers.  
At the height of his cycling career he was worth $125 million from 
speaking, prize money and sponsors. 
 
But as time went allegations began to emerge accusing him of using illegal 
substances and blood doping which he denied vigorously for nearly a 
decade. And then finally he admitted to being involved in one of “the most 
sophisticated, professionalised and successful doping programmes sport 
has ever seen”. 
 
Overnight he was stripped of his titles, lost all sponsorship was fined 
millions of dollars. 
And of course I’m talking about... Lance Armstrong. 

 
The question, of course, is why would Armstrong do such a thing? 
 
I’m going to park that story there for the moment and come back to it. 
 
Our reading this morning is the last act on the life of Jephthah who Yahweh, the 
Lord, used to rescue the Gilead and Israel from the Ammonites.  
 
Some time after that we find Ephraim coming to confront Jephthah about their 
exclusion from the battle, which is evidently untrue. 
They come to him with armed force and with violent threats – “We’re going to 
burn down your house over your head!” 
Ephraim’s actions are out all proportion to some supposed offence. 
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Jephthah effectively says, “Who do you think you are? We asked for help but you 
didn’t respond. You’ve got a lot of nerve coming to confront me!” 
 
So here’s my question: 

“What was Ephraim’s problem!?” 
 
What do think? Tell the person next to you. 
 
Okay, did anyone pick up on jealousy or envy? 
 (By the way, do you know the difference between jealousy and envy? 
 We tend in to interchange the terms but there is a difference. 
 Jealousy is “What you have in your hands I want in mine”. 

Envy says, “My hands are empty and so I want your hands to be empty 
too.”) 

I think envy and jealousy were in the mix. 
 
What about arrogance?  
There does seem to be this sense of superiority and entitlement that Ephraim 
brings.  
The comment that Giliad were “renegades” is a put down, a way of saying they 
were half-breeds and rejects. It was this that was the last straw for Jephthah and 
Gilead.  
 
So a little bit about Ephraim.  
 
When you read the Book of Judges Ephraim features quite prominently. 

 When Ehud fought against the Moabites he called on Ephraim and they 
responded. 

 When Deborah led Israel, she did so from... Ephraim.  

 And when Barak fought against the Canaanites, Ephraim responded to the 
call to arms. 

 They joined Gideon in his war against the Midianites. 
 
What this suggests is that Ephraim saw themselves as being chief among the 
tribes of Israel. 
 
Jephthah has come along and his leadership and his sub-tribe eclipsed them – and 
they can’t handle it. 
 
And this is not the first time.  
Who else did Ephraim confront? Gideon, and with the same kind of accusation. 
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So they do respond to Jephthah’s success with petty jealousy, entitlement and 
arrogance.  
 
All this led to Ephraim making a terrible miscalculation – to attack Jephthah 
without provocation.  
It was serious blunder against a hardened military force and a brilliant 
commander. It was a disaster - almost their entire military force was decimated. 
 
But I want to suggest that wasn’t their worst mistake. 
  
Yes there is envy or jealousy; yes there is arrogance. 
Yet I think Ephraim’s most tragic mistake was this: Ephraim was so totally 
emotionally invested in their position as the chief military tribe in Israel that it led 
to their demise. 
 
What I mean by that is that in their own eyes, their standing, their status – their 
mana – their well-being, their self-worth all hung on being chief among the tribes. 
 
Their status as being the premier tribe was under threat and they resented it. 
 
 And they were going to show Jephthah and Gilead who was really number one. 
 
And when you think about it, it was a ridiculous, unnecessary response.  
But that’s what happens when we are so emotionally invested in something or 
someone that our very self feels at risk. 
 
We lose the capacity to act or respond with clear eyed clarity.  
 

Lance Armstrong later went on to admit that he cheated the cycling world 
and those who looked up to him. 
He also went on to say that the one thing that scared him most of all was 
losing and that he had a ruthless desire to win at all costs. 
He was so emotionally invested in winning – and the accolades and 
applause that came with it – that he was willing to live and tell lies for years 
on end.  

 
People do it the realm of their business and careers. 
They’ve invested so much time and energy and finance that for some it becomes 
a part of who they are. 
Some people – Christian business people – are so emotionally invested in the 
work or business that they will sacrifice their integrity. 
They can’t bear to let their self-worth be damaged by seeing the business 
flounder or fail. 
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Whole communities do it.   
 
Countries do it. 
 
 Last week the All Blacks were soundly beaten by England. 
 The response was in most cases was a dignified acceptance. 

But for those who can, cast your mind back to 1999. That year the All 
Blacks were played the Rugby World Cup semi-final against France. 
Although up by 14 shortly after half-time, the All Blacks eventually lost by 
12 points.  
The response from many New Zealanders was a mixture of unbelief and 
vitriol. 
John Hart, the All Blacks coach, received the worst treatment. He was 
sworn at and booed in public, and at a racehorse meeting he was spat on.  
Hart said, "It was a difficult couple of months, particularly being spat on, 
which is the lowest thing that's ever happened to me.” 

 
Some people were so emotionally invested in the All Blacks winning that they 
reacted in way they would never do in any other area of life.  
 
It has become an issue in children’s sport.  

On the sidelines of Saturday mornings around the country, especially in 
winter, are filled with parents and grandparents willing their children to go 
well. 
However, there is a small number who lose all sense of proportion.  
They say and yell things that they shouldn’t – at the children, at the 
coaches and at the referees. 
Research has shown the part of sport that children least enjoy is the ride 
home after the game.  
That’s why if you attend children’s sport you’ll likely to come across signs 
like this: 
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Please Remember: 
1. These are kids 
2. The coaches are volunteers 
3. The officials are human 
4. This is not the national championship 

 
And again it’s because some parents have become so emotionally invested – 
overly emotionally invested – that their status, their mana and self-worth is found 
in their children’s performance. 
 
Churches do it. 
Churches do it around cherished secondary doctrines.  

 
How God created the universe – there are Biblically faithful Christians who 
disagree on the time and process involved. 
 
The Nature of Eternal Punishment – eternal conscious torture, annihilation 
or something else? 
 
Water Baptism – Is it for believers only or can children be baptised as well?  

 
The Sovereignty of God - All Christians agree that the Lord is the world’s 
true King and Ruler but to what degree? Does He exercise meticulous, 
exhaustive sovereignty or are human beings allowed to act as free-will 
agents? 

 
Again it’s like for some Christians, their mana , their self-worth, their status as 
Christians are invested in one particular view.  
 
Some Christians do it around styles of worship. 
 
Some around their position, role, ministry or place in the church. 
 
They are so emotionally invested in any these, that to suggest alternatives is an 
affront to their being as a person. 
 
If you challenge any of these, they get riled up, their mouths go into 5th gear and 
their brains go into neutral (and some might even say reverse ). 
 

------------------------ 
 
The truth is, all of us are emotionally invested to some degree in our loved ones 
and our spouses and our friend, and even our work and leisure and faith. 
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It means that we care and these are important to us because they are important 
to us.  
 
It’s when we’re overly emotionally invested that we react so strongly and wrongly 
that we hurt ourselves and damage others. 
 
What Ephraim needed was someone to say “STOP! We don’t have to do this. 
Remember, Yahweh, the Lord, chose us as his beloved people – we don’t need to 
be number one!” 
 
What Lance Armstrong needed was someone to say “Stop!” 
 
And sometimes we need to say to ourselves, “Stop!” and consider the contents of 
our hearts.  
 
What we may find is an opportunity to re-orientate our hearts. 
To divest and reinvest in the One person – the only person – who which we can 
fully hang our status, our mana – our deepest sense of self-worth. 
 
Only Jesus can do that. 
 
We only need to look again the Cross to see what Jesus’ love and salvation has 
bestowed on you and me. 
 
And you can never overly emotionally invest in Jesus.  
 


