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 My Mother was a Prostitute 
 

t was a unique day in the nation of Israel.   

 

The people had gathered at Gilgal to celebrate the coronation of their 
first king, Saul. [1 Samuel 11:14 - 12:25] 

 
Samuel, the old grey-headed prophet, stood on the rustic platform in the 

sunshine and recalled their history in the hope the nation would remember 
their past in order to provide a foundation for a bright future. 

 
Some listened intently, looking for all the details while others were thinking, 

“hurry up and get this done with – just the bullet-points will be sufficient!” 
 

He particularly reminded them of their recent history which is recorded for 
us in the book of Judges.   

 
The cycle was always the same: 

 

 Israel forgot God and turned to idolatry; 
 then got into trouble with surrounding nations; 

 then cried out to the LORD and repented of their ways; 
 and then, God in mercy, raised up a deliverer – a Judge. 

 
At Saul’s coronation, Samuel called the names of three Judges of Israel. [1 

Samuel 12:11] – 

 
 Gideon 

 Barak  
 Jephthah. 

 

Gideon and Barak may be well known to us – Gideon for his 300 men 
lapping water in the river and Barak the wimp who needed Deborah to 

accompany him to battle – but what about Jephthah? 

I 
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 Gideon’s story can teach us to look beyond our own weaknesses and 

trust in the purposes of God; 
 

 Barak’s story clarifies the message that if we do not trust God, we 
can never reach our full potential in life; 

 
 But Jephthah, what can he teach us?    

 
Wasn’t he the guy that killed his daughter? That’s about all some people 

can recall about this man!   
 

Beyond that, what can he teach us about ‘healing the scars from our past,’ 
living a life of faith and seeing the invisible and enjoying all of God’s 

blessings? 

 
Jephthah lived thousands of years ago.  How can he help us now?  Isn’t he 

too far removed from the reality of our lives – did he have to deal with the 
kind of challenges we are facing?  What did he know about 21st century 

choices, lifestyles, emails, Facebook and taxation returns? 
 

To find his record, we must turn to Judges 11:1-12:7 and read the story.  
 

We will learn from this man, sane principles which will assist us, or at least 
help us to encourage others facing difficult times in the twenty-first century.  

 
Jephthah was a man who saw the invisible.    But, how can you see what is 

invisible? 
 

That statement is an oxymoron – it doesn’t make any sense.  What’s an 

oxymoron – a stupid bullock? 
 

An oxymoron is a phrase in which two words of contradictory meaning are 
used together for special effect, e.g. ‘a wise fool’ or ‘legal murder.’   Some 

suggest ‘honest politicians’ might be an oxymoron.  But let’s not go there! 
 

Surely, we can only see what is visible – the moon, the planets, the stars. 
Mountains and hills, birds and butterflies – how can you see what is 

invisible? 
 

Let’s look at his inspirational life and see what we can learn from:  
 

 Jephthah the Wounded 
 Jephthah the Wanderer 

 Jephthah the Warrior  

 Jephthah the Winner  
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Around 1000 BC, his story is set for us in Judges 10:6-10: 

 
“Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord. They served 

the Baals and the Ashtoreths, and the gods of Aram, the gods of 
Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the Ammonites and the gods 

of the Philistines. And because the Israelites forsook the Lord and 
no longer served Him, He became angry with them. He sold them 

into the hands of the Philistines and the Ammonites, who that year 
shattered and crushed them. For eighteen years they oppressed all 

the Israelites on the east side of the Jordan in Gilead, the land of 
the Amorites. The Ammonites also crossed the Jordan to fight 

against Judah, Benjamin and Ephraim; Israel was in great distress. 
Then the Israelites cried out to the Lord, “We have sinned against 

You, forsaking our God and serving the Baals.” 

 
It wasn’t a peaceful time to live – the nation ‘did evil in the eyes of the 

Lord.’ 

 

Who were these Baals and the Ashtoreths, and the gods of Aram, the gods 
of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the Ammonites and the gods of the 

Philistines? 
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Baals and Ashtoreth – they were the primary pagan idols of the 

Phoenicians [ancient Lebanon], and was 
often associated with the heathen goddess 

Ashtoreth. Baal was the supposed son of 
the pagan god Dagon. To “worship” them 

included perverted sexual behaviour and 
even sacrificing children in a fire. It wasn’t 

just misguided – it was an outright wicked 
and blatant rebellion against the God of 

Creation! 
 

Think about that – sacrificing children 
and perverted sexual behaviour – it could 

be the 21st century! 

 
Gods of Aram – the Arameans were a semi-nomadic and pastoral people 

who originated in Aram [modern Syria]. Hadad was a storm-god that they 
worshipped. 

 
Think about that – worshiping storm gods – primitive global warming? – it 

could be the 21st century! 
 

Gods of Sidon – Queen Jezebel, the wife of the equally violent king, was 
originally a Sidonian princess [1 Kings 16:31].  We know something about her 

corrupting influences on society in promoting a group of priests to worship 
the gods of the surrounding nations. 

 
Gods of Moab – the national deity of the Moabites was Chemosh whose 

name most likely meant “destroyer.” Chemosh seems to have also had a 

taste for blood [2 Kings 3:27] and human sacrifice was part of the rites used 
to worship him. But such rites were commonplace in the various 

Canaanite religious cults. 
 

Gods of the Ammonites – their main deity was Moloch who was 
worshiped by child sacrifice as parents burned their children to death. 

Leviticus 18:21 warned, “and you shalt not let any of your seed pass 
through the fire to Moloch.” 

 
Gods of the Philistines – their principal deity was Dagon, the god of 

fertility and crops. Dagon also figured prominently in the Philistine concepts 
of death and the afterlife. 

 
The scene is set.  Israel is embracing the lifestyles of perverted sexual 

behaviour, sacrificing of children, pleasing storm gods with a preoccupation 

in astrology and life beyond the grave – it could be the 21st century! 
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And after 18 years of trouble Israel suddenly thinks, ‘perhaps we have left 

God out of our lives?’ 
 

Into this world of need God will send a man who by human estimates 
should never have been used by God to help the nation – his name is 

Jephthah. 
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JEPHTHAH THE WOUNDED! 
 

REJECTED BY SOCIETY! 
 

As a young man, growing up in this nation, Jephthah would only see that 
which was visible. Not only was he acquainted with a world of perversion, 

he had a scar in his heart and on his life which would cause most people to 
quit before they started their journey. 

 
Jews were proud of their ancestry. They enlisted the services of 

genealogists to ensure their pedigree. They were like most people today – 
name-droppers! 

 
They could tell you if their relatives were listed in the “Who’s Who” of Israel.   

 

Most families had a scroll somewhere which listed their ancestors. They 
recorded their family tree and most of them were proud of those illustrious 

forebears who were sitting in the branches. 
 

Of course, in this account we are reading a completed historical record 
when we read Jephthah’s story.  He had already claimed his fame in the 

nation – now it is simply a matter of fact.   But before he was famous, he 
had a stigma about his life which caused him great pain. 

 
“Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty warrior. His father was 

Gilead; his mother was a prostitute.” V1 
 

His birth certificate showed that he was the illegitimate son of a Jewish 
playboy and a common prostitute! 

 

Gilead, his father was a married man and the head of a large clan of Israel. 
He decided to have a fling in the red light district of the town.   The woman 

is unnamed.   
 

She appears not to be a heathen temple-prostitute, but a common harlot, 
living in the north of the country. 

 
Nine months after Gilead’s visit, a baby is born.   
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We can only guess at his upbringing – perhaps put out in the back room of 
the house while his mother entertained in the bedroom.   

 
He is given a name which is hard to understand what his mother was 

thinking when he was born. Its verb-form means, “The god who opens the 
womb; the god that frees captives.” [Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopaedia of the Bible, Vol. 

3, p 432] 

 
Why his mother gave him that name is only a guess.  Most people give their 

children a name that they can cherish.   When I asked my father why I was 

called ‘Denis’ he told me I was named after one of his Irish drinking mates.  
And I now know that Denis comes from ‘Dionysius’ the ‘god of wine and 

revelry.’ How unfair!  But that’s the name I received and that’s how I will 
remain for the rest of my life.  [Perhaps those who know me well would 

understand that my father got it right!] 
 

As time passed and Jephthah navigated his teenage years, he bore the 
stigma of an ‘illegitimate’ in the eyes of his peers.  He would be well known 

by his ancestry.  It is recorded here – not because of what he was, but, 
[thanks be to God], what he was going to become!    

 
What’s your excuse for not going on with God and fulfilling your destiny?   

 
Is there something murky in your past that makes you ashamed?   

 

If such is the case, wat you do need to do is NOT allow it to control your 
life.   There has to come a ‘watershed’ moment when you deal with it and 

move on.  But don’t move on until you deal with it – or allow God to deal 
with it. 

 
HE WAS REJECTED BY FAMILY! 

 
Gilead’s wife also bore him sons, and when they were grown up, 

they drove Jephthah away. “You are not going to get any 
inheritance in our family,” they said, “because you are the son of 

another woman.” V2 
 

The focus returns to his father.  During his teenage years, his father sired 
sons and it appears Jephthah returned to the family home.  His mother, the 

prostitute evidently kept the names and addresses of her customers so told 

him the address of his father. 
 

This was an embarrassment.   
 

Gilead, his father had evidently told his family that there was a possibility 
that one day, some ‘illegitimate’ son would come knocking on the family 

door seeking compensation!    
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It happened, and Jephthah faced, not only the rejection of his half-brothers, 

but was beaten up by them as they drove him away from the house.  
 

Bruised and bleeding, he returned from the city while his wounds healed. 
But there was a weeping sore in his spirit that would not heal.   

 
So, his mother was a harlot – that’s one thing – but to be rejected and 

beaten up by your father and half-brothers – that’s more than a man can 
be expected to handle in any generation or culture.  Their rejection went 

further to his being disinherited and driven away from the family home.   
 

What’s your excuse for allowing yourself to be a victim, rather than a 
victor?  Perhaps Jephthah’s life can be your encouragement to seek a new 

beginning? 

 
HE WAS REJECTED BY NATIONAL LEADERSHIP! 

 
Moving ahead a little, the inference of v7 is that he had previously gone to 

the elders of the nation to plead his case before them.  “Jephthah said to 
them, “Didn’t you hate me and drive me from my father’s house? 

Why do you come to me now, when you’re in trouble?” 
 

Jephthah had gone to the elders of the city.  They listened to his pleas and 
made a judgment to uphold the dignity of Gilead and his family. 

 
They announced that they had rejected Jephthah’s claim on the family 

fortune.  They actually joined his half-brothers in driving him away from the 
family home.  That’s tough indeed!    

 

“Your mother is a harlot; your father is a leader in the community with 
influence over the City Council and he doesn’t want you; he has informed 

your half-brothers that you are the child of a common prostitute; they have 
beaten you because you had the audacity to make a claim on your real 

father and now the leaders of the city have joined forces to uphold the 
dignity of one of their outstanding citizens and branded you as “the son of a 

harlot!”  And your name is written down in the City records for all 
generations to read.” 

 
What’s your excuse? 
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JEPHTHAH THE WANDERER 
 

HE WAS ACCEPTED BY BANDITS! 
 

So Jephthah fled from his brothers and settled in the land of Tob, 
where a group of adventurers gathered around him and followed 

him. V3 
 

Those outcast men gathered about him [Judges 11:3] and this was an 
illustration of the Jewish proverb that ‘a sterile date-palm associates with 

fruitless trees.’ 

 
There was no value in staying in Israel.  He farewelled his mother and fled 

to south east of Syria and became “the first Robin Hood of Israel” and 
according to verse one, “Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty 

warrior!” 
 

Out in the wastelands of the north-east, on the banks of the river 
Euphrates, he went to the University of Hard Knocks!  This is a special 

school reserved for special people – and there he trained to become a 
warrior. 

 
He lived for God outside the gates, living among castaways and 

mercenaries.  Renegades of the nation joined him and made him leader. 
Month by month they increased their skills with sword, spear and sling.  

 

His fame spread throughout the countries – Jephthah and his robber band 
were well known by their exploits.   

 
They had no Sherwood Forest to live in – but they did have a price on their 

heads! 
 

He was a bandit and a renegade who attacked Moabite and Ammonite 
targets and fled before they could mobilize against him. 
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He and his small and mobile Israelite raiding parties were a force the 
Ammonites could not stop. 

                 
Meanwhile, ‘back at the ranch’, as they say, Israel was having a tough time 

with the Ammonites – a powerful enemy of Israel.  
 

They were attacking the nation, and generally making a nuisance of 
themselves. The City Council met on official business and first item on their 

agenda was the Ammonites! 
 

HE WAS ACCEPTED BY NATIONAL LEADERSHIP! 
 

Sometime later, when the Ammonites made war on Israel, the 
elders of Gilead went to get Jephthah from the land of Tob. “Come,” 

they said, “be our commander, so we can fight the Ammonites.” V4-

6 
 

Israel had followed their traditional path in rejecting the true worship of 
God and turned to idolatry.  In doing so, they lost their authority and power 

in the land. 
 

The Ammonites took the initiative to attack, but also became a whip in 
God’s hand to drive Israel back on to the path of obedience. 

Israel needed an experienced warrior with a leadership charisma that 
compelled people to follow.  No one stood up to volunteer.  They couldn’t 

wait any longer – the Ammonites were ready to attack – and then someone 
on the Council remembered Jephthah’s name. 

 
It was a prolonged debate in the council chambers but the decision was 

finally made – it would be to Jephthah that they would turn – they could 

find no other! 
     

The official party travelled the roads to the Euphrates with their ego bruised 
and their request in hand.  They arrived at the house of Jephthah. “Come,” 

they said, “be our commander, so we can fight the Ammonites.” 
 

Jephthah said to them, “Didn’t you hate me and drive me from my 
father’s house? Why do you come to me now, when you’re in 

trouble?” V7 
 

Jephthah made it tough for them, reminding them of their past treatment of 
him.   

 
“I don’t think it is unforgiving to remind people of their past if they have 

done nothing to try and remedy the relationship, do you?”  
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Quite frankly, these community leaders needed to be reminded of their 
unjust dealings when they had joined Gilead to have him removed from the 

family home.   
 

He stood his ground. 
 

The elders of Gilead said to him, “Nevertheless, we are turning to 
you now; come with us to fight the Ammonites, and you will be our 

head over all who live in Gilead.” V8 
 

Jephthah wasn’t finished with them yet.  
 

He was a man of integrity but still a little impetuous – given to responding 
first and thinking later. 

 

He was a man who did not hold a grudge – but experience had made him 
cautious and not willing to be trapped. 

 
He was a man who worshipped God in the wilderness and had not kept up 

with local traditions so he continued: 
 

Jephthah answered, “Suppose you take me back to fight the 
Ammonites and the Lord gives them to me; will I really be your 

head?”  The elders of Gilead replied, “The Lord is our witness; we 
will certainly do as you say.”  So Jephthah went with the elders of 

Gilead, and the people made him head and commander over them. 
And he repeated all his words before the Lord in Mizpah. V9-11 

 
Assurances were required that this was a valid offer and not another 

deception by those who hated him. 

 
He wanted assurances that his position would be permanent – so pledges 

were given and Jephthah the Outcast came back as Jephthah the Judge. 
 

He returned with his self-esteem regained and intact!   
 

But he was shrewd enough to repeat the conversation back in Mizpah – a 
little closer to where the action would be.   

 
He wanted the people of Israel to hear what the elders had agreed to do – 

“Once bitten, twice shy.”  It appears, Jephthah trusted these elders as far 
as he could kick them! 

 
He had faced his internal challenge – now he would face his external test.  
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JEPHTHAH THE WARRIOR 
 

Jephthah was ready to fight, but he was also willing to negotiate first and 

win a bloodless victory.  This would have been good for his reputation – he 
would try diplomacy first and attempt to convince the Ammonites to leave 

his nation. 
 

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.” V12-13 

 
The Ammonites wanted war! 

 
The Ammonites had descended from the incestuous relationship between 

Lot and his younger daughter [Genesis 19:38] so in a way were related to 

Israel. 
 

Remember, their main deity was Moloch who was worshiped by child 
sacrifice as parents burned their children to death. Jephthah, using military 

protocol, gave opportunity for the Ammonite king to explain his attacks on 
Israel. 

 
His response indicates that he was still upset with Israel who had taken 

land from them when Moses previously led them into Canaan and later 
Joshua had conquered their land.  Jephthah’s lengthy reply in found in 

verses 14 - 27 
  

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 
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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 travelled 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.’  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. 
 

He played his first card – the historical argument.  This was legal evidence 
that demonstrated the Ammonites had no claim on the land they were now 

claiming. 
 

Gilead had never been Ammonite territory and the people whose land it had 
been, were not complaining so how and why should Ammon? 

 

“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. 

 
He played his second card – the spiritual argument.  This was something of 

a challenge like – “Are you sure you want to fight with me? My God is 
bigger than your god!”  

 
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? 

 

He played his third card – the comparative argument. He suggested that 
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the Ammonite king should check out his pedigree as a warrior whose 
ancestors had 300 years to do what he was trying to do in this battle. 

 
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.” 

 
He played his fourth card – the reasonable argument. He suggested that 

this was not an earthly fight, but the Ammonite king was going to do 
spiritual battle with Jehovah the Judge! 

 
Jephthah had outlined the issue as a conflict between Israel’s God and 

Chemosh as he reminded them of examples from Israel’s history in which 
God had defeated the other gods and their associated nations. 

 

There is also a lesson for us to be learned here.  How did Jephthah know so 
much about Israel’s history?    

 
At this stage,  

 
 The first five books of Moses would have been written.   

 The stories of Joshua’s invasion of Canaan were possibly documented.   
 Here is the lesson – Jephthah was a man of the Word of God! 

 
I don’t know how he got the information – maybe the elders of Israel gave 

him the scrolls – however he got them, he studied the information. 
 

Jephthah became a man of God’s Word.  He was an Israeli and he wanted 
to know where his foundations were.   

 

He recounted the history of Israel and the Ammonite king was not 
impressed!  

 
The king of Ammon ignored Jephthah’s letter for in his estimation it showed 

Jephthah to be an unqualified leader, one the Ammonite felt would be no 
threat – especially after 18 years of victory. 

 
Perhaps the king already knew of Jephthah’s past and identified him as an 

illegitimate bandit and robber beneath contempt. 
 

Perhaps he saw Israel’s calling of Jephthah as their Deliverer as a last ditch 
attempt that was bound to fail. 

 
What did a ‘hit-and-run bandit’ know about real warfare anyway? 

 

The king of Ammon, however, paid no attention to the message 
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Jephthah sent him. V28 
 

Jephthah set out to do battle!  He prepared Himself in the only way he 
knew how – seeing the invisible! 

 
Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah. V29 

 
Thank God we can find a place where God accepts us, even when we are 

rejected by our peers.   
 

Here was a man who was: 
 

 Burdened by a background of illegitimacy;  
 Afflicted with the rejection of his family; 

 Disinherited from any portion of the family wealth by the “legitimate” 

sons of a common father; 
 Disenfranchised from the entire tribe of Gilead; 

 Listed in the council records of Gilead as the one who was rejected by 
the leadership of the nation and driven out of town and now; 

 Facing a battle with a pompous and self-confident king. 
 

Possibly the king had seen the ‘Wanted’ posters that were nailed up on the 
trees with a reward on Jephthah’s head for his Robin Hood activities where 

he is followed by a rabble band of outcasts who looked to him for 
leadership. 

 
It is God’s intention to destroy Ammon in order to save Israel and He will 

use Jephthah’s unsophisticated life as a trap for the Ammonites. 
 

Now God steps into the picture – Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon 

Jephthah. V29 What a difference that makes – the God-factor! At God’s 
direction, Jephthah mobilizes the army already gathered and waiting, at 

Mizpah to move against Ammon, 
 

Jephthah was rejected by family, society and now a foreign king, but he 
was accepted by God – and that always makes the difference! 

 
The message is – don’t get your eyes on that which is visible!  In other 

words, “don’t spend all your time fossicking around in the rubbish dump of 
your past” – That’s all it is – the past – you can’t change it – but God can 

forgive it and change your life!  Turn your stumbling blocks into stepping 
stones just as Jephthah did! 

 
You can spend all your waking hours worrying about how bad you have 

been – stop it!   God does not remember a forgiven past, so why dwell 

there? 
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Get on with your future and demonstrate your resolution to move forward! 

 
There must come a time when we leave the past behind and move on to 

where we can be lifted from the challenges of a miserable life into the 
possibilities of a life that is linked vitally with God!   As Robert Schuller 

wrote, “Turn your scars into stars!”   Make a conscious decision to use your 
hurts and not let them abuse you.  Too many people spend too long cursing 

the darkness when they could be lighting a light to find a way out. 
 

There is a list as long as your arm in the Bible of men and women who had 
a background that would make most of the reference letters in our CVs read 

like we were the greatest thing since sliced bread! 
 

Even Jesus’ ancestry [Matthew 1:1-16] listed: 

 
 Rahab – who was a prostitute in the ill-famed city of Jericho;   

 
 Ruth – who was a Gentile Moabitess – a descendant of an incestuous 

relationship between a drunken father and a wayward daughter; 
 

 Bathsheba – who conspired with a backslidden king and committed 
adultery and was an accomplice to murder; 

 
 Tamar – who also committed adultery with her father-in-law 

 
There are skeletons in most peoples’ cupboards.  I read of one lady who 

was so ashamed when she found one of her ancestors was put to death in 
the electric chair for murder, wrote in the family history… “Great Uncle 

Herbert occupied a seat on the Electricity Board.  He was so attached to his 

work, he literally died in harness!” 
 

If today you are sitting in the swamp of despair because of your past, take 
a fresh look at Jephthah: 

 
 An illegitimate child 

 a rough background 
 a dysfunctional family 

 rejected by his half brothers 
 deprived of his part in the family inheritance 

 spurned by the leaders of the nation 
 followed by a band of brigands 

 an outcast in the nation 
 but “the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah” bringing him 

hope! 
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And that’s the difference the ‘God-factor’ can make in the life of a man or 
woman who invite Him into their circumstances!  Let God’s Holy Spirit come 

upon you. Let God’s blessing be upon your life – regardless of your 
background and regardless of the challenge that lies before you! 

 
Behind Jephthah was a past that would make most of us ashamed of our 

complaints and before him was the Ammonite army.  Behind you may be a 
past – but believe that God is faithful and let God deal with it!   

 
Before you may be a challenge but let’s learn how Jephthah handled his 

challenges and became a victor! 
 

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. V29 

 
Here is the secret to his life – 

 
He did not stay in the darkness of his past hurts – when faced with an 

opportunity to go forward, he eagerly grasped it with both hands. 
 

The danger in spending time contemplating the hurts of your past is that it 
not only destroys your self-esteem, it cripples the potential of faith in your 

life to believe for a greater future. 
 

I have watched men and women over the years and counselled them to 
stop focussing on their hurts and to start concentrating on the possibilities 

of the future. 
 

I encourage people to focus on their potential and concentrate on that 

ability.  It is hard during times of recession, when your self-esteem takes a 
battering from the continual rejection slips from employers. 

 
A man said to me years ago, “A winner never quits and a quitter never 

wins!”  How true that is!  Another said, “The difference between the man 
and a woman who is successful is that they got up – one more time!” 

 
Jephthah accepted the challenge of the Ammonites and moved forward, 

depending upon the God-factor in his life for success! 
 

Too many times, we are trying to overcome our circumstances without the 
ready help of our Lord. 

 
We must take the initiative against our circumstances, but we must be 

dependent upon the Lord in our doing so.  
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Whatever circumstances are against you today, begin by a commitment to 
the One who has already overcome every circumstance that has ever been 

waged against Him. 
 

Remember, He said, “Be of good cheer, I have overcome the world!” 
 

On another occasion, after His death on the cross, He said, “All authority in 
heaven and on earth is mine!”  He is ready to share that victory with His 

people. 
 

It’s a positive Christian attitude we must display when we face our 
challenges – but always in His strength! 

 
Your own strength will take you so far – but you need to go a lot further 

and you can do so when you realise that without Him you can do nothing!”  

This was Jephthah’s secret! 
 

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. V32-33 

 
It was an incredible victory!   Twenty towns fell to him and the Ammonites 

were subdued. 
 

As we turn to the New Testament, we find Jephthah is listed among the 
heroes and heroines of faith!  Hebrews 11:32-40 

 
And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, 

Barak, Samson, JEPHTHAH, David, Samuel and the prophets, who 

through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and 
gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, quenched 

the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose 
weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in 

battle and routed foreign armies. 
 

Women received back their dead, raised to life again. Others were 
tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a 

better resurrection. 
 

Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and 
put in prison.  

 
They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death 

by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, 

destitute, persecuted and mistreated the world was not worthy of 
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them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and 
holes in the ground. 

 
These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them 

received what had been promised. 
 

God had planned something better for us so that only together with 
us would they be made perfect. [Hebrews 11:32-40 NIV] 

  
Here is the secret of Jephthah’s success – faith that pleases God!   

 
What can we learn from his faith? 

 
His was a faith that: 

 

Forgets the past! 
 

He is more concerned he is a child of God rather than worry about what his 
earthly birth certificate states.  It has been superseded and will not 

constrain or govern him! 
 

That’s where faith begins - “to as many as received Him [Christ] to them He 
gave the authority, right and the power to call themselves the children of 

God, all they had to do was believe in Him.” [John 1:12] 

 

He did not: 
 

 use his background as fodder for a victim mentality 
 spend his time crying for justice 

 waste his days by sucking his thumb in a corner and inviting the 

world to see a ‘poor little boy’ with problems he didn’t start 
 

Instead, he stood up as a man of faith and one willing to serve God even for 
the benefit of those who had betrayed and abandoned him. 

 
He recognised that nothing would work until he did! 

 
The psalmist David said in Psalm 103: “Bless the Lord O my soul... who 

forgives all my sins.”  
 

That’s our past as well!  “As far as the east is from the west, so far has he 
removed our transgressions from us.” 

 
Accepts the present! 

 

“But the mercy of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting upon them 
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that fear Him, and His righteousness unto children’s children.” [Psalm 103] 
 

We need to concentrate more on what God says we are than what we feel 
feel am.   

 
Feelings are like fantasy – one minute good the other bad!   

 
 But if God says I can, then I can!  

 If God says I am, then I am!  
 Faith sees God as the Great Reverser of Deficiencies! 

 
Looks forward to the future! 

 
The author of Hebrews goes on to say in Chapter 12:  

  

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of 
witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that 

so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race 
marked out for us. 

 
Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith, 

who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, scorning its 
shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 

 
Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that 

you will not grow weary and lose heart. 
 

In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point 
of shedding your blood. [Hebrews 12:1-4 NIV] 

 

There’s the key of Jephthah’s faith. 
 

He kept his eyes on God!  That’s where we should keep our eyes also on 
Jesus and then get on with running our race and not quitting!  He saw Him 

who was Invisible!  
 

Now we find this interesting portion of Scripture which has caused some to 
stumble. 

 
Jephthah believed that God could build an everlasting legacy for him which 

was greater than anything he could accomplish through his own 
independent efforts.  

 
He believed God could do ‘exceedingly abundantly, beyond what he could 

ask or think!’ 
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He has accepted that God was not limited to human understanding or 
means! 

 
But, he had made a vow:  

 
“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.”   
 

It was now time for that vow to be fulfilled. 
 

Human sacrifice was a part of the Canaanite religion but it was NOT a part 
of Jehovah’s covenant. 

 

Jephthah vowed to sacrifice whatever came out his front door if he should 
return home victorious over Ammon. 

 
Jephthah did not realize that God had already given him the Ammonites. He 

wanted to be certain.  But instead of just asking, he offered to make a deal 
as if any human sacrifice were “better” than anything else; as if he could 

buy God’s help 
 

And then Jephthah’s impetuous vow came back to haunt him. It concerned 
his only child, his daughter, who came out first following an old Hebrew 

tradition. 
 

His felt his integrity meant he should carry out his vow. His daughter was 
willing to pay the price even if his family’s name came to an end. 

 

 
JEPHTHAH’S DAUGHTER! 

 
“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 
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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.” [Verses 34-40] 
 

The question to be asked is obvious, “Did Jephthah kill and burn his 
daughter as a burnt offering?” 

 

I don’t think so.  These are my reasons... 
 

Now, it was customary for returning warriors in Israel to be greeted by 
women dancing and playing tambourines.   He was surprised to see his only 

daughter leading the victory procession. 
 

He wept because he knew he had made a vow he could not break. 
 

After explaining the situation to his daughter, she requested two months to 
go to the hills and weep because she would never marry. [v38] 

 
Jephthah knew the laws of Israel – particularly the laws of vows and 

offerings as outlined in the book of Leviticus.    
 

1. He understood that God would never allow human sacrifices because 

the Levitical laws expressly listed specific animals and birds as the 
only acceptable living sacrifices that God would receive. 

 
2. He knew the Law of Vows [Leviticus 27] which outlined what could be 

offered to God, but not sacrificed.    
 

3. He undoubtedly would recall the warning of Moses for the Israelites 
not to sacrifice their children by fire. [Deuteronomy 12:29-32] 

 
4. He was aware that even things vowed to the Lord could be redeemed 

by money and regained for personal use. 
 

5. But, that which had been devoted to God as Jephthah’s daughter 
could not be redeemed.  They were to remain in the service of the 

Lord. [Leviticus 27:26-29]  This was the nature of Jephthah’s vow 

concerning his daughter. 
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6. Verse 39 indicates she remained a perpetual virgin and a new custom 

was established among the Israelite women to remember Jephthah’s 
daughter for four days each year.  Why?   As she was Jephthah’s only 

descendent, Jephthah’s family lineage ceased at his and her death. 
[Judges 11:34] 

 

7. Nothing negative is said about Jephthah after this.  
 

8. I think what Jephthah did to fulfil his vow was to “sacrifice” her to 

perpetual celibacy.  
 

If I’m right, the passage still teaches us to take very seriously the words 
we say because God certainly does.  

 
We should never speak rashly and should 

never make a vow we don’t intend to keep 
or we are unable to fulfil. 
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JEPHTHAH THE WINNER! 
 
EPHRAIM REACTS! 

 
Now, Jephthah gets into more trouble from the Ephraimites!  

 

“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.” Jephthah answered, “I and my people were 

engaged in a great struggle with the Ammonites, and although I 
called, you didn’t save me out of their hands. When I saw that you 

wouldn’t help, I took my life in my hands and crossed over to fight 
the Ammonites, and the Lord gave me the victory over them. Now 

why have you come up today to fight me?” [Judges 12:1-3] 
 

It is amazing, that even after certain victories in life, there are those who 
would challenge us rather than rejoice in what God has done. This group 

threatens to burn his house down while he is inside. 
 

Jephthah explains that he invited them to join the battle, but they didn’t 

rally to the cause! 
 

JEPHTHAH ACTS! 
 

“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.” [Judges 12:4-

6] 
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Jephthah quickly settled this internal uprising and found out the enemy by a 

simple language test. 
 

Those who could not say the “Sh” sound were Ephraimites and were dealt 
with! 

 
JEPHTHAH DIES! 

 
“Jephthah led Israel six years. Then Jephthah the Gileadite died, 

and was buried in a town in Gilead.” [Judges 12:7] 
 

But, is this the end of his story? 
 

No! 

 
You can follow in the footsteps of his faith and write the rest of the story.   

 
But you have an excuse – you have reasons why you cannot do it? 

 
Let me repeat what I said earlier – If today you are sitting in the swamp of 

despair because of your past, take a fresh look at Jephthah: 
 

 An illegitimate child 
 rejected by his half brothers 

 denied any part in his inheritance 
 spurned by the leaders of the nation 

 followed by a band of brigands 
 an outcast in the nation 

 but 

 “the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah.” 
 

And that’s the difference the God-factor can make in the life of a man or 
woman who invite Him into their circumstances!  Let God’s Holy Spirit come 

upon you.  He will do so, as you see Him who is invisible! 
 

 
Why not say this prayer? 

 
 

A Prayer 
 

“Almighty God, for too long I have focused on my past and not my future.  I thank you that 

you can forgive my past and erase its story from your memory.  Help me to erase it from 

my memory as I focus on the possibilities for my future in finding and fulfilling your plans 

for my Life.  I ask this in Jesus’ name.” 
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