
Bible Study Group                        ‘A Father In Despair’                 Judges 11:34-40 

  

Last week we focused on the story of Jephthah.  We discovered that he was once an outcast who was 

despised and rejected, yet he was also greatly used by God.  At the end of the passage, we saw how he 

achieved a great victory over the Ammonites.  Little detail is given about this victory and our attention is 

drawn, very quickly, to the hasty pledge that Jephthah made.  What we encounter this week is challenging 

and requires us to look closely at the specifics of what has been recorded. 

 

 

 

 

Specifics 

• There has been so much for us to be positive about as we have reflected on Jephthah.  He was a mighty 

warrior who declared “The Lord is our witness” (v10) and then reflected on the goodness and 

faithfulness of God (v23).   

• Jephthah was also a person who spoke about his confidence in God (v27) and was strengthened by the 

Spirit of the Lord (v29).   

• But he was also a leader who made a very hasty pledge (v31).  Before he led the Israelites into battle, 

Jephthah “…vowed to God that whatever came out of the door of his house to meet him when he 

returned, victorious, would be sacrificed (to God) ‘as a burnt offering’…1” 

• Once he had achieved a great victory, which is briefly reported on in (v33), the writer moves our 

attention very quickly to emphasise the consequences of Jephthah’s vow.   

• Dale Ralph Davis focuses on the swiftness of this transition.  “It is as if the writer wants to swallow up 

victory in sorrow…Oddly enough, the day will be far more bitter for the victor (Jephthah) than for the 

vanquished.2” 

• The making of promises to God is nothing unusual, particularly in the Old Testament.  Jacob made a 

vow at Bethel (Genesis 28:1-22); Hannah promised to dedicate her son to serving in the temple (1st 

Samuel 1:11); David spoke of going to the temple to pay a vow that he had made to God in times of 

trouble (Psalm 22:25; Psalm 61:5-8). 

• The problem that we encounter this week is the nature of Jephthah’s vow and the reality that it was an 

unnecessary promise. 

 
1 Simon Robinson, Opening Up Judges (Leominster: Day One Publications, 2006), p63. 
2 Dale Ralph Davis, Judges: Such A Great Salvation (Ross-Shire: Christian Focus Publications, 2000), p144. 

Time to Reflect 

• Have you ever made a promise to God?  Was it 

carefully and prayerfully formed?  Have you kept it? 

 

• Have you ever experienced a moment of 

celebration being quickly replaced with a season of 

challenge or crisis?  How did this impact your faith? 

 “This is a terrible story – perhaps the worst in what is an increasingly terrible portion of Israel’s 

history.  It begs three questions: Exactly what had Jephthah promised God…Why did Jephthah 

promise this…Why did he then keep his vow?” 

(Timothy Keller, Judges For You, pp118-119) 

 

 

 



• Vows were, and still are, voluntary on our part.  But the Bible does clearly indicate that God expects His 

people to fulfil their vows.  For example, in Numbers 30:2 we read: “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.” 

• There is also a clear warning recorded in Ecclesiastes 5 which challenges us not to be hasty with our 

words.  It also indicates: “When you make a vow to God, do not delay to fulfil it. He has no pleasure in 

fools; fulfil your vow.  It is better not to make a vow than to make one and not fulfil it.” (5:4-5). 

• Jephthah’s vow was really a bargaining with God.  He made a conditional promise which was 

dependent upon the achievement of a military victory. 

• The actual wording of his vow is interesting.  Some scholars have reflected on the word ‘and’ which is 

included in (v31) – “…and I will sacrifice it.” In Hebrew the letter waw is used and it is mostly 

interpreted as ‘and’ but it can also be translated as ‘or.’ This dramatically changes the vow. 

• As our passage progresses, Jephthah reaches the point of despair.  When he returned home his 

daughter came out to meet him, dancing to the sound of timbrels.  In the shake of a tambourine, 

triumph was replaced with tragedy. 

• The passage extends the depth of this situation.  This was Jephthah’s only child and we sense the 

fullness of his pain (v35).  Note how, even in his despair, he recognised the seriousness of his promise 

to God.   

• Here was a leader who had demonstrated familiarity with the Old Testament Scriptures.  The prospect 

of sacrificing his daughter was not in keeping with the will of God (e.g. Deuteronomy 12:31).   

• Timothy Keller wonders why Jephthah made this promise and he reaches the conclusion that he “…had 

clearly been deeply de-sensitized to violence by the atrocious cruelty of the pagan cultures around 

him.3” In other words, he was impacted by the prevailing culture of the time. 

• The warning for all of us is to avoid being conformed into the patterns of the world (Romans 12:2) but 

remain true to the Word of God.  Through this challenging episode we are starkly reminded that the 

only sacrifice that God requires is the self-sacrifice of offering God the lordship of every area of our 

lives.   

• There is academic debate about whether Jephthah fulfilled his literal vow or gave his daughter to a life 

of service in the temple.  The writer gives us little detail of her actual death.  We are simply told “…her 

father…did to her as he vowed” (v36).    

• It’s hard not to be struck by her obedience (v36) and she simply requested that she be allowed to go 

out to the hills for two months to grieve that she would never marry (v37).  This would ensure that 

Jephthah’s family line would end.   

• There are valid arguments to suggest that Jephthah’s daughter wasn’t put to death, and equally we can 

contend that she was.  (v39) leaves many questions for us to wrestle with.  But in pursuing this enquiry 

we can overlook the reality that Jephthah’s promise did not need to be made.   

• God had empowered him with His Spirit just before the great victory over the Ammonites.  The vow 

was a human addition and not at all necessary.  How often human thinking leads beyond God’s will.   

• We are acceptable to God only because of what He has done for us, not on the basis of what we have 

done for Him.  Salvation is by faith and not by works.  We are called to trust Him, without condition or 

negotiation.   

• As we leave this passage it also challenges us to think of the sacrifice that God Himself made, willingly, 

for each and every one of us.  Our final thought is focused on the Cross of Christ. 

 
3 Timothy Keller, Judges For You (India: The Good Book Company, 2013), p119. 


