
Before we turn to look at our next major judge or deliverer, Jephthah, in the Book of 
Judges, we must look briefly at governorships of two lesser judges, Tola and Jair (10.1-
5). 
 
Prelude 
 
Tola (10.1-2), is one of the judges for whom there is not a great deal of detail. Verse1 
tells us that Tola arose to save Israel. This is a role similar to that of judges that had 
gone before him, Othniel, Ehud, Barak, and Gideon.  We can only speculate why Israel 
needs deliverance, or from whom they needed deliverance because the writer gives 
us no details as to whom he saved Israel from. Daniel Block, in his commentary on the 
Book of Judges, suggests: "It is curious, however, that the nation is in need of 
deliverance after the death of Abimelech. This probably reflects the seriousness of the 
chaos produced in the wake of Abimelech’s rampages." 
 
The name: Tola means “worm.” His family was: the son of Puah, the son of Dodo, a 
man of Issachar, which means that he and his father were named after the two sons of 
Issachar (Gen. 46:13; Num. 26:23). He is the only judge whose father’s and 
grandfather’s name is given. This implies something significant about his family or clan, 
but no details are given. 
 
Verse 2 tells us that Tola’s judgeship lasted for twenty-three years and that he 
apparently lived, ruled and was buried in Shamir, which was located in Ephraim. 
Shamir's exact location has been lost but the fact that the next judge to follow after 
Abimelech's aborted reign, came from a place said to be located a short distance across 
the border from Shechem is likely no accident.  Later in the days of David, the Clan of 
Tola would be known for its valor (I Chron. 7:1–2). He died and was buried in his own 
hometown, in Shamir. The message that the writer is portraying is that Tola live, 
governed, died and was buried, and he restored order and stability to the "office of 
Judge." 
 
The writer prepares the way for the following Jephthah cycle by characterizing Jair 
(10.3-5), the second “secondary” judge, “by geography rather than by lineage.” He, like 
Tola, is another judge about which we have little information. In verse 3, the name of the 
judge, Jair, the Gileadite, shows he was of the Tribe of Manasseh (Num. 32:41; Deut. 
3:14; I Kg. 4:13). The fact that he was a Gileadite shows that he came from Eastern 
Manasseh in the Trans-Jordan. The length of his judgeship of Israel was twenty-two 
years. 
 
Verse 4 describes Jair’s family wealth and status. As to his family and wealth, he had 
thirty sons that rode on thirty ass colts. That he had thirty sons shows that he was likely 
a polygamist, having several wives. That he had thirty ass colts shows his rank and 
affluence. Asses were highly esteemed as riding animals and often carried special 
recognition (cf. Judg. 1:14; I Sam. 25:20). As to his status, his family had thirty cities, 
which are called Havvoth-jair unto this day, which are in the land of Gilead. We are told 
of Jair’s death and burial in verse 5.  



 
The writer's emphasis Jair was to focus the reader on peace and prosperity, in contrast 
to the insecurity and danger characterized in the days of Shamgar and Jael back in 
verses 6 to 10. However, in the next cycle, when this same territory was being 
threatened by the Amorites, none of these inhabitants could be called upon to lead a 
Jewish army, a situation that in turn led to the role of Jephthah. It is unlikely that this 
notice of Jair’s rule in Gilead is placed before the Jephthah narrative, which also takes 
place in the Transjordan. "The turmoil and distress that precipitates the rise of Jephthah 
contrasts with the order and tranquility of Jair’s rule. Apparently the Gileadites were 
unprepared for the coming emergency. When Jephthah appears, he must earn the 
authority to rule; it is neither an inherited nor a natural right."  
 
Background 
 
Prior to the Jephthah cycle there are some additional items we should consider. This 
cycle is sandwiched between two minor judges at the beginning of the cycle, Tola and 
Jair, and three minor judges immediately following the conclusion of the Jephthah cycle 
(12:7), Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon who follow (12.8-15).  The Jephthah cycle loosely 
follows the general pattern of previous accounts, particularly the steps of sin, 
punishment, and cry for relief. Yet there are certain steps of the general cycle that are 
missing in this cycle. There is no mention of Yahweh raising up a deliverer. In fact, the 
rise of Jephthah is presented as being a human event. Second, the writer does mention 
that Jephthah is empowered by the Spirit of God and that Yahweh gave the Ammonites 
over to him, but all of this is overshadowed by Jephthah’s vow. Third, there is no 
mention of a period of rest after Jephthah delivers his people.  Similarly, to the 
summaries of the minor judges, the Jephthah cycle ends with a statement giving notice 
of the duration of his time of judgeship (six years), his death and burial. 
 
It is helpful to understand in addition to the basic cycle formula of sin, punishment, 
crying out, raising up a deliverer, victory, and rest, this cycle contains five episodes that 
involve a confrontation and a resolution. Block has identified these episodes as follows:  

Episode 1 Yahweh versus Israel (10:6–16) 

Episode 2 Jephthah versus Gilead (10:17–11:11) 

Episode 3 Jephthah versus Ammon (11:12–28) 

Episode 4 Jephthah versus His Daughter (11:29–40) 

Episode 5 Jephthah versus Ephraim (12:1–6) 
 

There are also several points of common ground between the Jephthah cycle and the 
Gideon cycle. Each cycle opens with a confrontation between God and Israel (6:7–10; 
10:6–16). Jephthah and Gideon begin as men of no reputation and end as tyrants in 
Israel. Each is empowered by the Spirit of God marked by the rallying of the troops 
(6:34–35; 11:29). Jephthah and Gideon respond to being divinely empowered by 
expressions of doubt (6:36–40; 11:30–31). Each gains a victory over the enemy against 
the odds (7:19–25; 11:32–33). They each have a confrontation with jealous Ephraimites 



after the battle has been won (8:1–3; 12:1–6). They both slay their own countrymen 
(8:4–17; 12:4–6). 
 
Yet Jephthah is not to be understood as a clone of Gideon. In many respects he will 
remind us of Abimelech. Jephthah and Abimelech shared humble beginnings as their 
mothers were at best “secondary wives or concubines of non-Israelite lineage (8.31; 
11.1). The men they have chosen to surround themselves with seemingly represent the 
worst type of “mercenary” soldiers, those without honor or respect for themselves or 
anyone else (9.4; 11.3). We will see that Jephthah and Abimelech were not raised to 
positions of leadership by Yahweh, but that each one took advantage of circumstances 
to leverage themselves into leadership (9.1-6; 11.4-11). Abimelech and Jephthah were 
inaugurated “king” in “a formal ceremony at a sacred shrine (9:6; 11:11).” The legacy of 
both of these men was to be remembered as brutal rulers, who wantonly slaughtered 
“their own relatives” (9:5; 11:34–40), fought against their countrymen (9:26–57; 12:1–6), 
dying as tragic figures (9.50-57; 11.34-35). While similar, one major difference 
separates these men: “Abimelech is nothing more than a destroyer; Jephthah is a 
deliverer.” 
 
A major focus in the Jephthah cycle is how the writer depicts the role of God. With 
Gideon, Yahweh was involved in the beginning (6:1-7:22), yet as the story continues  
the writer sees Yahweh’s involvement being more and more limited until when we reach 
the Abimelech cycle Yahweh’s role “is completely eclipsed. Yahweh’s role in the life of 
Israel is reflected as being parallel to His “decreasing involvement in the narrative.” As 
with Gideon, Yahweh is present in the beginning cycle of Jephthah but this is just to 
give us the theological reason for Yahweh being absence.  While Yahweh appears in 
the scene announcing Jephthah’s “spiritual empowerment in 11:29 and in the divine 
committal formula in 12:32,” the writer does not refer to Him again. And while in the 
story of Jephthah, as in Gideon, Yahweh’s name is mentioned and we are tempted to 
see this as an example of genuine devotion, the writer takes great pains to make sure 
that we recognize that any appearance of devotion is illusory.  Any devotion “is belied 
by the fundamentally corrupted character of the man.” 
 
Canaanized: 10.6 
 
The start of the Jephthah cycle begins with a statement about the rebellion of the 
children of Israel (10.6). The writer tells us exactly how the children of Israel did evil in 
the sight of Yahweh.  “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.”  
Israel served the two main gods of Canaan, the Baalim and the Ashtaroth. They also 
served the gods of the neighboring countries, including the gods of Syria (Hadoth, Baal, 
Moath, and Anath), the gods of Sidon (same as previous gods plus the Phoenician 
Astarte of I Kings 11:5; the Sidonian religion also included syncretism), the gods of 
Moab, (Chemosh of I Kings 11:33), the gods of the children of Ammon, (Molech of I 
Kings 11:7 and 11:33), and the gods of the Philistines (Dagon and Baal of Judges 
16:23). 



 
After forty-five years of peace under Tola and Jair, Israel rebels again and worships just 
about any god other than Yahweh. The Canaanization of Israel is alive, well and 
growing.  The writer summarizes this:  “the Israelites forsook the Lord and no longer 
served him.”  
 

Agents of Yahweh’s Punishment: 10.7-9 
 
Yahweh’s punishment of Israel is found in 10.7-9.  The writer implies that the 
Canaanization of Israel is now coming to a climax, as he reveals that it is God’s anger 
that is behind His “selling” the Israelites into the hands of the enemy. God’s anger is 
such against Israel that He hands his people into the hands of two different nations, the 
Philistines and the Ammonites. This provides the background of the next two major 
judgeship cycles: that surrounding the judgeship of Jephthah, who will deal with the 
Ammonites on the east side of the Jordan; and that surrounding the judgeship of 
Samson, who will deal with the Philistines on the west side of the Jordan. The 
geographical relationship of these two enemies puts Israel in the middle of a pincer 
movement, where Israel can be attacked from both sides. 
 
The writer uses two verbs to describe what the agents of Yahweh, Ammon and Philistia 
did to Israel; they shattered and crushed them.  In Hebrew, these two words are not 
frequently used but they sound very much the same and the writer was likely using 
them to draw attention to the destructiveness of what God intended for Israel.   
 
 Verses 8b-9 focuses our attention on the Ammonite oppression. The Ammonites 
harassed the Israelites living east of the Jordan in the hill country of Gilead, which had 
been occupied by Amorites until the Israelites had arrived from Egypt, for eighteen 
years. Now, the Ammonites, under the leadership of Yahweh, crossed the Jordan and 
attacked Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim, bringing the war from the borders to Israel’s 
heartland. 
 
The Result of Israel’s Oppression 10.10-16 
 
Israel’s Confession: 10.10 
 
In v10, we read the report of the cry of the children of Israel followed by their confession 
that they have sinned against Yahweh. They include what they have done to sin against 
God as part of their confession “forsaking our God and serving the Baals.” We saw that 
in the Gideon cycle the writer provided us with the most complete description of the 
oppression of Israel (6:1b-6b), here the writer gives us the most complete account of 
Israel’s response.  
 
Previously, Yahweh had communicated this anger or displeasure with Israel through 
either a messenger/angel or a prophet, here Yahweh deals with Israel face to face. 
What we see in this “phase of the cycle is cast in the form of a confrontational dialogue 
between Yahweh and his people, framed on either side by the latter’s confession of sin.”  



. 
For the only time in book we see the writer expanding narrator on Israel’s cry of help. In 
conjunction with this first we are given another first, there a confession of sin from the 
Israelites. The confession is given as a simple statement, “We have sinned against 
you,” and a straight forward explanation, “We have forsaken our God and served the 
Baals.”  Note the writer used the phrase “our God.” This implies that the people are well 
aware that they have a special relationship with Yahweh. 
 
Israel has again violated the first commandment of the covenant, “You shall have no 
other gods before Me (Ex 20.3; Deu 5.7).” They have put all the gods of the surrounding 
countries before Yahweh.  And while their confession may appear sincere, the writer 
does not include the asking of forgiveness or a begging for God’s mercy that we might 
expect in a “real” confession.  “We must read on to find out whether or not this is more 
than a utilitarian manipulation of deity to be delivered from a painful situation or 
authentic heartfelt repentance.” 
 
Yahweh’s Response 
 
Yahweh’s response is almost predictable; He does not take Israel’s response seriously. 
Not only does Yahweh not take Israel’s confession seriously, His response is short, 
pointed and angry in tone. Yahweh’s response can be seen in three parts. 
 
First, in v11-12, God reminds Israel of seven previous times He has delivered Israel. 
“The Lord replied, When the Egyptians(Exodus), the Amorites(Nu 21.3), the Ammonites 
(Judges 3.12-14), the Philistines(Judges 3.31), the Sidonians(Judges 4-5; 18.7; and 
18.28), the Amalekites (Ex 17.8-16; Judges 3.13; 6.3), and the Maonites (probably the 
Midianites who were defeated by Gideon in Judges 7-8) oppressed you and you cried to 
me for help, did I not save you from their hands?”  Some scholars believe that the 
nations listed here are arranged in order to coincide with the pagan deities of v6.  
 
So now, once again, Israel cries out for help, but what will they do with the gods and 
idols that they are worshipping? The point is that repentance must be followed by 
action. God has reminded them of seven great deliverances that the seven gods they 
worshipped could not deliver them from, and so they must put away their idols and their 
gods; for up until now, they had credited the seven deliverances to the other seven 
gods. The rabbinic view is that the seven deliverances are enumerated corresponding 
to the seven forms of idolatry associated with their worship (v6), and contextually this 
could be correct.  
 
Second, in Judges 10:13, God reminds them of Israel’s failure: “Yet, you have forsaken 
Me, and served other gods.” Then Yahweh responds: “Therefore I will no longer deliver 
you.” This is a conditional threat, depending upon how Israel will respond. Yahweh is 
reminding Israel of their nation’s previous ungrateful and treasonous responses (v. 13a). 
Yahweh is making the point that instead of answering His repeated deliverances with 
goodness and increased commitment to Him, the children of Israel have continued to 
seek the favor and worship of other gods. 



 
Third, in Judges 10:14, God concludes with a sarcastic challenge: “Go and cry out to 
the gods which you have chosen; let them deliver you in the time of your distress.” 
Yahweh is rejecting the confession of the people and while closing His ears to their 
cries for help. Perhaps Israel was anticipating that after Yahweh’s listing of His past 
rescues that He would promise of another act of deliverance, or, provide them with a 
deliverer, but instead He declares that because of their persistent infidelity He will 
rescue them no more. 
 
The irony of the situation should not be lost on us.  Yahweh, in His grace, had chosen 
Israel as His people. Yet Israel, rather than showing their thanks with love, worship and 
obedience had instead responded by seeking after other gods, giving them their love, 
worship and obedience instead. Now Yahweh is saying “You made your choice now live 
with it! “  
 
Yahweh’s response is a road sign for the reader pointing out the fact that He sees this 
cry to be like previous cries for help, Israel wanting to manipulate Him for their purpose. 
Previously Yahweh has answered Israel’s pleas but without true repentance Yahweh 
will no longer hear their pleas. “Their confession sounds like true repentance, but God 
sees past their pious words to their treacherous and parasitic hearts.” 
 
Israel’s Surrender 
 

Verses 15-16a provides Israel’s response to God’s pronouncement in both word and 
deed. In verse 15, Israel responds in word by means of confession: “We have sinned;” 
and by means of surrender: “do to us whatever seems good to You.” This is followed by 
their request: “Only please deliver us this day.” In verse 16a the people put actions with 
their words: “So they put away the foreign gods from among them.” And with contrite 
hearts Israel: “served the Lord.”  
 
Israel’s repentance and plea for help results in God’s response in verse 16b: “And He 
could bear the misery of Israel no longer.” If Yahweh is grieved for Israel, divine 
intervention must shortly follow.  
 
While this section regarding Israel’s surrender and Yahweh’s acceptance of it appears 
to be genuine and straight forward, there are some questions that arise.   
Is Israel’s response truly genuine or is it just more of the same? How should we 
understand their surrender being immediately followed by their demand for rescue? Do 
you sense that Israel was aware that based on Israel’s actions in the past, Yahweh had 
been justified in using their “enemies as His agents of judgment?”  Has it escaped Israel 
that Yahweh had suspended the laws of what is right in favor of divine mercy when they 
have sought after other gods? What is the sincerity of Israel’s second confession?  
What is the true nature of Yahweh’s answer in v16b? 

 
The interpretation of Yahweh’s response to Israel’s second confession has recently 
raised issues among modern Bible scholars.  Traditionally, it has been believed that 



Yahweh recognized the genuineness of Israel’s second confession and as on previous 
occasions repented of the disaster He was going to bring on Israel and deliver them 
instead.   As we move forward keep the following questions in mind as they relate to the 
nature of God’s response in v16b. “Why is the word ‘repent’ absent from this text? Why 
is there no promise of deliverance to negate the statement in v.13? Why is God silent 
after v.16a? Why is Jephthah never described as having been ‘raised up’ or 
‘strengthened’ by Yahweh? Why is God totally absent in the account of the rise of 
Jephthah to leadership in Israel?” 
 
Daniel Block suggests that a literal translation of v16b would be “and his soul/person 
was short because of the efforts of Israel.” There are many possible understandings of 
this verse but the key is determining the meaning of the phrase “the soul is short.” 
According to Block the phrase “expresses frustration, exasperation, and anger in the 
face of an intolerable situation.” But this begs the question “what is so intolerable?” 
What is so intolerable would seem to relate to Israel’s “confessional and sacrificial 
attempts to win divine favor.”  Yahweh could be dismissing Israel’s latest confession as 
just another indication of Israel’s wicked heart. Can we hear rejection in Yahweh’s 
voice, as Block suggests? If so then what Yahweh’s response means is that Israel is still 
in full manipulation mode and that  what we have here is what could be referred to as  a 
“foxhole conversion,”  or as Block calls it “a conversion of convenience.”  Without 
internal change, or true repentance Yahweh will no longer answer the cries of Israel. 
Yahweh will abandon Israel as Israel has abandoned Him; God is now acting on the 
“you get what you deserve” plan of justice.  We will see how this plays out in the rest of 
the Jephthah cycle. 
 


