
Jephthah: The Negotiator 10.17-11.29 

The Agent of Deliverance 10.17-11.11 

As we will see later in this cycle, Yahweh will empower Jephthah with His spirit (11.29), and the 

writer will recognize Yahweh as the author of victory over the Ammonites, but here Yahweh is 

given no role in Jephthah’s rise as leader and deliverer of Israel.  In this section, we will look at 

Israel’s need for a deliverer (10.17-18), the emergence of Jephthah as the candidate (11.1-3) 

and Jephthah’s selection as Israel’s next deliverer (11.4-11). 

Israel’s Need for a Deliverer 10.17-18 

Verse 17 describes two armies, the army of Ammon, the Ammonites, who gathered and 

encamped in Gilead and the army of Israel, which was gathered and encamped in Mizpah.  In 

verse 18, this confrontation led to the search for a leader.  Ammon’s entry into the heart of 

Transjordan Israel crystallizes Israel’s lack of leadership and the need for a deliverer.  Here 

again, the possibility of a king is raised within this book. These two verses serve as the 

introduction to Jephthah. 

The threat of the Ammonites is focused on the Gileadites and so it falls to the elders of Gilead 

to take action in trying to find someone to drive the enemy from their midst. As an incentive to 

apply for the position, the elders offer the office of ruler of the Gileadites to the man who will 

lead them against Ammon. This should be understood for what it is a call for a volunteer with 

the inducement of being made ruler over the Gileadites. 

The writer creates the sense that there is little, if any order in Gilead. We are presented with, at 

best, a loose-knit organization that haphazardly recognizes the need for a leader, brought about 

by the imminent threat of an enemy army perched in the middle of their land and offers 

whatever it takes to get someone to step up and assume responsibility for the defense of 

Gilead, and at worst, a failed bureaucracy led by little men who didn’t have the nerve or 

courage to deal with life-threatening situations.  There is, more importantly no thought offered 

of the people turning to Yahweh and seeking his leadership on this matter.  The writer shows 

this as an example of the Canaanization of the Gileadites, as they seek answers in their own 

power, while Yahweh’s silence is deafening.  

As we saw in the narrative of Abimelech, failure and death seem to follow leaders who are 

motivated by personal ambition and power rather than leaders who are “servant leaders,” 

motivated by a call to serve the needs of others rather than their own needs. The Jephthah 

cycle will bear similar fruit.  Jephthah is another bramble, in the tradition of Abimelech, and like 

Abimelech, Jephthah was a bramble that “would not be long in sprouting.”  



Emergence of Jephthah: 11.1-3 

These three verses serve as a flashback, taking us to a time that chronologically is prior to the 

events of 10:17-18. In v1 we are introduced to the Jephthah the Gileadite, the son of a man 

named Gilead. In the Bible, Gilead is a place but it is also the name of a tribe, clan and family as 

well as a name given to a man. He comes from the place, Gilead, now suffering from the 

Ammonite oppression and is described as a mighty man of valor. In the Book of Judges, this 

term is only used of Jephthah and his predecessor, Gideon (6:12). The writer will portray 

Jephthah as a person who distinguishes “himself as a resourceful warrior, one without any hint 

of timidity.” Jephthah was the son of a harlot or a concubine. Some rabbis claim she was an 

innkeeper like Rahab, trying to avoid the status of a prostitute but the word used here mean 

prostitute.  We are not told whether his mother was an Israelite or a Canaanite and one was as 

likely as the other. Jephthah’s father was a man of nobility who also had sons from his true 

wife.  Jephthah’s “mother’s profession, the father’s actions, the character of Jephthah’s half-

brothers, and Jephthah’s own lifestyle all point to a thoroughly Canaanized environment.” 

Judges 11:2 records how Jephthah’s half-brothers, motivated by greed and perhaps what they 

considered to be his social inferiority, drove him from Gilead, to keep him from inheriting 

Gilead’s wealth. This action taken by his brothers gives us a picture of the spiritual condition of 

Israel.  By betraying their brother, they violated Israel’s laws for “care and compassion for the 

outcast (e.g., Deut 10:12-22), particularly injunctions commanding one to love one’s neighbor 

[let alone one’s brother] as oneself (Lev 19:33-34).” Israelite inheritance law depended on the 

father not the mother and while Jephthah’s birth by a prostitute gives them the excuse for 

expelling him, but this should require a legal decision by the court. There is no evidence that 

this took place which is why the actions of Jephthah’s brothers would be considered betrayal.  

Verse 3 provides us with four insights into Jephthah and his career after he has been driven 

from home by his brothers.  First, it notes his being expelled by his family.  Second, driven from 

his home, he fleas to the land of Tob, where third, he lives a life of brigand and bandit, 

surrounding himself with a group of outcasts such as himself.  Lastly, we are told that he led 

raids into the towns and villages of Gilead, where they would have acquired some useful 

experience in fighting and perhaps military tactics.   

Daniel Block sees the background of Jephthah as “another illustration of the moral 

degeneration, the Canaanization of Israelite society.”  Israel was aware that Yahweh was not 

tolerant of sexual relations outside of marriage and that would include relations with 

prostitutes. “But according to official Israelite standards, for men to treat a girl as a prostitute 

was both an offense to family honor and a violation of the marriage covenant with one’s wife.” 

Earlier we looked at the fact that the writer does not identify the prostitute’s nationality. 

However, If she was an Israelite, then this is a direct violation of extramarital sexual relations, 



and a violation of the laws that prohibit a father from selling his daughter into prostitution (Lev 

19:29), a practice still in operation today in the modern world in many countries. If she was a 

Canaanite, then this is a violation of the command against having intercourse with Canaanites 

(Ex 34.15-16; Deu 7.1-5).  As Block says: “If she was a prostitute working in the service of a 

Canaanite cult center, the crime is worse still, for then Gilead has become a patron and 

contributor to the Canaanite religious establishment.” Despite the answers to these questions 

there is no denying that Jephthah’s later conduct, like Abimelech’s before him, follows 

“Canaanite patterns.” 

The Call of Jephthah – 11.4-11 

Verse 4 renews the primary plot of Jephthah’s story from 10:17, after this parenthetical 

interlude, and continues on with the recounting of the Ammonite oppression, as the children of 

Ammon make war against Israel. Up until now Israel suffered Ammonite oppression, but now 

the Ammonites launched a military campaign of expulsion that had to be resisted.  

Judges 11.5-6 explains that the Gileadites had reached a point of desperation, no one had 

stepped forward to lead them against the Ammonites and the enemy was on their doorstep 

about to rollover Gilead.  Desperate, Gilead sent a delegation of elders to Jephthah.  Why 

Jephthah? It is likely that Jephthah reputation as a fearless and bold leader of his band of 

robbers had made him the only logical choice for the Gileadites.  The emissaries to Jephthah 

were the elders of Gilead, and, as 11:7 shows, this would have included the head of the House 

of Jephthah’s father. The purpose of the emissaries was to fetch Jephthah out of the land of 

Tob to be Gilead’s leader so that they might fight the Ammonites.  

As Block writes in his commentary: “The negotiations between the elders and Jephthah were 

hard-nosed and businesslike,” without appeal to “God and country,” the elders offered 

Jephthah the opportunity to lead them into battle against the Ammonites. Note that the elders 

did not offer Jephthah as much as they had in 10:18, to anyone who would volunteer to lead 

them in battle. In the first instance they offered rule overall the people, to Jephthah they only 

offered chieftainship in battle. In presenting Jephthah with a lesser role than they had made to 

any full citizen of Gilead, they were saying you are good enough to lead us into battle but not 

good enough to rule over us. 

Jephthah’s bitter response to the elders is recorded in v7.  Intentionally playing hard to get, 

Jephthah responds by recounting how he has been rejected in Gilead and driven from his 

father’s house. Among the group of elders that came to him were some who were actually 

members of his family who had actively engaged in disinheriting him, while the other elders 

were Gileadites who could have intervened and prevented Jephthah’s illegal disinheritance but 



chose to do nothing. Looking at the irony of the situation, Jephthah asks the elders that “since 

they did not help him in his distress; why should he help them in their distress?” 

The response of the elders, in verse 8, continues the irony.  With their backs against the wall, 

the elders responded with an admission that they need him now regardless of the history 

between them. They then sweeten the pot by promising that if he is victorious over the 

Ammonites that they will make him ruler over all of Gilead.   

In verse 9, Jephthah we see Jephthah demanding a firm guarantee that the leaders of Gilead 

will keep their word him and make him ruler if he is victorious in battle against the Ammonites. 

This is an example of what we would call opportunism. The writer creates a sense that 

Jephthah’s willingness to defend Gilead has less to do with a sense of duty than the opportunity 

to gain as much as he could from the situation. Jephthah’s response also promotes the feeling 

that he is still feeling alienated from these very people that he is about to agree to defend. 

Jephthah reminds us of Abimelech, driven by self-interest, without thought of more lofty aims. 

His appeal to Yahweh strikes the reader as an empty phrase, given without thought or meaning. 

It is similar to an unbeliever responding “God Bless” to a person who has sneezed. 

Verses 10-11 records the agreement of the elders to Jephthah’s terms and Jephthah’s 

acceptance of the position as their military commander. The Hebrew word, in verse 10, that the 

NIV translates “witness,” means listening. “Yahweh shall be listening before us.” The meaning is 

that God is listening and will punish them if they do not keep their word to him.  “Left with no 

options, the elders of Gilead appealed to Yahweh as a witness to their good faith in promising 

to make him [Jephthah] their head.” In v11 we see the “coronation” of Jephthah as the military 

leader of Gilead but this event raises some questions. 

First, this is the first mention of a sacred shrine dedicated to Yahweh located in Transjordanian 

Mizpah.  Why now? Block speculates “that, like Jephthah’s reference to Yahweh in v. 9 and the 

elder’s appeal to him in v. 10, the entire ceremony represents a glib and calculated effort to 

manipulate Yahweh. In reality the witness Jephthah is concerned about is not Yahweh, but the 

army of Gilead, camped at Mizpah.” 

Second, unlike God’s previous role in raising up judges, in this instance, Yahweh is limited to 

being a witness to an agreement “between a desperate people and an ambitious candidate.” 

Will Yahweh allow Himself to be used by the Gileadites and Jephthah as just a witness?  

Lastly, what is Jephthah’s relationship with Yahweh? Does he have a sense of Yahweh’s 

presence and activity in his life? The question is perhaps simpler than that: Is Jephthah an 

Israelite of a Canaanite at heart?  



The writer does not provide us with immediate answers to these questions. However, it does 

become clear that the writer, “regardless of Jephthah’s and the Gileadites’ views of the role of 

God,” recognizes that it was Yahweh who played the significant role in delivering Israel from 

Ammonite oppression. The result is the same when God acts as the deliverer of Israel but the 

accomplishing of this deliverance takes some interesting turns as we shall witness.  

 Negotiations with the Ammonites: 11.12-28 

Jephthah immediately takes charge of the situation and tries to avoid war, or at least buy 

himself some time to prepare for it, by negotiating with the Ammonites.  He begins by 

challenging the Ammonites about their purpose for the starting a war with the Gileadites. The 

question to the Amonnites was: “What do you want of me- that you are come to, me to fight 

against my land? In other words, he is claiming that the Ammonites were the aggressors in this 

war. There was a note of patriotism in his statement of “my land,” the same land that had 

earlier rejected him. Jephthah is seen here as acting remarkably kinglike as he dispatches 

envoys, negotiates directly with the king of Ammon, and deals with issues “as if they were 

personal between him and the Ammonite king,” while claiming the land as his own. He puts the 

burden on the Ammonites by accusing them of military aggression. 

The Ammonite king responds, in verse 13 saying that Israel took away my land. This taking of 

the land took place when Israel came up out of Egypt. This king had no trouble believing in the 

Exodus, which happened three hundred years earlier, as he now accused Israel of taking away 

the land when they came from Egypt. The disputed territory included three directions: to the 

south: from the Arnon, which was the border between Moab to the south and Ammon to the 

north; to the north: even unto the Jabbok, which was the border between Ammon to the south 

and Gilead to the north; and to the east unto the Jordan. The king’s complaint was followed by 

a demand Jephthah and the Gileadites to restore those lands again peaceably. The truth was 

that the Ammonites had never held this territory, because the Arnon River served as the border 

between Moab and the Amorites. The king’s claim was due not only to a desire for more land 

on the part of the Ammonites, but also for a clearly marked border, which their control of these 

rivers would accomplish. 

Jephthah responds to the Ammonite’s king by sending a lengthy, formal message. The message 

is remarkable for the style and sophistication of argument. The messengers deliver Jephthah’s 

message to the Ammonite king in v15-27. 

The message begins with a statement, in v15, that Israel has never claimed title to any land that 

belonged to Ammon or even Moab. Thereafter, Jephthah disputes the Ammonites claims using 

arguments are based on historical fact (vv. 16-22), Yahweh’s will (vv. 23-24), personal 

indictment of the Ammonite king (v. 25), and chronology (v. 26). Jephthah expresses these 



arguments by the use of effective rhetorical questions. Verse 27 brings to a fitting end the 

argument begun in v. 15.  

Jephthah begins his second message by denying the idea that Israel took away the land of 

Moab, in verse 15. This was a crucial statement because Moab had a stronger historical claim to 

the land than the Ammonites, yet they did not dispute Israel’s control. Moab lost the territory 

through the conquest by the Amorites, and Israel gained the territory by conquering the 

Amorites. In keeping with Numbers 21:24, Israel made no claim to Ammonite territory. This was 

in keeping with Deuteronomy 2:9, which told Israel to respect the borders of Moab, Edom, and 

Ammon.  In laying out the historical circumstances that led to the Israelites’ occupation of 

Gilead, Jephthah sounds a bit like a modern-day politician as he conveniently mixes up facts  

with Israel’s encounters with the Moabites, Ammonites, and Amorites; yet he makes three key 

points. 

Verse 16-18, Jephthah answers the Ammonites charge of Israel being the aggressor while 

painting Israel in a positive light, by highlighting the diplomatic steps Israel took some three 

hundred years earlier to secure permission to pass through the lands of Edom and Moab. With 

their request for permission denied, Israel chose to march through a desert rather than engage 

in military action.  They did not enter Moab territory.  Jephthah’s not including any reference to 

Ammon at this point was another subtle statement, that from Israel’s view, the Ammonites 

weren’t even in the area when Israel first settled in Gilead. Jephthah’s first point is that: “The 

Ammonites’ present claim is a fabrication based on a revisionist understanding of history.” 

Then in Judges 11:19-21, Jephthah makes his second point as he reviews the history of Israel’s 

war with Sihon, king of the Amorites.  The point is that “originally Israel had no interest in the 

territory Ammon is claiming-they just wanted to pass through (vv. 19-21). The land came into 

Israel’s hands because Sihon denied them the permission they asked for to just pass through 

the land on their way to the Promised Land. Here again, Jephthah demonstrates that Israel is 

basically a peace loving people. They tried to deal diplomatically with Sihon but when that 

failed and they were attacked by Sihon and his army, Yahweh, the God of Israel, delivered the 

Amorites into Israel’s hands and they possessed all the border of the Amorites, from the Arnon 

(which was the southern border) even unto the Jabbok (which was the northern border), and 

from the wilderness (which was the eastern border) even unto the Jordan (which was the 

western border). 

In 11:22, Jephthah makes his third point that Ammon has no historical claim to this land (v. 22). 

The land that Ammon is claiming as their’s, which lies between the Arnon and the Jabbok, the 

desert and the Jordan, “had previously belonged to the Amorites, not Ammon.”  Upon Israel’s 

defeat of the Amorites this land became the possession of Israel. “Accordingly, Israel has never 



claimed any land belonging Edom, Moab, or Ammon.” Thus the Ammonites had no historical 

claim to this land. 

The Theological Argument is found in 11:23-24.  Jephthah uses two rhetorical questions to 

present his two theological arguments. First, since Yahweh drove the Amorites from the land, 

the land belongs to Israel; the Ammonites had no interest in it. Second, since Israel possesses 

whatever Yahweh gives them, then the Ammonites must be satisfied with whatever their god 

Chemosh gives them. In the ancient Near East it was understood that the god of each nation 

has a “duty and passion was to care for his people, which included providing them with a 

homeland.”  

Jephthah’s contempt for the Ammonites contributes to the Ammonites ignoring his speech, but 

Jephthah also displays contempt for his own theological traditions. Traditionally, Israel 

acknowledged only Yahweh, who was also Israel’s covenant Lord. It was Yahweh who 

determined the boundaries of the nations. It was also part of Israel’s tradition to credit 

“Yahweh with giving the Edomites, Moabites, and Ammonites the land they now occupy.” 

“Despite Jephthah’s pious reference to “the Lord our God” in v. 24, his theology is 

fundamentally syncretistic, so ideological compromises like this are not surprising.” 

In verse 25, Jephthah presents his third argument, the personal argument. He begins with more 

rhetorical questions: “Are you better than Balak the son of Zippor, king of Moab?” He follows 

that question with a second. “Did he ever quarrel with Israel or fight with them?” The answer to 

both questions was “no.” Jephthah’s point was that if the Moabite king, at the time of Israel’s 

occupation of the Land, made no claim on the land that was formerly his then how could the 

Ammonites think that they had any claim to the land now? And if Balak didn’t go to war against 

Israel, then why would the Ammonites, who were weaker than Balak and the Moabites, dare to 

attempt what the stronger Moabites would not? In reality, Balak did resist Israel (Nu 22.24), but 

it was not over land but rather fear. Israel’s strength and their recent victory over the Amorite 

kings, Sihon and Og, caused the Moabites to fear “the power and presence of this newly arrived 

people.” 

 Jephthah’s last argument, the chronological argument, is found in v26. If Israel had occupied 

this land for more than three hundred years and the Ammonites had done nothing, then, why 

now? If there was a basis to Ammon’s claim then why did they wait all this time to exercise it?  

“A figure like three hundred years was intended to make an impression on the Ammonites.”  

11:27 Jephthah concluded his speech (v. 27) with a declaration of his personal innocence and a 

direct accusation of wrongdoing on the part of the Ammonites for their military aggression 

against Israel. He also announced his resignation of the case to Yahweh, the divine Judge. He 



obviously had no intention of peacefully turning this region of Gilead over to the Ammonites, as 

the latter had requested (v. 13). 

We learn how Jephthah’s finely crafted argument affected the King of Ammon in v28.  The king 

of Ammon refused to listen to Jephthah’s message.  The Ammonite king was eager for a fight 

and to have an opportunity to make his mark in the region. 

The picture we have of Jephthah at the end of this section is one filled with ambiguity.  

Jephthah recognizes Yahweh’s role and gives Him credit in defeating the Amorites (v. 21) and 

Jephthah concludes his argument by seemingly allowing Yahweh to be the final judge in 

determining who has the proper claim on the land. Yet, as Block suggests: “the Gileadite 

leader’s negotiations with the Ammonites betray a practical Yahwist. He is the sort of man 

whom we wonder if God will use but who has no reservations about manipulating God for his 

own use.” We will see how this plays out in our next session. 


